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ABSTRACT 

CINDY L. SEAMANS 

A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF WOMEN PERPETRATORS OF DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE: COMPARISON WITH LITERATURE ON 

MEN PERPETRATORS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

MAY, 2003 

This qualitative study examines the difference between male and female domestic violence 

offenders. An overview of the literature includes a discussion of the controversies 

surrounding the prevalence of female domestic violence offenses, and a discussion of 

theories of the underlying causes of domestic violence, including feminist, social learning, 

family systems, evolutionary, and integrated theories. An overview of the existing 

literature on the characteristics and motivation of male and female domestic violence 

offenders is included. The qualitative study interprets the material from structured 

interviews with 13 women who have been referred for treatment in batterers' intervention 

programs. Two of the women are black, two are Hispanic, and the remaining nine are 

white. The interviews reveal the women's childhood and prior relationship history with 

violence, finding that the majority of them were victims of childhood abuse, with seven 

reporting physical abuse, four reporting sexual abuse, 11 reporting psychological abuse or 

neglect, and seven witnessing interparental violence. Most of the women (11 out of 13) 

report feeling cut-off from their mothers, and most of them left their childhood homes 

before the age of 18. The majority of the women, seven, also experienced violence at the 

hands of a prior partner. The study also examines the women's motivation for current 

violence, finding that most (8 out of 13) are responding in self-defense or in retaliation for 

their partners' physical abuse. The typology for women offenders proposed by Johnson 
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(1995) is considered, with the majority (11 of 13) of the women falling into Johnson's 

categories of Common Couple Violence, Violent Resistance, or Mutual Controlling 

Violence. Other motivating factors for women's violence revealed in the interviews 

include: retaliation for psychological abuse, reaching the end of their rope, trying to get 

their partners to listen to them, and responding to partners' control tactics. A link is 

revealed between becoming a domestic violence offender and giving birth to an infant. 

Help-seeking behavior and the women's perception of the criminal justice system as 

persecuting, rather than helping them, is discussed. An integrated theory for the causal and 

maintaining factors of domestic violence is outlined that includes Individual, Family of 

Origin, Relational, and Societal Levels of influencers that interact in a fluid and dynamic 

manner. Implications for treatment, including a list of recommendations for treating 

women in batterers' intervention programs, are discussed. Limitations of the study and 

recommendation for further research are included. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

More and more women are being arrested for assaulting their partners, in part due 

to the trend towards mandatory arrest procedures for partner violence (Hamberger & 

Potente, 1994; Miller, 2001; Saunders, 1995). Nationwide statistics reveal that women 

offenders represent between 5% and 10% of domestic violence related prosecutions 

(Hooper, 1996). Communities are advocating the arrest of women either through 

mandatory dual arrest procedures, in which both parties in a dispute are arrested (Martin, 

1997; Swan & Snow, 2002), or through mandatory arrest police policies that determine 

victims and perpetrators through surface examinations of which party has injuries that 

result in visible marks. While most observers believe that the increase in the number 

women arrested for assaulting their partners is an unintended consequence of mandatory 

arrest policies created to protect women victims (Swan & Snow, 2002), some believe it is 

a product of an antifeminist backlash (Renzetti, 1997). 

By and large, women who are arrested for assaulting their partners are being 

court-referred into domestic violence treatment programs that were established to 

intervene with male perpetrators. While there is plenty of information and controversy 

regarding the prevalence of female perpetration of domestic violence (Straus & Gelles, 

1986), there are much less data on the characteristics, background, motivation, and 

patterns of behavior of female batterers. This information is necessary to provide 

appropriate intervention and effective treatment. 

One of the most fundamental questions that must be answered to intervene 

effectively and treat perpetrators of domestic violence is how domestic violence is related 

to gender. The entire battered woman movement, which has created a national shelter 



system to provide victims of domestic violence with safe harbor, is based on the 

assumption that victims of domestic violence are female and perpetrators are male 

(Walker, 1979). Feminist theorists and practitioners (Pence & Paymar, 1993) are the 

driving force behind many barterer treatment programs which are founded on the premise 

that domestic violence is a social construction of a patriarchal society in which men use 

tactics, including physical violence, to control their female partners (Yllo, 1990). Yet 

feminist programs designed for male barterers, such as Duluth's Domestic Abuse 

Intervention Project (DAIP; Pence & Paymar,1993), are now being faced with increasing 

criminal justice system referrals of women labeled as barterers. The Duluth group, as 

well as other barterer's intervention programs, are struggling to understand how women's 

arrests fit within the context of this feminist construction ofbattering (Dasgupta, 1999). 

This study is designed to shed light on the differences and similarities between 

female and male perpetrators of domestic violence. A qualitative exploration of the 

characteristics and behaviors of female perpetrators of domestic violence was undertaken 

through a series of in-depth, structured interviews with women who have been arrested 

for domestic violence with an intimate partner. These data are then compared to existing 

information about the characteristics and behaviors of male batterers. This study was 

limited to women who have been violent with their heterosexual partners. While same

sex domestic violence is also a serious problem (McLaughlin, 2001), some of the 

dynamics underlying same-sex violence are different from heterosexual couple violence, 

and remain out of the scope of this study. 

Are women who physically attack their male partners motivated by the same 

paradigm of power and control that many theorists and researchers (Pence & Paymar, 

1993) claim motivates male batterers? Or are they striking out in response to or in 

anticipation of male violence? Do women use violence against their partners as a way of 
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expressing their feelings rather than as a tactic of power and control, to get what they 

want? Do women barterers have the same characteristics and history of abuse as male 

barterers? The research questions this study explores include the following: 

1. Are there differences between male and female perpetrators of domestic violence 

regarding their victimization and trauma history as childhood victims of physical and 

sexual abuse and as adult victims of domestic violence? 

2. Are there differences between male and female perpetrators of domestic violence in 

their motivation for their violence? Specifically, are the women more likely to be striking 

out in self- defense or as a peremptory strike? 

3. Are women trying to exert power and control over their partners with their violence? 

Do women resort to violence with their partners in an attempt to be heard, to express 

themselves, and to get their partners' attention? 

Through a series of in-depth interviews, this study provides information about 

these women's histories of abuse, early experiences with violence, motivations at the time 

of perpetration, and patterns of offending. This information is then compared and 

contrasted with existing data on male barterers. 

One of the goals of this study is to provide information to treatment providers 

who intervene with court-referred female domestic violence offenders. By providing 

information on the characteristics and motivations of female offenders, it is hoped that 

treatment providers can refine treatment programs to more effectively meet the needs of 

both the female offenders and society. 

3 



CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Analyzing the Controversy Over the Existence of Female Domestic Violence Offenders 

Controversy rages over the conflict between reports of researchers, most notably 

Straus and Gelles (1986), who claim that wives assault husbands at least as often as 

husbands assault wives, and reports from medical, legal, and social service agencies that 

women are far more likely to be the victims of domestic assaults. The National Family 

Violence Surveys conducted in 1975 (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980) and re-surveyed 

in 1985 (Straus & Gelles, 1986) are at the center of this controversy. The National Family 

Violence Surveys are surveys presented to married or cohabiting persons as research on 

family problems. In 1975, a total of2,143 partners were surveyed and in 1985, a total of 

6,000 households were questioned, with the results showing that women are about as 

violent as men within the family. Numerous epidemiological studies that utilize similar 

self-report survey data regarding intimate partners from samples taken from the general 

public report similar rates of male-to-female and female-to-male inflicted violence 

(Gelles & Loeske, 1993; Kwong, Bartholon1ew & Dutton, 1999; Moffit & Caspi, 1999; 

Morse, 1995; Reza, 1998; Straus, 1980; Straus & Gelles, 1986). Indeed, one compilation 

of data reports more than 100 epidemiological couple-conflict studies which find that 

women are as physically aggressive, or more aggressive, than men in their relationships 

(Fie bert, 1997). Similar conclusions are drawn in Archer's (2000) meta analysis of 82 

couple-conflict studies which finds that women are not only slightly more likely to use 

violence towards their intimate partners than men, but that they also resort to violent acts 

more often than men. 
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On the other hand, national crime statistics and crime studies show a much higher 

percentage of couples than epidemiological studies in which men are perpetrators and 

women were victims (Goodyear-Smith & Laidlaw, 1999; Straus, 1999 ). In one study that 

is highly respected for its methodology, in the National Violence Against Women in 

America Survey (NV A W) conducted by the National Institute of Justice and the Centers 

for Disease Control (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1997), 8,000 men and 8,000 women 

representing 16,000 households were surveyed. Contrary to the couple-conflict studies, 

the NV A W study finds that men physically assault their female partners three times as 

much as women assault their male partners. Additionally, a number of statistical studies 

based on domestic violence police calls reveal that men are eight to nine times more 

likely to be perpetrators than women (Straus, 1999). Similar findings arise out of studies 

conducted in hospital emergency rooms, with females suffering injuries at the hand of 

their male partners in far greater numbers than males reporting partner-inflicted injuries 

(Cascardi, Langhinrichsen, & Vivian, 1992; Lo Vechio, Bhatia, & Sciallo, 1998). 

While the proportion of male to female perpetrators is much higher in crime 

studies than family conflict studies, the incident rate is much lower in crime studies and 

in police statistics. In a review, Straus (1999) notes that family conflict studies report an 

annual assault rate, ranging from 10 °/o to 35% and averaging 16%. By contrast, the 

NV A W study reports a 1.1% annual assault rate and police call data reveal a 0.2% annual 

domestic violence assault rate. 

It is the manner in which the surveys are presented to respondents that explains 

much of the discrepancy in the percentage of male and female perpetrators. The NV A W 

survey and national crime surveys, which reveal a high percentage of male perpetrators 

and a lower overall assault rate, are presented to respondents as studies of crime, crime 

victimization, and personal safety or violence, rather than as studies of family problems 
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or conflicts. The couple-conflict studies are presented to respondents as studies of 

conflict within relationships and the majority utilize the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; 

Straus, 1979) to determine which tactics couples use during conflicts. 

The Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979) is a self-report instrument that asks 

respondents to identify which tactics they have used to resolve conflict within their 

current relationships, with options ranging from calm discussion to verbal aggression to 

use of physical force. The CTS has been the subject of relentless criticism by those who 

dispute its value because it does not measure the context surrounding the dispute, the 

motivations of the perpetrators (i.e., self-defense), or the resulting injury caused by the 

assault (Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh, & Lewis, 1998; Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, & Daly, 

1992; Heyman & Schlee, 1997; Schafer, 1996; Worcester, 2002). Worcester (2002) 

expresses this position that "counting the violence should never be the goal so much as 

looking at the meaning and consequences of violence in people's lives" (p. 1392.) Other 

important factors that may limit the validity of the picture drawn by CTS are that it does 

not include sexual assault or assault by former spouses. Since the risk of spousal 

homicide goes up by about 50% for women who leave their abusive husbands, omitting 

past partners makes information gained via the CTS incomplete at best (Kimmel, 2002). 

Additionally, as with any self-report instrument, the results are only as valid as the 

truthfulness of the individuals making the·reports. A number of researchers question 

whether males under-report their violence towards their partners because it is socially 

unacceptable (LeJeune & Follette, 1994; Sugarman & Hotaling, 1997 ). On the other 

hand, women may not under-report their violent behaviors as often, because of societal

proscriptions that "slapping the cad" or otherwise responding to male partners with 

physical violence is acceptable behavior. 

The CTS gives a picture of the occurrence of aggressive acts between intimate 
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partners, but it does not indicate how the participants view these aggressive behaviors. In 

contrast, crime studies and police call statistics inherently indicate that persons making 

the reports believe the physically aggressive acts are violent crimes or threats to their 

safety. The NV A W study asks specifically about incidents involving personal safety, 

injury, or violence. The discrepancy between the incident rate in family conflict studies 

and crime studies indicates that most domestic assaults are not experienced as violent 

crimes or as threats to personal safety by the so-called victims. Straus (1999) reasons that 

"while being slapped or kicked by a partner may be experienced as h~rrendous or 

despicable, it takes relatively rare circumstances to perceive it as a crime" (p. 23). 

Men, in particular, may not experience being slapped or otherwise physically 

assaulted by their female partners as a threat to their personal safety, in large part due to 

the typical gender differences in size and strength. In their study analyzing the violent 

interactions of couples through self-reports, Jacobson, Gottman, Waltz, Rushe, Babcock, 

and Holtzworth-Munroe (1994) find that only wives are fearful during violent arguments 

even when wives are violent. Hamberger and Guse (2002) discovered similar findings in 

their study of male and female perpetrators of domestic violence. Female victims of 

domestic violence were much more likely than male victims to state that they were afraid 

of their violent partners. 

Several (Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Straus, 1999) researchers report that some 

men discount physical assaults on them by their partners as jokes because the risk of 

injury, and therefore the fear of injury, is relatively low. Indeed, women are about seven 

times more likely to be injured by their partners during a domestic assault than men are 

injured by their partners (Stets, 1990). Even when women have inflicted violence, as 

well as received it, they are more likely than men to be frightened, and to have the fear 

undermine their sense of well-being (Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Umberson, 1998). Even 

7 



when they have not experienced injury, women are more likely than men to fear physical 

injury when they are in violent relationships (Morse, 1995). 

One attempt to resolve these conflicting reports (Morse, 1995) finds that while 

both men and women ·engage in frequent minor assaults, men are more likely than women 

to repeatedly beat their partners. Women are also more often the victims of severe 

partner assault and injury, not because men hit more often, but because they hit harder. 

Archer's (2000) meta-analysis supports this position with findings that indicate women 

are slightly more likely to be violent than men, yet suffer 62% of the injuries in their 

interactions with their partners. 

Longitudinal data from both the National Youth Survey (Carlson, 1987) as well as 

a similar longitudinal study conducted in New Zealand, the Dunedin Multidisciplinary 

Health and Development Study (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999), confirm the findings in most 

couple-conflict studies (Carlson, 1987) that the tactics used by one partner, whether 

verbal or physical aggression, are often reciprocated by the other partner. When women 

assault their partners, often with little resulting physical injury for the men, the women 

are at risk of retaliation by their male partners which results in far more severe injury 

(Straus, 1999). The number of women seeking medical help following battering gives 

credence to the finding from the aggression literature that women suffer more severe 

consequences than men when they are physically aggressive (Harris, 1992; Zlotnick, 

Kohn, Peterson, & Pearlstein, 1998). 

From the previous analysis, it could be concluded that a significant minority of 

couples experience bi-directional physical violence, but that women are primarily the 

victims because of the superior physical strength of their male partners. However, two 

diametrically opposing views that contradict this analysis are held by feminist researchers 

and battered women advocates on one side, and men's issues researchers and advocates 
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on the other side. Twenty years of feminist research on the phenomenon of wife battering 

suggests that there is something missing in the analysis of domestic violence as a gender

neutral phenomenon (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Dobash et al., 1998; Walker, 1979). 

Feminist researchers give voice to battered women with whom they have connected 

primarily at law enforcement agencies, hospitals, and battered women shelters. By and 

large, the reports of these women are nothing like Straus' ( 1999) description of couple 

conflict that escalates to mutual low-level violence when a verbal argument gets out of 

hand. These women often report a pattern of terroristic control and re-occurring physical 

intimidation and abuse by their male partners that occur regardless of their own behaviors 

(Walker, 1979). 

Taking the opposite position, there is an emerging group of researchers and men's 

advocates who promote the idea that battering is a human issue, not a gender issue. They 

contend that women are just as violent as men in domestic relationships, and that men's 

victimization is just as great as that suffered by female victims of domestic violence 

(Cook, 1997; Machietto, 1992; Migliaccio, 2001; McNeely, Cook, & Torres, 2001). 

With passion and outrage to match that of battered women advocates, these authors use 

the data from the couple conflict survey literature to support their construct of gender 

neutral domestic violence. 

Those who insist either on denying or repudiating countless, empirically sound 

studies, showing women to be no less violent than men, are very much like those 

who once vehemently insisted that the earth is flat, and then proceeded to brand 

the purveyors of new knowledge as heretics. (p. 229; McNeely, et al., 2001) 

In addition to the epidemiological couple-conflict studies, several of these reviews 

and studies present anecdotal information from male victims that has been gathered from 

a variety of sources of varying degrees of scientific integrity. In their overview, McNeely 
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et al. (200 1) state that the total of published reports of male victims is 90 referenced 

cases. They support their position with a statement purported to be from an emergency 

room physician published as a letter to the editor in Time Magazine. The remainder of 

their anecdotal evidence consists of interviews Cook, a news reporter, conducts with 30 

men in divorce mediation, who state they are victims of domestic violence. These 

accounts are published at length in his 1997 book, 

Abused Men, The Hidden Side of Domestic Violence. Migliaccio (2001) also conducts 

interviews with male victims who he recruits through a web site for abused men, and 

through referrals from a men's group that deals with custody issues. While these authors 

may be giving voice to a population that has truly been victimized, the lack of scientific 

rigor in their recruiting practices lends questions regarding their veracity. 

Some researchers and theorists (Johnson, 2001; Johnson, 1995; Kantor & 

Jasinski, 1998; Kwong et al., 1999) suggest that the couple-conflict studies and the 

battered women advocates are coming in contact with two completely different 

phenomena. Johnson (1995) states that couple-conflict studies describe "common 

couple violence," a more gender-neutral phenomenon in which "conflict occasionally gets 

out of hand leading usually to minor forms of violence and more rarely escalating into 

serious, sometimes even life-threatening forms of violence" (p.2). On the contrary, 

battered women advocates are coming in contact with a much less common phenomenon, 

that of"patriarchal terrorism" (p.2). Johnson (1995) describes patriarchal terrorism as "a 

product of patriarchal traditions of men's right to control 'their' women, a form of 

terroristic control of wives by their husbands that involves the systematic use of not only 

violence, but economic subordination, threats, isolation and other control tactics"(p.2). 

Johnson (2001) tests his typologies of violent couples by examining interview 

protocols of married and unmarried women in southern Pennsylvania from a data set 
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collected in the 1970s by Irene Freize. The sample consists of interviews with women 

victims of domestic violence from court and shelters and a matched sample of women 

from their neighborhoods. Based on the premise that the so-called patriarchal terrorists 

would exhibit controlling tactics separate from their violent behavior, Johnson uses the 

interview responses to categorize the husbands and wives as nonviolent, noncontrolling 

violent, or controlling violent. He finds that of the 115 couples, only five fall into the 

category of "mutual violent control"(p.l 00) where both partners are violent and 

controlling. The patriarchal terrorism category is defined as relationships in which only 

one of the spouses is violent and controlling and the other is not. Ninety-four of the 97 

cases categorized as terrorism are husbands, with only three violent and controlling 

wives. On the other hand, the gender spread is much more even in the common couple 

violence category, where the spouse is violent, but not controlling. Fifty-six percent of 

the 146 people categorized as exhibiting common couple violence are husbands, while 

44% are wives. He identifies a fourth category, termed violent resistance, in which the 

spouse is violent, but not controlling, and the partner is both violent and controlling. 

Almost all of the 77 in this violent resistance category are wives, with only 4% being 

husbands. Johnson interprets this finding to mean that the violent resisters are responding 

with violence to the violence of the terrorists, who are, by and large, male. 

Swan and Snow (2002) also find some support for this typology in their study of 

1 08 women who had either been arrested for domestic violence, or self-reported that they 

had been violent with their partner. Based on interviews with the women, they classify 

18% of them in the common couple violence category, and 34% ofthe sample as violent 

resisters. Perhaps because their sample was recruited in part from people already 

identified by the criminal justice system as offenders, Swan and Snow label a larger 

percentage of women (12.5%) as aggressors. Because the study does not report the 
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attitudes of these women's victims, it is unclear whether they are controlled and live in 

fear. Therefore, it is unclear from this study whether or not these women fit the category 

of terrorist. However, the largest portion of the sample does not neatly fit into Johnson's 

typologies, with 35.5% of the so-called women offenders classified simply as victims of 

domestic violence. 

One of the most important differences Johnson (1995) describes between common 

couple violence and patriarchal terrorism is that of escalation, or increase in level of 

violence over time. In Johnson's (2001) analysis, he concludes that the majority of 

couples who engage in common couple violence experience no escalation over time in the 

level of violence. He states that only 28% of his sample categorized as experiencing 

common couple violence report escalation of the violence, while 76% of the terrorist 

sample report escalation of violence. This finding lends credence to the concept that the 

shelter population, where many women experience battering that escalates in frequency 

and intensity over time (Walker, 1979), consists primarily of victims of patriarchal 

terrorism, not common couple violence. 

How does this perspective on domestic violence inform an exploration of the 

female offender? Are women who are violent with their partners engaging in low-level 

common couple violence? What about women who are arrested for domestic violence, 

especially those who use weapons or inflict serious injury on their partners? Are they 

engaging in some female equivalent to patriarchal terrorism as a perpetrator? Or, are they 

violent resisters, responding to the systematic threats, control, and physical danger 

inflicted on them by the patriarchal terrorist in self-defense, retaliation, or as a pre

emptive, self-protective strike? To find the answer to these questions, it is necessary to 

go beyond the type of cursory survey of behaviors tapped by the Conflict Tactics Scale. 

A more in-depth investigation of circumstances, background, and motives will be likely 
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to shed more light on the unique qualities or gender-neutral similarities of female 

domestic violence offenders. 

Theories of the Causes ofDomestic Violence 

Feminist Theory 

One of the major explanatory theories of the underlying causes of domestic 

violence is the feminist perspective that power and gender inequality are at the core of 

partner abuse. Feminist theorists assume that perpetrators are male, victims are female, 

and females who are labeled as perpetrators are essentially fighting back or responding to 

male violence or the threat of violence. From this perspective, historically based cultural 

patterns of male-female relations underlie partner abuse, with battering men representing 

the extreme end of the continuum of what it means to be a man in our society (Archer, 

1994; Bograd, 1990; Pence & Paymar, 1993; Pence, 1999; Sonkin et al., 1985; Walker, 

1979). Sonkin et al. (1985) represent this view when stating: 

All men to one degree or another share the problems of the male batterer when 

they are unable to communicate their feelings, when they do not struggle toward 

equality in their relationships with women, when they devalue the feminine 

aspect of themselves or devalue the women around them. (p.5) 

From this perspective, men abusing their partners is simply an extension of a 

historical tradition that validates wife abuse as part of the marriage contract, necessary for 

the enforcement of a hierarchy where husbands must control their wives. In this context, 

men beat their partners because society accepts male violence against intimates and any 
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intervention must confront these attitudes with the individual batterers and with society as 

a whole (Carden, 1994; Sonkin et al., 1985). 

Wife battering, then, is not random violent acts of husbands against wives; they 

are tactics men use to wield power over women to keep them in their place in a society 

where women are devalued as secondary and inferior (Bograd, 1990). This devaluation 

of women makes it difficult to have relationships with men that are based on equal power, 

setting women up to be recipients of abuse (Nutt, 1999). Bograd states "although there 

are many ways that men as a group maintain women in oppressed social positions, 

violence is the most overt and effective means of social control" (p. 14). From this 

sociopolitical perspective, men batter women because they are entitled to dominate and 

control their partners, and because violence is an effective means of wielding this control 

(Carden, 1994). 

Feminist researchers and theorists contend that women's violence against their 

male partners consists primarily of battered women who .are defending themselves or 

retaliating for past abuse (Dasgupta, 1999; Hamberger, 1997; Hamberger & Potente, 

1994; Pence, 1999). They emphasize the importance of the context in which women 

strike their partners. As Dasgupta (200 1, p. 9) explains, "In her reservoir of survival 

maneuverings, violence may occupy a vital place. Fighting back may be a resistance 

tactic of battered women." By defining battering as a process that includes "acts that 

intimidate, isolate or deny victims personal power and establish the abuser's control over 

them" (Dasgupta, 1999, p. 2001 ), feminists claim that most female violence against their 
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partners is not battering. Several studies indicate that most women who are violent with 

their partners are not motivated by a need to control their partners (Dasgupta, 1999; 

Johnson, 2001; Miller, 2001). Instead, women are "responding to a loss of power 

resulting from abuse inflicted on them" (Miller, 2001, p. 1368). 

Feminists believe context and gender are critical to understanding battering, and 

view perspectives of domestic violence that equate female violence with male violence as 

an anti-femini~t backlash designed to reinforce patriarchy and undermine the battered 

women's movement. One recent analysis of discourse on domestic violence in men's and 

political magazines labels authors of these articles as "patriarchal resisters" (Berns, 2001, 

p. 262) whose goal is to obscure men's violence, while blaming women, both for being 

victims, and for being perpetrators. 

If wife battering is a social construction, then an egalitarian society in which men 

and women have equal power would foster non-violence. Lepowsky (1994) writes a 

fascinating account of gender differences and aggression in V anatinai, a small island 

society off New Guinea that is egalitarian with no indigenous formal system of rank or 
\ 

authority. Aggression in any form is very rare on this island of approximately 2,000 

people, and those who commit aggressive acts bring shame not only to themselves but to 

their families. During a 1 0-year period, the author learned of only five acts of violence, 

four of which were women attacking their husbands or other women. She concludes that 

in an egalitarian society, violence, especially male violence against women, is rare. 

Support for the feminist social construction theory lies in the findings that wife 
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abuse is eight times more likely to occur among couples in the United States with 

husband-dominated versus egalitarian decision-making styles (Straus, Gelles, & 

Steinmetz, 1980). Some studies also suggest that it is not the male barterers' patriarchal 

attitudes that predispose them to family violence, it is a discrepancy between the men's 

attitudes and their wives' attitudes. Alexander, Moore, and Alexander (1991) find that 

there is a higher likelihood of violence in relationships in which men hold patriarchal 

values, only if their partners hold more liberal attitudes. 

Williams ( 1992) finds that men who perceive themselves as more powerful, due 

to their control of family resources, project that being arrested for domestic violence 

would have lower costs than those who believe they are not in power. This perception 

lowers the perceived cost of offending, allowing these powerful men to assault their 

partners without fear of retribution. Several studies indicate that men with higher needs 

for power are more likely to batter their partners than men who have lower power 

motivations (Mason & Blankenship, 1987). Attitudinal studies of college and adolescent 

males also show a relationship between approval of the need to control and abuse wives 

and their likelihood to use violence against their partners in the future (Briere, 1987; 

Falchikov, 1996). 

Additionally, studies of men's attitudes towards sexual violence, including rape of 

wives, show that men who have higher scores on a Hypermasculinity Invento~ (Beaver, 

Gold & Frisco, 1992; Mosher & Sirkin, 1984) that identifies macho characteristics are 

much less rejecting of rape than non-macho men (Sullivan & Mosher, 1990). In the 
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Sullivan and Mosher (1990) study, these men justify rape of both wives and strangers as 

men's rights and sexual nature. Alarmingly, both macho and non-macho men in this 

study are relatively more accepting of the rape of wives, giving support for the theory that 

men throughout our society support sexual abuse of wives. 

Men's attitudes that legitimize the use of violence against their partners also are 

a factor in battering, with those endorsing tolerance or approval of wife abuse more likely 

to be violent with their partners (Burke, Stets, & Pirog-Good, 1988; Hanson, Cadsky, 

Harris, & Lalonde, 1997; Riggs & O'Leary, 1996; Silverman & Williamson, 1997; 

Sugarman & Frankel, 1996; Williams, 1992). Attitudes about wife battering 

discriminate between samples of abusive and non-abusive men. Hanson et al. (1997) 

survey 997 abusive and non-abusive men on a number of variables, including personal 

and family history, criminal behavior, psychopathology, and attitudes toward violence 

against partners. Among all the variables, the single largest difference between the 

groups is their attitudes toward violence against partners. Most (68%) of the men 

identified as being severely abusive endorsed one or more items tolerant of wife abuse, 

while only 22% of the non-abusive men endorsed any items tolerant of partner abuse. 

Lending credence to the position that these attitudes about violence towards 

\Vomen are related to the patriarchal social milieu are the findings by Silverman and 

Willian1son (1997) regarding peer attitudes on violence against women. They find that 

men who have abusive peers and who receive peer informational support for abuse are 

significantly more likely to use physical violence against their partners. Silverman and 
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Williamson (1997) also find evidence supporting the association between witnessing 

violence as a child, particularly paternal battering, and abusive behavior by male 

batterers. Much support exists for this association in both the survey and treatment 

literature. 

For example, Straus et al. (1980) find that males who witnessed violence between 

their parents as children are three times more likely to batter their female partners. A 

number of other studies also li.nk exposure to violence in childhood, especially paternal 

battering, to adult battering (Alexander, Moore, & Alexander, 1991; Breslin, Riggs, 

O'Leary, & Arias, 1990; Gwartney-Gibbs, Stockard, & Bohmer, 1987; Hanson et al, 

1997; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; O'Keefe, 1998; O'Leary, Malone, & Tyree, 1994; 

Roberts, 1987). While this association supports the feminist theory that male battering is 

a social construction, in which boys learn about the necessity of wife battering directly 

from observing their fathers and from representations of violence against women in the 

media and society at large, this association also lends credence to the social learning 

theory of battering. 

Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theorists view partner abuse as a consequence of observational 

learning and reinforcement of the batterers' behaviors within a social context (Margolin 

& Burman, 1993). According to Bandura's (1973) social learning analysis of aggression, 

the intergenerational transmission of violence occurs from the families of origin to the 

spousal relationships through modeling of parental behaviors. Parents are a particularly 

18 



potent source of modeling through vicarious learning because of the amount of time 

parents spend with their children and the primacy of that relationship (Breslin et al., 

1990). Thus, children learn through vicarious reinforcement that violence is the 

appropriate method of conflict resolution and the means to maintain power and control in 

intimate relationships. 

Dutton (1988) describes male batterers as growing up in families where conflict

generated anger results in violence, listening and verbal problem-solving skills are poor, 

and emotional self-disclosure is seen as loss of control. From this perspective, battering 

is viewed as a tension-reducing response that occurs within the family setting because it 

is the safest place to aggress without punishment. The batterers are reinforced for their 

violent behaviors when they result in compliance from the victims. 

Following childhood exposure and modeling of interparental violence, batterers 

are reinforced as adults from current sources, such as peer group norms, the functional 

effectiveness of violence, and the absence of social or legal deterrents (Carden, 1994). 

The special importance of peer groups is supported by a Silverman and Williamson 

( 1997) study which finds that the attitudes of male peer groups approving of violence 

towards partners is highly linked to abusive behaviors by males. Gwartney-Gibbs et al. 

(1987) also find that having sexually aggressive peers is positively associated with 

students' tendencies to inflict courtship aggression. 

If the key to social learning explanations of domestic violence is modeling of 

parental aggression, how does the gender of persons witnessing the parental violence 
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impact future behaviors? Do boys and girls learn something different when they observe 

their parents hitting one another? Evidence exists that boys and girls are impacted 

differently when they observe interparental violence. A number of studies find that 

observing interparental violence is associated with current partner abuse for males, but 

not for females (Gelles & Straus, 1979; O'Leary et al, 1994; Pagelow, 1981). Other 

studies show that females as well as males are more likely to become violent in their 

partner relationships if they have witnessed interparental violence (Avakame, 1998; 

Breslin et al., 1990). 

Social learning theory would posit that it is not just observing violence that 

promulgates abuse, it is whether the consequences of the aggression are reinforcement or 

punishment. It is reasonable to believe that men and women may experience different 

consequences from battering behaviors. Men who batter their partners are often 

accommodated by their female partners who acquiesce to their partners' wishes out of 

fear or powerlessness (Pence & Paymar, 1993). On the other hand, women who respond 

violently to their partners are often met with violence, which due to the differences in 

physical size, results in punishment rather than reinforcement for their violent acts: In 

Fotjik's (1977-78) survey ofbattered women, 77% of those who responded to their 

partners with violence escalated their partners' violence. 

Gender differences in socialization regarding aggression in childhood 

In addition to modeling the aggressive behaviors of parents, boys' and girls' 

direct expressions of aggression are reinforced or punished in different ways by adult 
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caretakers and peers since infancy. The development of gender differences in aggression 

is linked to the development of gender identity, children's ability to successfully identify 

their own sex and the sex of other girls and boys, women and men (Fagot, Leinbach, & 

Hagan, 1986). As babies, boys and girls yell and cry about the same amount, but their 

expression of aggression diverges in early childhood in conjunction with the development 

of gender identity (Campbell, 1993). 

Fagot et al. (1986) demonstrate this phenomenon in an experiment in which they 

first categorized children (aged 21 months to 40 months) on their achievement of gender 

identity through a gender labeling task. The children were then observed in play groups 

with raters assessing the aggressiveness of their behaviors as well as their choices of same 

sex or opposite sex playmates. While the aggressiveness of the boys does not vary 

significantly based on their achievement of gender identity, girls who succeed at the 

gender-labeling task show almost no aggression in the classroom. Additionally, both 

girls and boys choose more same-sex playmates after they achieve gender identity. These 

differences in behaviors do not depend on chronological age, but on whether children 

understand that they are boys or girls. Fagot et al. (1986) attribute this decrease in 

aggressive behavior on the part of girls to their suppression of their own aggression in 

order to conform to societal gender role expectations. Similarly, the children's choice of 

same-sex playmates can be seen as setting the stage for further gender role socialization. 

Additional support for the change in aggressive behavior by girls at about the time 

of gender identity formation is found in a study by Lloyd and Smith (1986) in which the 
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assertive and withdrawal behaviors of 19-42 month-old children is observed. Girls 

display more assertion and less withdrawal than boys until they reach the age of three at 

which time girls reduce their assertive behaviors and increase withdrawal responses. One 

interpretation of these results is that as girls become aware of gender role requirements, 

they decrease their assertive or out of role behaviors. Thus, children regulate their 

interpersonal behaviors based on social representations of gender (Duveen & Lloyd, 

1986). 

An intriguing facet of this study addresses the gender differences in the 

successfulness of these assertive bids. While boys are not any more likely than girls to be 

assertive at younger ages, they are more successful in getting their partners to acquiesce 

to their assertion at all ages (Lloyd & Smith, 1986). Perhaps boys continue to be assertive 

and aggressive not only because it is consistent with the social constraints of the male 

gender role, but simply because it works; it gets them what they want. 

Thus, from early childhood, boys learn that aggression is an instrumental tool that 

is effective in controlling other people (Campbell, 1993). How does this evolve, 

especially when most caregivers of young children are female? Evidence demonstrates 

that mothers and other female caregivers are universal in their condemnation of physical 

aggression in both male and female young children (Campbell, 1993; Durkin, 1995). 

However, as children grow, female aggression is likely to be ignored (Fagot, 

Hagan, Leinbach, & Kronsbert, 1985). Caregivers are more likely to respond to boys 

when they scream and strike and to girls when they use gentle touches and words. Girls 
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learn at an early age that their aggression not only does not work, it is virtually invisible. 

As Campbell (1993) states "the most remarkable thing about the socialization of 

aggression in girls is its absence. Girls do not learn the right way to express aggression;· 

they simply learn not to express it" (p.20). 

From a learning perspective, girls' aggressive behaviors are extinguished by lack 

of reinforcement. Girls model their mothers' lower levels of aggressive behavior, and 

their mothers' views of aggression as a tool of self-expression rather than an instrumental 

tool used to gain power over another (Campbell, 1993). At the same time, boys are 

learning that aggression confers agency and that it is an effective way of getting what they 

want. From a social learning perspective, boys are learning from their fathers and other 

male role models what it means to be male, with its central concept of rejecting all that is 

feminine. Fathers are much more likely than mothers to discourage boys from playing 

with so-called girl toys at the same time that society is providing boys with attractive 

aggressive role models from Ninja Turtles to gangsta rappers to the Dallas Cowboys. 

As boys grow older, evidence also exists that they learn to use aggression in a 

manner different from girls to respond to threats to their self-esteem as well as 

instrumentally to obtain a toy or in a territorial dispute. Hartup (1974) conducts a study 

with preschool, first, and second grade children in which the older boys far outnumber the 

girls in their use of person-directed, retaliatory, and hostile aggression. 

Where is the influence of mothers, staunch in their feminine anti-aggressiveness, 

in this spiral of increasing male aggressive behaviors? Some theorists suggest that the 
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patriarchal nature of Western society has created a sexually stratified system of family

based social control in which mothers exert control over their daughters' behaviors, but 

not over their sons' behaviors (Hagan, Simpson, & Gilles, 1988). Considering the 

discrepancy in the delinquency rates for male and female adolescents, Hagan et al. find 

that mothers use relational control more on daughters than sons with the direct impact of 

reducing the likelihood of aggression by daughters. They postulate that daughters are 

encouraged to maintain their maternal link, while sons are encouraged to separate and 

individuate, with the result that daughters are more subject to the influence of relational 

control by their mothers. 

Hagan et al. (1988) find this gender difference in the individuation-separation and 

relational processes is particularly true in father-dominant families in which the mother is 

more likely to confine her use of relational control to her daughter. The rate of 

delinquency is higher for boys than for girls in these patriarchal families. Conversely, in 

more egalitarian families in which mothers are believed to exert controlling influences 

over both boys and girls, delinquency rates are equally low for both sexes. 

Thus, boys and girls are reinforced differently for their direct expression of 

aggression as children, and they learn different things from observing interparental 

violence, particularly paternal violence. Their belief systems about aggression are then 

reinforced by their peer groups and society in general. When they enter an intimate 

relationship, both external situational factors and stressors and internal psychological 
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characteristics interact with their acquired belief systems to determine whether or not they 

become physically violent with their partners. 

Family Systems Theory 

From the family systems perspective, the focus is removed from the so-called 

perpetrator, and family violence is viewed as an interactive phenomenon in which 

spouses' actions in marriages are seen largely as a function of the consequences provided 

for those actions by the partners. Violence is viewed as "an interactional sequence 

maintained by both partners or as a homeostatic mechanism preserving the equilibrium of 

the system" (Margolin & Burman, 1993, p.60). While many current systems 

practitioners support holding men responsible for their violent behaviors, they still 

contend that the "locus of violence is in the relational context, rather than the individual" 

(Anderson & Schlossberg, 1999, p. 139). Some systems theorists acknowledge the impact 

of patriarchal societal views on male batterers, yet contend that because men are not 

violent 24 hours a day, seven days a week, the more important cause of the violence is in 

the dynamics of the relationship. " ... Neither partner must be seen as a victim. Both are 

active individuals capable of changing their behavior. The woman can learn how to 

protect herself and her children, and the batterer can learn to control his violent behavior" 

(Anderson & Schlossberg, 1999, p. 141 ). Other systems theorists contend that violence is 

multiply determined, with roles played by both men exerting their power over women, 

and relational dynamics (Greenspun, 2000). These practitioners adhere to the feminist 
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position of holding men responsible for their violence, while working with couples to 

explore relationship dynamics that contribute to violent interactions. 

While the no-fault position on male batterering enrages feminist theorists, the 

perspectives come together when viewing female batterers, with systems theorists 

emphasizing the importance of context, and the actions of the violent women's partners. 

The reciprocal nature of domestic violence is explicated by Gwartney-Gibbs et al. 's 

(1987) study examining the relative influences of parents, peers, and individuals' personal 

experiences on courtship aggression. Being a victim of partner-inflicted- violence is the 

largest and most important predictor of becoming a perpetrator for both males and 

females. The severity of the violence sustained also impacts the likelihood ofbecoming 

a perpetrator, with partners of both sexes more likely to respond physically to severe 

violence. In a survey of self-report data from students at seven colleges, Makepeace 

(1986) finds that both men and women are 2.5 times more likely to say the other person 

uses violence first than that they initiate the violence. Respondents in a number of studies 

list retaliation to partner violence as a reason for their own violence (Dasgupta, 1999; 

Follingstad, Wright, Lloyd, & Sebastian, 1991; Hamberger, Lohr & Bunge, 1994; 

Makepeace, 1986; Swan & Snow, 2002). The process by which a marriage becomes a 

stage for violence is examined by O'Leary, Malone, and Tyree (1994), who survey 

couples at 18 months and 30 months of marriage. They find that psychological 

aggression at 18 months is a significant predictor of physical aggression at 30 months. 

Looking more deeply into the violent interactions of couples, Jacobson et al. 
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(1994) discuss the details of violent arguments with 60 couples who identify themselves 

as domestically violent. They find that while both men and women use violence, only 

wives are fearful during violent arguments. Wives report that they are violent only in 

response to their husband's violence, and husbands concur that their wives are violent to 

them in response to their own physical or emotional abuse. Husbands in this sample use 

violence in response to their wives' violence and in response to nonviolent wife

behaviors, such as nagging. Once the violence begins, they find that wives' behaviors, 

whether they respond violently or withdraw, do not stop the husbands' violence. 

Another facet of family systems perspective is the intergenerational transmission 

of violence, which emphasizes experiences within the individuals' families of origin. 

Both witnessing parental violence (Avakame, 1998; Gelles & Straus,1979; Breslin, et al., 

1990; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; O'Leary et al., 1994; Pagelow, 1981) and being a 

victim of child abuse (Alexander, Moore, & Alexander, 1991; Avakame, 1998; 

MacEwen, 1994 ) are shown to increase the likelihood of being violent in intimate 

relationships for both men and women. The families of origin are the schools where girls 

and boys learn the rules of behavior and the roles they will play in their adult intimate 

relationships. 

Evolutionary Psychology Theory 

The evolutionary psychology perspective on domestic violence examines this 

behavior "in light of current knowledge and theory about the evolutionary processes that 

created it" (Daley & Wilson, 1994, p. 254). Evolutionary psychologists believe that all 
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behavior is shaped by the process of natural selection, in which more adaptive forms of 

life proliferate while their alternatives perish. Thus, violence against partners is not 

viewed as pathology, but as evolved adaptation (Daley & Wilson, 1994). Cross-species 

analysis is the major tool of evolutionary psychologists, who s~ate that male violence is 

neither species nor sex specific, but depends on the "complex interplay of biological and 

ecological variables" (Silverstein, 1999, p. 63). Through study of various ape cultures, 

evolutionary psychologists isolate factors they believe perpetuate or mitigate male 

violence against their female partners. 

Evolutionary theorists view male violence against females as an attempt to exert 

power and control over female sexuality (Smuts, 1994). This process stems from the 

basic reproductive difference between the sexes in mammals, with the assumption of 

males interested in mate quantity to maximize the number of their progeny, and females 

interested in mate quality to ensure the survival of their progeny (Buss, 2000). Males 

sometimes overcome female resistance to mating by using force or the threat of force. 

Sexual coercion, or rape, is viewed as a type of sexual selection, in which males gain 

reproductive access to females (Thornhill & Palmer, 2000). Smuts (1994) cites numerous 

monkey and ape cultures, including the rhesus macaques, wild chimpanzees, and 

mountain gorillas, in which males use violence to obtain sexual access to females, or to 

prevent females from mating with competing males. 

Raping a partner is considered a male tactic of sperm competition (Thornhill & 

Palmer, 2000) entered into by men who view their partners' unreceptivity as evidence of 
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their sexual infidelity. Some men who rape their partners are not violent with them in 

other ways, and use only enough force to overcome resistance (Yllo, 1999). On the other 

hand, marital rape has long been associated with battering, with an estimated 40% of 

battered women experiencing sexual coercion as one of the tactics used by their partners 

(Finkelhor & Yllo, 1985). Daly and Wilson (1994) propose that the same dynamics are 

in place when men use violence against their women partners in response to: real or 

imagined sexual infidelity, wives' unilateral decisions to end the relationships, the need to 

discipline wives who are too independent, or other circumstances that arouse men's 

sexual jealousy . 

... the particular cues and circumstances which inspire men to use violence 

against their partners reflect a domain-specific masculine psychology which 

evolved in a social milieu in which assaults and threats of violence functioned 

to deter wives from pursuing alternative reproductive opportunities, which 

would have represented substantial threats to husbands' fitness by 

misdirecting parental investment and loss of mating opportunities to 

reproductive competition. (p.269) 

Support for this theory is found in a recent study (Peters, Shackelford, & Buss, 

2002) examining the age of male perpetrators and female victims in 3,969 cases of male

perpetrated domestic violence. They find that younger, reproductive-age women are 10 

times more likely to be the victims of domestic violence than older, post-reproductive age 

women. Additionally, young women are battered not just by violent, young mates, but 
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also by men over 45 years old. These findings support the theory that men use domestic 

violence to control the sexual behavior of women in their childbearing years. 

However, there are other primate species in which male coercion of females is 

rarely observed, including the bonobos, titi monkeys, gibbons, siamangs, and New World 

spider monkeys (Smuts, 1994). A number of factors present across species appear to 

predispose or prevent male violence against females. One of the major factors that 

appears to compromise female ability to resist male aggression is "reduced social support 

from kin and female allies" (p.12). Thus, when non-human primate females are in 

cultures in which they are isolated from their families, and have limited contact and 

support from other females, male coercion is prevalent. The tendency of battered women 

to be isolated from their family members and friends, either through circumstance or the 

manipulation of their partners, is well documented (Pence & Paymar, 1993; Walker, 

1979). 

Evolutionary psychologists (Daly & Wilson, 1994; Silverstein, 1999; Smuts, 

1994) also hypothesize that one of the necessary conditions for male violence against 

females is male control over resources females need to survive and reproduce. In humans, 

the advent of meat-eating and food-sharing increased male control over females via male 

control over meat. This control of meat evolved with the gendered role division in which 

men took on the role of hunter, providing meat for themselves, and the women who 

stayed with the children, gathering non-meat food items. This control became 

institutionalized through male-male coalitions that created patriarchy. Today, men who 
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are violent with their partners often control the financial resources in their families and 

limit their partners' access to those resources (Pence & Paymar, 1993). 

Silverstein (1999) states that cross-species analysis points to "institutionalized 

male dominance as the crucial factor in the perpetuation of gendered violence rather than 

biological, psychological, or sociological characteristics of individual men or the specific 

context of relationship patterns" (p. 63). Thus, according to evolutionary theory, the most 

effective way to decrease male violence is dismantling patriarchy. 

Characteristics of Male Batterers 

External factors/risk markers for battering. 

While evolutionary factors may predispose males to be violent to their partners, 

they are not readily apparent when examining the motivations of contemporary men. 

While potentially less profound, a more cursory examination of domestic violence 

offenders reveals a number of other factors that can be linked to domestic violence. 

While male batterers may come from all socioeconomic backgrounds, races, and 

religions (Sonkin et al., 1985), a correlation is emerging in more recent research between 

low-income, lower levels of education, and low-occupational status and battering 

(Carden, 1994; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; Margolin & Burman, 1993; Roberts, 1987). 

Unemployment is also linked to battering (Margolin, John, & Foo, 1998; Straus et al., 

1980). One study of 234 men charged with domestic violence (Roberts, 1987) finds an 

extremely high (47.4%) rate of unemployment, seven times the unemployment rate at the 

time. 

31 



Looking at broader demographic features, a study of fatal spouse violence 

between 1976 and 1985 (Mercy & Saltzman, 1989) finds being in an interracial marriage 

or having a large age difference between spouses increases the risk of victimization for 

both men and women. They find spouse homicide incidence rates are 7. 7 times higher in 

interracial marriages relative to intraracial marriages. 

Youth, in and of itself, is also linked with spouse violence. Straus et al. (1980) 

find the highest rates of male and female perpetrated partner violence among those under 

30 years of age. Other researchers find a link between youth, being in a relationship for a 

shorter time, and battering (Kantor & Jasinki, 1998; Margolin et al., 1998; Roberts, 

1987). Domestic violence offenders may be younger for the same reasons that all types of 

criminal offenders tend to be younger: immaturity, impulsivity, influence of violent peers, 

or immature cognitive and moral development. It may not be youth per se that causes 

domestic violence, but the fact that the relationships are young, with higher levels of 

conflict that are found in the early years of relationships. 

Some researchers also find a relationship between a high number of negative life 

events and males battering their partners (Margolin et al., 1998). Clinicians who work 

with male batterers note that the men often cite external stress factors as reasons for 

battering (Pence & Paymar, 1993). Perhaps it is not the stress factors per se, but the 

batterers' poor coping mechanisms, that result in their striking out at their partners. 

Hotaling and Sugarman (1986) identify risk markers for partner violence, 

including excessive alcohol usage. Other studies (Danielson, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 
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1998; Dinwiddie, 1992; Hanson et al., 1997; Margolin et al., 1998; Roberts, 1987) also 

correlate alcohol/substance abuse to wife abuse. While many barterers do not abuse 

substances, the increase in impulsivity and impaired judgment present in substance 

abusers contribute to conflict in their relationships. 

/ntrapersonal characteristics of male batterers 

Research that involves the assessment of male batterers reveals a number of 

intrapersonal characteristics that can be seen as risk markers for partner violence. 

Approximately 20% of known male barterers have committed other types of crimes 

besides domestic violence (Walker, 1995). In one longitudinal study (Moffitt & Caspi, 

1999), 992 participants followed since birth are interviewed at age 21 on a number of 

variables, including partner abuse. Of the men who had been convicted of a violent 

crime, 51% report they are perpetrators of partner violence as compared to 20% of those 

who had no violent convictions who self-report partner violence. The same pattern holds 

true for all types of convictions, with 38% of men convicted of any crime reporting 

partner violence compared to 18% of those who had not been convicted of a crime 

reporting being violent with their partners. As might be predicted from this link to 

general criminal behavior, male batterers are shown to have higher levels of antisocial 

characteristics than other males. Hanson et al. ( 1997) find that abusive men have more 

symptoms of conduct disorder as children, are more violent as children, are more likely to 

have been convicted of violent crimes, and are more likely to meet the diagnosis of 

Antisocial Personality Disorder than non-abusive males. Male batterers also endorse 
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higher levels of self-reported anger and hostility than non-abusive men. Surveys that 

include the Buss-Durkee Hostility Inventory, a measure of hostility, indicate that batterers 

score higher on the scales than non-batterers (Hanson et al., 1997; Margolin et al., 1998.) 

Several researchers have examined these criminal and characterological factors 

and have created typologies or subgroups of male batterers, which appear to identify the 

same three groups ofbatterers. A number of researchers find antisocial traits in at least 

one subgroup of male batterers (Dinwiddie, 1992). Saunders (1992) assessed 182 men 

entering a treatment program utilizing a structured interview and the Conflict Tactics 

Scale. He defines three types of abuser, Type 1, characterized as the Family Only 

aggressors, who are the least likely to be violent outside of the home; Type 2 labeled as 

Generally Violent aggressors because they are most likely to be violent outside the home 

and are severely violent within the home, and Type 3 or Emotionally Volatile batterers 

who are less severely physically violent with their partners, but the most psychologically 

abusive of all three types. The most severe abuse is committed by Saunders' Type 2 

batterers, who display antisocial characteristics. Many of Saunders' Type 2 men have 

been severely abused as children and their violence is usually associated with alcohol use. 

Gondolf(1988) reports a similar typology in his study based upon interviews with 

525 women in shelters. The men in two of his typologies have antisocial traits, including 

those he defines as Sociopathic, with extreme physical and sexual abuse and 100% prior 

arrest rate, and Antisocial, with extreme verbal and physical abuse and 34% prior arrest 
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rate. Gondolf s third type is labeled Typical, reporting family-only, less severe violence 

and a 16% prior arrest rate. 

While both of these typologies focus on the behaviors, attitudes, and histories of 

the male barterer, Gottman, Jacobson, Rush, Shortt, Babcock, Taillade, and Waltz (1995) 

categorize barterers based on an examination of their physiological differences in heart 

rate reactivity during marital conflict. The heart rates of Type 1 men, those Jacobson and 

Gottman (1998) ultimately describe as the "cobras," (p. 65) slow down during conflict. 

These men are outwardly calm and have antisocial characteristics. 

A number of studies using the Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory (MCMI) 

(Dutton, Bodnarchuk, Kropp, Hart, Ogloff, 1997; Dutton, 1998; Gondolf, 1999; 

Hamberger & Hastings, 1986; Millon, 1992; Rothschild, Dimson, Storaasli, & Clapp, 

1997; Tweed & Dutton, 1998) attempt to categorize male batterers. In this way of 

looking at male barterers, one group ofbatterers has scale elevations on the Antisocial, 

Narcissistic, and Aggressive-Sadistic scales. These men, labeled instrumental barterers by 

Tweed and Dutton (1998), show an antisocial-narcissistic-aggressive profile on the 

MCMI-11 and report more severe physical violence towards their spouses and others. 

Tweed and Dutton ( 1998) label a second group of men as impulsive barterers who 

are likely to be family-only offenders. In a study of 79 men who present for treatment at a 

battering intervention program, the men in the impulsive group exhibit a mixed profile on 

the MCMI-II with elevations on the Passive-Aggressive, Borderline, and Avoidant scales. 

These men, labeled as impulsive batterers, also have high scores on the Borderline 
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Personality Organization Scale (BPO; Oldham, Clarkin, Appelbaum, Carr, Kemberg, 

Lotterman, & Haas, 1985), a self-report instrument, and the Multidimensional Anger 

Inventory (Siegel, 1986), a self-report scale. Hamberger and Hastings (1986) find similar 

results, with a subgroup of male batterers they label as schizoid/borderline. 

In Saunders' (1992) typology, a corresponding group ofbatterers is labeled as 

Type 3, or emotionally volatile. These men report the highest levels of anger, depression, 

and jealousy. They report being less severely physically violent with their partners than 

the other subgroups, but are the most psychologically abusive and the least satisfied in 

their relationships. 

The subgroups of male batterers, that Saunders (1992) calls emotionally volatile 

and Dutton and Tweed (1998) label as impulsive, would most likely correspond to 

Gottman's et al. (1995) Type 2 group, who were described as emotionally needy and hot

tempered. They find that the heart-rate of these men (subsequently labeled "pit 

bulls"(Jacobson & Gottman, 1998, p. 64)) speeds up during conflict. 

Saunders' Type 1 subgroup of male batterers is characterized as the Family Only 

aggressor, who is the least likely to be violent outside of the home. Type 1 men are the 

least likely to have been abused as children, and have the highest scores on a measure of 

social desirability bias, suggesting a suppression of feelings. Gondolf(1988) labels a 

similar group as Typical, reporting family-only, less severe violence and a 16% prior 

arrest rate. 

More general analyses of the characteristics of male batterers reveal low levels of 
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assertiveness (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986), poor problem-solving skills (Else, 

Wonderlich, Beatty, Christie, & Staton, 1993), negative self-concept and unstable self

conception (Ragg, 1999), low self-esteem, high levels of dependency on and jealousy of 

their spouses, fear of intimacy, high power and control needs, and above average levels of 

hostility and depression (Carden, 1994; Dinwiddie, 1992; Dutton, 1988; Sonkin, Martin 

& Walker, 1985). While batterers may have these deficits, it is uncertain whether they 

are the cause of their violence and whether helping them overcome these problems will 

stop their abuse. For example, there are no studies that indicate that treating batterers for 

depression helps them become less abusive. 

While evidence abounds that some male batterers have dysfunctional intrapsychic 

features, one comprehensive multi-site batterers' program evaluation indicates that the 

population is less pathological than previous, more limited studies suggest (Gondolf, 

1999). Gondolf (1999) evaluates 840 men from four battering treatment programs across 

the United States using the MCMI-ill. He finds that less than half (48%) have scores 

suggesting a personality disorder, and only 25% show evidence of a severe mental 

disorder. However, a significant number of the men in this study (39%) show elevations 

on the antisocial and/or narcissistic subscales. The percentage of men with scores 

suggesting a narcissistic personality disorder (13%) is ten times the percentage estimated 

for the general population according the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders IV (DSM-IV; AP A, 1994). Twice as many batterers showed evidence of an 
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antisocial personality disorder than the general population of men (6% vs. 3%; APA, 

1994). 

Studies that look more broadly at mental health disorders and domestic violence 

offenders show an even more dramatic link. One study of domestic violence perpetrators 

and victims (Danielson et al., 1998) utilizes the Diagnostic Interview Schedule (Robins, 

Helzer, Croughan, & Ratcliff, 1981) to obtain diagnoses of 15 DSM ill-R (APA, 1987) 

disorders for the previous 12 months. Danielson et al. determine that slightly more than 

half of the male perpetrators meet criteria for some type of disorder, most prominently 

anxiety disorders, substance use, and antisocial personality disorder. Further analysis of 

the men in this sample who are categorized as perpetrators of severe abuse reveals that a 

full 88% of them met the criteria for mental illness (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999). 

Gondolf (1999) concludes, "the high prevalence of narcissistic and antisocial 

subscales appears to reinforce the characterization ofbatterers as acting entitled, 

privileged, dominant and self-centered" (p.14 ). These intrapsychic characteristics, 

whether emerging from psychopathology or as an outcome of being male in a patriarchal 

society, impact these men's interactions in their relationships with their intimate partners. 

Intrapersonal Characteristics ofF em ale Batterers 

Do female domestic violence perpetrators have the same intrapersonal 

characteristics as male batterers or does their gender result in different characteristics, 

either due to biology, evolution, socialization or their one-down position in the intimate 

relationship hierarchy? While there are a great number of studies discussing the 
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prevalence rates for male and female perpetrated domestic violence, there have been few 

studies that examine the characteristics of female domestic violence offenders. More data 

are available examining women, including battered women, who have killed their 

intimate partners. 

Like male batterers, women who have been arrested for domestic violence are 

likely to be young (Abel, 1999; Martin, 1997; Watson, 2000). The average age of the 

females arrested for domestic violence in Abel's study is 31. Nakhaie (1998) examines 

age and gender in perpetrators of domestic violence and finds that both men and women 

are more likely to offend at younger ages with a peak in the 25-30 age group, when most 

of the offenders are in the early years of marriage. While this may be simply an artifact of 

high levels of conflict in the early years of relationships, it may also be related to the 

women's reproductive receptivity. Women in their peak reproductive years are found to 

be at greater risk for domestic violence, presumably by jealous spouses trying to control 

sexual access to their partners. Peters et al. (2002) find in their recent analysis that 

domestic violence is almost exclusively perpetrated on young women of childbearing age. 

Rodriguez and Henderson (1993) analyze 1,154 cases of female perpetrated 

intimate homicide and find that youth is a significant factor, with nearly 55% of the 

female perpetrators under 34 years of age. When they compare the female homicide 

perpetrators to 1,383 male homicide perpetrators, they find that women are more likely to 

commit homicide in cohabiting situations than men. Approximately 20% of the female 

perpetrated homicides occur in cohabiting situations compared to 13% of the male 
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perpetrated homicides. Women who are cohabiting are in less committed relationships 

may be moved to violence by the need to get the attention of their ambivalent partners, or 

to ensure support of their progeny. On the other hand, men are more likely than women 

to kill their spouses or divorced partners in this study. Perhaps men are more likely to kill 

their spouses than their girlfriends because they are more likely to be jealous, intent on 

keeping women from allowing other men sexual access, which would result in 

squandering their own resources raising another's progeny. 

Examining race as a factor, Rodriguez and Henderson (1993) find that black 

females are more likely to kill their partners than Hispanic or white females. However, 

this effect is mediated by type of relationship, with black females being more likely to kill 

their dating or cohabiting partners than white or hispanic women, but less likely to kill 

their husbands than the other two groups. White women are more likely to kill their 

husbands than or black women. They posit that black women are less likely to kill their 

husbands because of the shortage of available black men, due to the high rates of 

incarceration for young black males. They believe black women are more likely to 

tolerate abusive behavior from husbands than from boyfriends, without responding with 

violence, because black husbands are highly prized due to their scarcity. 

Some evidence documents that females who are violent with their intimate 

partners may exhibit antisocial characteristics similar to those of male batterers. O'Leary 

et al., ( 1994) find that females who are violent with their male dating partners are likely 

to have a history of hitting their parents and peers and are more impulsive than females 
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who are not violent with their partners. Contrarily, the Dunedin longitudinal study 

(Moffitt & Caspi, 1999) finds that the 21-year-old women in the study who report being 

violent with their partners do not have a history of other offenses. Watson (2000) finds 

similarly that none of the women in her study have been violent with others in the past. 

Moffitt and Caspi attribute the absence of generalized violence in female domestic 

violence offenders to the lack of societal and legal proscriptions against women hitting 

their partners, making it more likely that a broader group of women would resort to 

violence against their partners. Given the trend towards mandatory arrest for both women 

and men, an alternate explanation might be that these women perpetrators are also victims 

who are responding to their partners' violence. Just as victims of stranger assaults who 

fight back are not expected to have antisocial characteristics, so women who strike their 

partners in self-defense would not be expected to have arrest histories. The women in 

this study who are violent with their partners are 10 times more likely than those who are 

not violent to report they have been abused by their partners. 

The link between alcohol and drug use and domestic violence that has been found 

in examining the characteristics of male batterers is also emerging for females who have 

been arrested for domestic violence. Abel ( 1999) finds that 49% of the women she 

surveyed from batterer treatment programs had been using alcohol or drugs at the time of 

their arrest. She finds no significant difference in the women offenders' substance use 

and that reported by the male batterers in her study (i.e., 51% of male perpetrators using 

alcohol/drugs at time of arrest). In interviews with a small group (n=l 0) of women 
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domestic violence perpetrators, Watson (2000) finds that three of them, or 30%, were 

using drugs or alcohol at the time of their arrests. Griffiths' (2000) interviews with 

women domestic violence perpetrators also note their use of alcohol and prescription and 

non-prescription drugs, primarily as a coping mechanism to deal with their partners' 

abusive behaviors. 

Evidence exists indicating that female batterers are likely to exhibit symptoms of 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Hattendorf, Ottens, and Lomax (1999) survey 

18 women who were incarcerated for killing their intimate partners utilizing the 

Clinician-Administered PTSD Scale Form 1 (CAPS-1; Blake, Weathers, Nagy, Kaloupek, 

Klauminzer, Charnery, & Keane, 1990) and the Modified PTSD Symptom Scale-Self 

Report (Resick, Falsetti, Resnick, & Kilpatrick, 1992). They find that these women have 

moderate to high levels ofPTSD symptom frequency and severity prior to killing their 

partners. Seventeen of the 18 women report symptom patterns that would result in a 

diagnosis ofPTSD. The study also includes a measure of physical abuse history, the 

Severity ofViolence Against Women Scale (SVAWS; Marshall, 1992), which 

discriminates between nine dimensions of violence perpetrated against women. More 

than half of the participants report that they have been subjected "many times" (p. 297) to 

pushing, grabbing, rough handling, slapping, punching, choking, beating, and forced 

intercourse. Walker ( 1989) finds that battered women who kill their partners and those 

who do not differ only in the amount of violence they have sustained, with homicidal 

battered women experiencing more frequent and severe violence. 
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O'Keefe (1998b) assesses the level ofPTSD in 76 self-identified battered women 

who are incarcerated for various offenses, including 50 who have assaulted or murdered 

their partners. Utilizing the Los Angeles Symptom Checklist (LASC; King, King, Leskin, 

& Foy, 1995) to assess PTSD symptomatology, she finds that 53% ofthe 

homicide/assault group and 48% of the other offenders have symptoms severe enough to 

meet the criteria for a probable current PTSD diagnosis. The higher rate of current PTSD 

for the homicide/assault group is not statistically significant. However, when using 

retrospective reports, she finds the PTSD symptomology in the homicide/assault group to 

be significantly higher than the control group for the timeframe they lived with their 

partners. Ninety-six percent of the women in the homicide group compared to 75% of the 

comparison group are diagnosed with PTSD for the timeframe when they lived with their 

partners. 

The level of spousal violence these women experience is also assessed using the 

CTS Scale, with the homicide/assault group reporting experiencing a statistically 

significantly higher overall level spousal violence. A large percentage of both groups 

(98% of the assault group and 92% of the comparison group) have been subjected to 

physical violence at the hands of their partners. The homicide group reports more serious 

assaults, with 96% endorsing the question "hit with an object" {p. 78) versus 84% in the 

comparison group; 78% of the homicide/assault group versus 68% of the comparison 

group report being "beaten up" (p.78); 74% in the homicide/assault group versus 56% in 

the comparison group were "threatened with a gun or knife" (p. 78); and 94% of the 

43 



homicide/assualt group versus 75% of the comparison group "believed that their lives 

were in danger"(p. 78). In addition to the report of spousal abuse, both groups of women 

report childhood sexual and physical abuse that demonstrates positive association with 

present PTSD symptoms. 

High levels of PTSD are also found in non-homicidal battered women. A recent 

meta-analysis of the prevalence of mental health problems in battered women (Golding, 

1999) examines 11 studies and finds that 31-84% ofbattered women meet the criteria for 

PTSD, with a weighted mean prevalence of nearly 64%. Morrell and Rubin (2001) report 

similar fmdings with 62% of their sample of 93 domestic violence survivors meeting the 

criteria for PTSD as measured by the Post-Traumatic Stress Diagnostic Scale (PDS; Foa, 

1995). In addition to meeting the criteria for PTSD using the PDS, Morrell and Rubin 

find that female domestic violence victims have unique profiles on the MMPI-2 

(Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2; Butcher, Dahlstrom, Graham, Tellegen, 

& Kaemmer, 1989). The women in their sample with PTSD exhibit elevations above T 

scores of 65 on nine of 13 validity, clinical, and supplemental scales, with the most 

common profile F Validity~ 6 Paranoia (Pa), and 8 Schizophrenia (Sc ). They conclude 

that this profile in domestic violence survivors is indicative of "significant levels of 

emotional turmoil, prominent difficulties with trusting others, suspiciousness, and 

paranoia" (p.l55) caused by their ongoing interactions with their perpetrators. 

The Dunedin longitudinal study (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999) also finds that a 

significant number (65%) of the 21-year-old participants who report being either victims 
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or perpetrators of domestic violence meet DSM-ill-R criteria for mental illness. 

Similarly, Watson (2000) reports that 60% of the women domestic violence offenders in 

her sample had received mental health treatment in the past, with most of them receiving 

treatment for depression. Since most of the women in these studies who identify 

themselves as abusers also claim to be abused, it is unclear whether the mental illness is 

the underlying cause of their abusive behavior or the result of their victimization. 

Looking at separate groups of women in batterer intervention programs, male 

batterers, and female domestic violence victims seeking victim services, Abel (1999) 

finds that women batterers score significantly higher (over 25 total trauma symptoms) 

than male batterers (19 total trauma symptoms) on all measures in the Trauma Symptom 

Checklist {TSC-33; Briere & Runtz, 1989). However, the trauma scores of the women in 

the batterer programs are significantly lower than the trauma scores (nearly 43 total 

trauma symptoms) of the women in the victim services group. Based on Abel's other 

findings that many of the women offenders seek medical treatment for injury at the hands 

of their partners, call the police to report being victims of domestic violence in the past, 

succeed in getting their partner arrested for domestic violence, and seek domestic 

violence victim services, it is tempting to conclude that these women batterers are 

exhibiting symptoms of PTSD because they also are victims of domestic violence. 

Muddying up the picture is Dutton's (1995) study of 132 male batterers that finds 

that men who commit intimate abuse experience more chronic trauma symptoms than 

non-abusive controls. Also using the TSC-33, Dutton finds that the abusive men score 27 
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on total trauma symptoms, while the non-abusive control men score 17 on total trauma 

symptoms. The scores of Dutton's abusive men are similar to the trauma levels reports 

by the female batterers in Abel's study. Rather than concluding that his male batterers 

experience PTSD as the result of being battered by their wives, Dutton links PTSD 

symptoms to childhood physical abuse and parental coldness/rejection. 

Thus, some similarities and some differences have been noted in the intrapersonal 

characteristics of male and female perpetrators of domestic violence. Both male and 

female batterers have been shown to have higher levels of antisocial characteristics, 

including drug and alcohol use/abuse, than non-violent men and women, (Abel, 1999; 

Hanson et al., 1997; O'Leary et al., 1994, Watson, 2000). All batterers, regardless of 

gender, tend to be young, with a peak in the 25-30 age group (Nakhaie, 1998). Women 

who kill their partners are more likely to kill their live-in partners, while men are more 

likely to kill their current or former wives. Both male and female batterers have been 

shown to have more trauma symptoms than non-abusive controls (Abel, 1999; Dutton, 

1995), although one study (Abel, 1999) finds that women batterers report more trauma 

symptoms than their male counterparts. Overall, more study has been devoted to male 

batterers, who have been categorized into various typologies, and assessed using 

instruments including the MCMI and the Borderline Personality Organization Scale. 

Further research is required to determine how women batterers would compare to male 

batterers if tested on the same scales. 

Interpersonal Factors of Male and Female Batterers 
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A number of studies identify interpersonal deficits that characterize male 

batterers. Hotaling and Sugarman (1986) rank low levels of assertiveness in male 

partners as one of the eight risk markers for partner violence. Commonly cited 

interpersonal characteristics of male barterers include high levels of dependency on and 

jealousy of their spouses, fear of intimacy, high power and control needs, and poor 

problem-solving skills (Carden, 1994; Dutton, 1988; Hamberger, 1997). Hanson et al. 

(1997) find that, compared to men who are not violent with their partners, male batterers 

report having more arguments, less marital satisfaction, and being more jealous of their 

partners. Y elsma (1996) finds that male perpetrators and their female victims are less 

capable of acknowledging and expressing their feelings than functional men and women. 

Hamberger (1997) also states that male batterers often have difficulty making their needs 

known verbally. 

Many researchers and theorists claim that most women who are violent with their 

partners do so in self-defense or as a peremptory strike to prevent being harmed. 

Hamberger et al.(1994) interview 75 women and 219 men, who were referred to a 

batterers treatment program, about their reasons for resorting to violence with their 

partners. Some of the reasons that emerge from the interviews with the women are 

retaliation for past violence or emotional abuse, self-defense, and escape. The same 

themes emerge in the Swan and Snow (2002) study of 1 08 women, who self-report being 

violent with their partners, with nearly all of the women (1 02 out of 1 08) indicating their 

partners have been physically violent \Vith them. Watson (2000) interviews 10 women in 
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a barterer's treatment program and finds that all 1 0 are responding to their partners in 

self-defense or retaliation for their partners' physical violence. 

A slightly different picture emerges from a recent study by Hamberger and Guse 

(2002) that examines the motivation and response patterns of 119 men and 24 women 

from a court-ordered domestic violence abatement program and 50 women from a shelter 

program for abused women. Only one of the women from the barterer group indicates her 

partner has never initiated violence against her, while 30 of the 119 men report their 

partners never initiate violence with them. They find that the men exhibit more 

dominating and controlling behaviors than the women in either group. The men in the 

study have higher rates of initiating violence in their relationships. While many of these 

men report that their partners are also violent to them, the men are more likely to initiate 

and control the dynamics of the violence. Additionally, the women in both groups exhibit 

more fear-related responses than the men, and are more likely to call the police than the 

men. Contrary to being afraid, the men are amused and report higher rates of laughter 

when their partners initiate violence. 

Dasgupta's (1999) more in-depth interviews with 32 women from a barterers' 

treatment program begin to fill in the picture that reveals women who are either currently 

being battered by their partners and/or have experienced abuse by multiple partners 

throughout their lives. Far from helpless victims, these women use violence, and often 

weapons, to equalize the power differential, in response to a violent attack, or in an effort 

to stop escalating abuse. Many of these women have put up with violence in the past, 
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either from current partners or prior partners, and report they finally resort to violence 

themselves when they reached a breaking point. Christina, one ofDasgup'ta's participants 

explains, "I'm tired of putting up with this. I've been through other relationships that 

ended the same, abuse. I took it and the violence. (It was) too humiliating, too 

degrading. I'll go crazy if I don't stop this" (p. 206). 

While the men do not endorse self-defense or retaliation for past physical abuse, 

they do talk about punishing their partners' past bad behaviors and the need to physically 

control their partners, for example, to push their female partners away so that they can 

leave (Hamberger et al., 1994). Being left, or being ignored, is another reason that 

women endorse for resorting to violence with their partner (Dasgupta, 1999; Watson, 

2000). The pattern emerges, that countless male and female domestic violence offenders 

describe, of conflict arising, men trying to leave, women trying to continue the dialogue 

by preventing the men from leaving, and violence erupting. 

The college student women and men Makepeace (1986) survey have similar 

responses when describing their motivation for being violent with their partners. Self

defense is the reason most often cited by the women for being violent with their partners 

(35.6%) and retaliation is endorsed by 18.9% of his sample. Other researchers also find 

that women list self-defense and retaliation for physical and emotional abuse as reasons 

for their violence with their partners (Campbell, Rose, Kub, & Nedd, 1998; Follingstad et 

al., 1991; Jackson, 1999; Mason & Blankenship, 1987). 

When women resort to the ultimate act of violence against their partners, murder, 
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it is also likely that they do so in self-defense or in retaliation for physical abuse (Ewing, 

1987; Griffiths, 2000; Jurik & Winn, 1990; Mann, 1996). In his book about battered 

women who kill, Ewing concludes that the difference between the battered woman who 

kills and the woman who does not kill her partner is that the killer has been, 

... battered more frequently and has suffered more serious injuries in the course 

of more rapidly escalating physical abuse. She is more likely to have been 

raped and sexually abused, threatened with death, and menaced with weapons. 

Her children are more likely to have been abused by her batterer. She is 

more likely to live in an environment where a gun is present, and her 

batterer is more likely to be an alcohol or drug abuser. (p. 40) 

Both sexes also endorse anger expression as an important reason for their violent 

behaviors (Follingstad et al., 1991; Hamberger, 1994; Jack, 1999; Makepeace, 1986; 

Watson, 2000). For men, the need to stop their partners' expression of anger (e.g., "shut 

her up") also emerges as a reason to become violent (Hamberger et al., 1994). For men, 

but not for women, anger expression appears to extend to intimidation, with men in some 

studies naming intimidating their partners as a motive for their intimate violence 

(Hamberger et al., 1994; Makepeace, 1986). 

Jacobson et al. (1994) find that the violent couples are different from the non

violent but maritally distressed couples in the level and type of anger they express. 

Violent couples in this sample are more belligerent and contemptuous of each other. 

Similarly, in a direct examination of the conflictual discussions of violent and non-violent 
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couples, Margolin, Burman, and John (1989) find that physically violent couples engage 

in less problem-solving, more patronizing, and more attacking. Husbands who are 

violent also use more negative voice qualities and nonverbal signs of irritation and 

dismissal than non-violent high conflict husbands who are more defensive and become 

more withdrawing and despairing as the conflicts continue. In a study comparing violent 

to non-violent maritally distressed husbands, violent husbands are more likely to attribute 

negative intentions and selfish motivation to their wives (Holzworth-Munroe & 

Hutchinson, 1993). 

Overall, studies that examine the characteristics and behaviors of female batterers 

do so within the context of patterns of conflict with their male partners. Characteristics 

of male batterers have been identified outside the context of the conflictual interactions, 

as well as in direct examination of their patterns of conflict resolution. Male batterers 

have been found to have low levels of assertiveness, dependency on and jealousy of their 

spouses, fear of intimacy, high power and control needs, poor problem-solving skills, and 

difficulty expressing their needs and feelings (Carden, 1994; Dutton, 1988; Hamberger, 

1997; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; Yelsma, 1996). 

Both men and women are most likely to become perpetrators of partner violence 

when they have been victims of it, especially if the violence they sustain is severe 

(Gwartney-Gibbs et al., 1987; Makepeace, 1986). Self-defense, retaliation, and anger 

expression are major reasons both men and women cite for using violence against their 

partners (Dasgupta, 1999; Follingstad et al., 1991; Hamberger et al., 1994; Lloyd & 
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Sebastian, 1991; Makepeace, 1986; Watson, 2000). Men, but not women, also cite 

intimidation and the need to control their partners as reasons for using violence against 

them (Hamberger et al., 1994). Women, but not men, cite keeping their partners from 

leaving and getting them to pay attention to them as reasons for resorting to violence 

(Dasgupta, 1999; Watson, 2000). Couples who use violence can be differentiated from 

couples who do not resort to violence to resolve conflicts by their lack of problem-solving 

abilities and the belligerence and contempt they express for one another (Jacobson et al., 

1994; Margolin et al., 1989). 

Integrative Theory of Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence can be reduced to the simple act of one intimate partner 

striking another, yet the underlying cause for this action is more difficult to distill. While 

it is tempting to look for the simple or solitary answer, e.g., 'he does it because he saw his 

father hit his mother' or 'she does it because she's fighting back,' the true cause of 

domestic violence may be as multilayered and complicated as the human condition. 

The politics of domestic violence, accompanied by funding for criminal justice and social 

service programs to arrest and prosecute batterers, serve battered women, aid men 

fighting for custody, or rehabilitate domestic violence offenders, may influence advocates 

to promote a simplistic explanation for this phenomenon. A broader view, divorced from 

the constraints of social activism, has led some theorists to propose a more complex and 

far-reaching explanatory theory. This broader view may explain women's violence 

towards their male partners just as easily as it encompasses men's violence against their 
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female partners. 

After hearing the in-depth stories of women who were referred to a barterer's 

intervention program, Dasgupta (2001) joins proponents of the ecologically nested 

framework of domestic violence, who state that it is an insult to oversimplify the motives 

of women domestic violence offenders. 

To compartmentalize women's moth:ations for engaging in violent 

behavior towards intimate partners as either self-defense (socially 

approved and therefore, legally excusable) or retaliation and 

other intentions (which would identify a woman as the initiator 

of abuse and therefore legally punishable) is to disregard the 

complexities of women's lives. (p. 6) 

Dasgupta (2001) joins Carlson (1984) in using Bronfenbrenner's (1979) 

ecological model of human development as a framework for explicating domestic 

violence. Dutton (1988, 1994) proposes a similar three-level nested ecological model to 

explain domestic violence that emphasizes the interaction between individual difference 

variations and socialization. The ecological model allows for many causal and 

maintaining factors on different levels that can operate simultaneously and interactively. 

Other authors (O'Neil & Harway, 1999) propose a similar multi-faceted theory, a model 

that attempts to explain the sources of variance for men's violence against women that 

could be tested through multiple regression, discriminant function techniques, path 

analyses, and structural equation modeling. The O'Neil and Harway model is similar to 
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the ecological approach, in that it includes multiple interactive factors at macrosocietal, 

relational, biological, psychological, socialization, psychosocial, and interacting risk. 

Their conceptualization of these areas as risk factors that can be quantified in predicting 

men's probabilities of engaging in domestic violence, may lend itself to scientific testing, 

but may also be an artificial construction in explaining a much more fluid and dynamic 

reality. 

In the ecological model as adapted by Carlson (1984), there are four levels or 

systems, each nested within the next. The levels begin with Individual in the center 

surrounded by Family, Social Structural, and Sociocultural Levels. The Individual Level 

of causes for domestic violence may include the intrapsychic factors discussed earlier, 

including psychological disorders that may be associated with battering, such as 

Narcissism, Post traumatic Stress Disorder, Antisocial Personality Disorder, Depression, 

Anxiety Disorders, and Substance Abuse. This level also includes personality traits, such 

as impulsivity and reactivity, and personal deficits, such as low self esteem, difficulty 

with self expression, inability to handle daily life stressors, and immature cognitive 

development. Personal attitudes about relationships, including patriarchal attitudes, are 

also part of the Individual Level. Other factors included in the Individual Level are the 

resources each partner brings to the relationship, including occupational status, education 

level, and talents, such as verbal skills (Carlson, 1984). Dasgupta (2001) statesthat the 

women in her study who endorse motives for their violence, such as demanding attention, 

expressing anger, and reclaiming lost self-respect, are operating on this Individual Level. 
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The Individual Level also includes ·experience and training from the family of origin. 

Thus, the impact of violence in the family of origin, including childhood 

sexual or physical abuse or witnessing domestic violence, is a part of what forms the 

Individual Level of influencers. This level encompasses the factors delineated in the 

social learning theory, including observational learning. 

The Family Level, which includes the role structure and interactional dynamics in 

the current family of procreation, interact with and influence the individuals' family of 

origin factors (Carlson, 1984). Domestic violence is impacted on the Family Level by the 

conflicts and tensions couples experience in their relationships. The dynamics of self

defense and retaliation for partner abuse often cited by women batterers, (DasGupta, 

1999; Hamberger et al., 1994, 1997; Swan & Snow, 2002) as well as their history of 

abuse in other intimate relationships (DasGupta, 1999), are encompassed by this Level. 

Underlying differences in partners' beliefs about gender roles also emerge on the Family 

Level to create conflicts in relationships. 

Carlson (1984) identifies five areas that are sources of conflict in couples, 

including sex, money, children, housekeeping, and social activities, with violence more 

likely to erupt as couples have conflict in a larger number of areas. The families' social 

networks and connectedness to extended family, neighbors, friends, and the social 

isolation that has been associated with domestic violence are considered part of the 

Family Level ofinfluencers (Carlson, 1984). 

The Social-Structural Level includes the major institutions of society, both formal 
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and informal. This level includes the state of the overall economy as it impacts 

unemployment and prosperity and the unequal distribution of resources in society. Thus, 

the Social-Structural Level impacts family violence when those at the bottom of the 

socioeconomic ladder lead more stressful lives, with more unemployed and poor families 

resorting more often to violence within the home. 

The community response to domestic violence is a part of the Social-Structural 

Level, including the communities' laws, norms, and informal rules, the manner in which 

the police and courts respond to domestic violence, as well as the existence of and the 

manner in which laws are enforced. Informal and formal police procedures and rules, 

including arrest policies, such as mandatory arrest and dual arrest, impact the Social

Structural Level. Also present in this Level are the response of the courts, prison systems, 

and probation or prison diversion programs. Social service providers who serve both 

victims and perpetrators are a part of the Social-Structural Level, with the existence of 

these programs and ease of access to them impacting domestic violence. 

The Sociocultural Level is the final level impacting domestic violence, and 

includes societal norms, cultural values, and belief systems that differentiate this society 

from others. Carlson (1984) places four factors at the Sociocultural Level as contributors 

to domestic violence: sexism, sex-role stereotyping, general acceptance of violence, and 

nonns about the family in general. Sex role stereotyping reinforces the partriarchal 

culture by narrowly defining roles and modes of behavior by gender. 

Thus, the impact of living in a patriarchal society, as identified by feminist (e.g., 
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Bograd, 1990; Sonkin et al., 1985) and evolutionary psychology (e.g., Silverstein, 1999) 

therorists, affects domestic violence on a Sociocultural Level. Sexism begins with the 

way children are socialized to respond, i.e., boys with aggression, girls with passivity, and 

culminates in the cultural values that encourage strict patridominant hierarchy in the 

family. Sex role stereotyping reinforces the patriarchal culture by narrowly defining roles 

and modes of behavior by gender. 

Attitudes towards violence in general, including the acceptance of violence in 

sports, video games, movies, and television, contributes to an acceptance of violence 

within the family. When violence is tolerated and accepted by society as a whole, or in 

certain subcultures where "living in the hood" means living with weapons and being 

willing to use them, domestic violence is a by-product. The women in Dasgupta's ( 1999) 

study who explained their violence as flowing from their self-identity as "tough" (p. 209) 

women, are players in this culture of violence. 

Carlson (1984) also includes cultural norms about family life in the Sociocultural 

Level as contributors to domestic violence. These norms have their roots in beliefs about 

wives as property of their husbands, in which hitting wives to keep them in line is an 

accepted method of control. The family norm of child-rearing as the exclusive 

responsibility of women is also included on this level. 

Dasgupta (2001) and Dutton (1988, 1994) describe the model in slightly different 

terms. Dasgupta's nested model consists of three interactive levels: a Macrosystem that 

includes the influences of the broader culture, group history, and ethnicity; the Exosystem 
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that includes the structures and systems of society; and the Microsystem that includes the 

"immediate situation, such as family, workplace, and relationships" (p. 1373). Dutton 

includes those three levels, but adds a fourth, termed Ontogeny, that consists of 

individually learned characteristics. 

Using either set of terminology, the ecological theoretical model is a broad 

explanatory model that encompasses the majority of the other theories of the causation 

and maintenance of domestic violence. Feminist, Evolutionary Psychology, and Social 

Learning theory, as well as the theorists who focus on individual psychopathology or 

relationship interactional factors can all be subsumed in this over-arching ecological 

theoretical model. 

Theoretical Basis for This Study 

Using the qualitative method of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), data in 

this study is collected from structured interviews with women perpetrators of domestic 

violence to shed light on the underlying causes and maintaining factors of domestic 

violence. The goal of grounded theory is "the development or generation of a theory 

closely related to the context of the phenomenon being studied," (Creswell, 1998, p. 56). 

This method of research has been selected because it "provides a powerful means both for 

understanding the world 'out_ there' and for developing action strategies that will allow for 

some measure of control over it," (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 9). 

Pu1pose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to derive an explanatory theory for the causes and 
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maintaining factors of domestic violence by giving voice to a group that has not been 

heard in full, female perpetrators of domestic violence. By listening carefully to these 

women who have been identified by the criminal justice system as domestic violence 

perpetrators, this study identifies some of the factors that contribute to the perpetration of 

domestic violence. The unique contribution of gender to these factors is considered. 

Through learning more about the experiences, thoughts, and feelings of female 

perpetrators of domestic violence, a theory of domestic violence emerges that is grounded 

in the reality of the participants. By grounding a theory of domestic violence in 

complexities of the experiences of the participants, rather than the politics of advocacy or 

the narrow perspective of one theoretical orientation, I hope to provide a direction for 

more effective intervention and treatment for domestic violence offenders. 

Research Questions 

Following are the research questions: 

I. Are there differences between male and female perpetrators of domestic violence 

regarding their victimization and trauma history as childhood victims of physical and 

sexual abuse and as adult victims of domestic violence? 

2. Are there differences between male and female perpetrators of domestic violence in 

their motivation for their violence? Specifically, are the women more likely to be striking 

out in self- defense or as a peremptory strike? 

3. Are women trying to exert power and control over their partners with their violence? 

Do women resort to violence with their partners in an attempt to be heard, to express 

themselves, and to get their partners' attention? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

While I began this research project with definite questions in mind, the qualitative 

nature of the study allowed me to explore the subject matter in a more holistic manner. 

As qualitative research, it was emergent: theory and findings emerged from the data 

collected. The findings were co-created through a hermeneutic dialectical interaction 

between the researcher and the participants. In the grounded theory tradition, the findings 

were inductively derived through systematic data collection and analysis (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). This interaction was interpretive and sought synthesis through comparing 

and contrasting and divergent views. 

Researcher Bias 

Central to the qualitative research process was an understanding of the researcher 

as the instrument for developing grounded theory (Strauss, 1987). The researcher's 

inherent qualities, learned associations, biases, and blind spots influenced the data 

collection and analysis. Thus, an introspective analysis of the researcher's biases and 

predispositions was critical to an understanding of the outcome of the study. 

The researcher was a 49-year-old, Caucasian woman pursuing a doctoral degree in 

psychology. I was raised in a blue-collar Protestant family with the traditional structure 

of a patriarchal father who worked as a low-level supervisor in a factory, and a 

submissive mother who did not work outside of the home. My two older brothers and I 
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were the first in our extended family to attend college. My feminist philosophy was 

forged in a childhood in which my brothers were prized for their athletic prowess, and I 

was valued for my ability to cook. I experienced the unfairness of patriarchy first-hand 

when, as an excellent and motivated high school student, I was neither expected, nor 

encouraged, to attend college, while my brothers, who were indifferent students, were 

courted with football scholarships. Additionally, in my previous professional careers in 

journalism and advertising, I have often experienced sexual harassment. While my 

livelihood has been threatened in these encounters with abusive supervisors, clients, and 

sources, I have never felt physically threatened. My feminist philosophy may have 

colored my interpretation of the data from these interviews; specifically, it may have 

generated feminist interpretations of the participants' experiences and how they interacted 

with and were influenced by societal values and norms. 

I have been fortunate not to have experienced neglect, parental abandonment, 

divorce, or any type of abuse in my childhood. Growing up in a small, all-white city in 

the Midwest, I did not witness any interparental violence, nor any other type of violence 

or overt racism as a child or adolescent. With the exception of an incident of date rape 

that occurred when I was in my early 20s, I also have been fortunate not personally to 

have experienced any abuse at the hands of any of my intimate partners. This very 

limited first-hand experience with violence may have been a barrier to my complete 

understanding of the participants' experiences with violence. My experience may have 

caused me to downplay or to over-emphasize certain factors or themes. 
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My adult life has been spent living and working in a racially diverse community. 

As a Caucasian, it is possible that my interpretations of the experiences of the Hispanic 

and African-American women in this study may have been incomplete or limited. I may 

not fully have appreciated the impact of their race or the race of their partners on their 

experiences with violence. A researcher of another race may have interpreted data from 

their interviews differently. 

I have been married to the father of my two daughters for 24 years. As the wife of 

a lawyer, I have lived an economically privileged life. This economic privilege may have 

prevented me from completely understanding the realities of the poverty experienced by 

some of the participants, and may have limited my ability to interpret how poverty may 

have interacted or influenced violent behavior. My relationship to my husband has also 

given me unique access to the legal and criminal justice system. This perspective may 

have made it difficult for me fully to have appreciated or interpreted the participants' 

experiences with the criminal justice system. 

After I received my Masters Degree in Counseling Psychology in 1996, I began 

working as a counselor in a batterers' intervention program. While I considered myself a 

feminist, I did not seek out a job in domestic violence for political reasons. My five years 

experience working as a counselor with men and women who had been identified by the 

criminal justice system as domestic violence perpetrators led me to expect certain 

findings from this study. Additionally, the research in the field written by domestic 

violence theorists and treatment providers that I have read also helped create expectations 
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regarding the results of this study. These experiences undoubtedly influenced the 

structure of the questions I asked, and my analysis of the interview material. 

From a demographic standpoint, I expected most of the women interviewed to be 

between 20 and 35 years old, with a disproportionate number being African-American 

and Hispanic. From my experience, a disproportionate number of minority women have 

been arrested in domestic violence disputes, especially if police officers believed they 

were outspoken and did not respond like typical victims. Based on experience and 

research (Rodriguez & Henderson, 1993 ), I expected a disproportionate number would be 

living in cohabiting situations at the time of their arrest. 

I anticipated that most, if not all, of the women to have suffered either childhood 

sexual or physical abuse and/or physical abuse from their current or previous intimate 

partners. Regarding the events that led to their arrests, I expected that most of the women 

would state that they responded violently to defend themselves, or as a pro-active strike to 

keep from being physically harmed. I expected that some of the women would state that 

they used violence in retribution for past physical or psychological abuse from their 

partners. I anticipated that many, if not most, of the women would state they used an 

object or weapon on their partners during the incidents that led to their arrests. I expected 

that most of the women would state that they were frightened when they used violence on 

their partners. I believed that many of the women would state that they were angry when 

they used violence, and that part of their motivation for using violence was to express this 

anger. I expected that few if any of the women would state that they used violence to 
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control their partners' behaviors or to get something specific that they wanted, other than 

to be free from physical assault. I expected to find that many of the women felt 

disregarded and unheard in their relationships and would state that they used violence to 

get their partners' attention and to be heard. 

These expectations and biases directed my analysis and interpretation of the 

interviews, including the connections I made between topics, and the material I discarded 

as insignificant or unimportant. From the standpoint of developing a theory of domestic 

violence, my life experiences, academic training, and experience as a practitioner in 

domestic violence influenced my understanding of the emerging theory. As a feminist 

who has worked in a feminist treatment model for batterers, I was highly sensitive to the 

importance of feminist constructs that emerged from the data. This sensitivity may have 

informed the analysis in a positive way, or it may have influenced me to overemphasize 

the importance of feminist themes. As a practitioner who has been trained extensively in 

family systems dynamics, at Texas Woman's University, and in clinical training settings, 

at Southwest Family Institute and Galaxy Counseling Center, I recognized and valued the 

importance of the influence of family of origin factors in individual behaviors. This 

training may have colored my interpretation of family or origin factors that etnerged from 

the interviews. My work experience, reading of the literature, and study led me 

personally to embrace the ecological theory of domestic violence as the most appropriate 

explanatory model. Starting with the belief that domestic violence is embedded in 
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multiple levels of influencers, I may have been likely to see validation for this theory in 

the data. 

Participants 

This study was conducted with 13 women who had been identified as perpetrators 

of domestic violence and had sought counseling at one of two urban battering 

intervention programs. These programs provided structured group counseling for females 

who were violent with their partners. The number of participants was determined based 

on data analyses, with interviews continuing until saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was 

reached, that is, until no substantially new data or themes emerged. 

The majority of these women, 10 out of 13, were court-referred into counseling 

following an arrest for domestic violence on charges that included assault and aggravated 

assault with a deadly weapon. The remaining three women were referred to the programs 

by the Texas Department of Child Protective Services (CPS). Child Protective Services, 

after investigating charges of child abuse in these households, referred these women into 

the programs because they believed they were perpetrators of domestic violence. All three 

of these women referred by CPS previously had been arrested for assaulting partners, but 

were not facing open partner-related charges at the time of the interviews. 

As anticipated, most of the participants were quite young, with eight between 19 

and 26 years of age, and the remaining four between 33 to 42 years of age. The average 

age of the participants was 28. Seven of the women were married at the time of the events 

leading to their referrals into the programs, and the remaining five were cohabiting with 
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their partners. Nine of the women were white, two Mexican-American, and two African

American. The predominance of Caucasian women in the sample was not believed to be 

completely representative of the population of women in these battering intervention 

programs, which was racially diverse. Perhaps more Caucasian women volunteered to 

participate in these interviews because of their greater comfort level with a Caucasian 

interviewer. Four of the women had partners of a different race: an African-American 

married to a white man, two white women with Mexican-American partners, and one 

Mexican-American woman married to a white man. Four of the women were not 

employed outside of their homes at the time of their referrals into the programs. The 

remaining eight had diverse types of employment, with four general office workers, an 

exotic dancer, a tattoo artist, a paralegal, and a telephone operator. Seven of the women 

were living with children of their own, one was living with a step child, and the 

remaining four had no children. 

Procedure 

The participants were recruited by offering women in the perpetrator programs the 

opportunity to participate in a structured interview. The request for their participation 

took place immediately following group counseling sessions at the agencies. I asked if 

anyone was interested in participating, provided basic information about the study and the 

process of participating, and gave information packets to those who expressed interest. 

It was made clear that there was no requirement that the women participate in the 

study in order to receive the counseling services at either of the agencies. No record of 
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their participation or lack of participation was provided to any- part of the criminal justice 

system. Each woman's participation was anonymous. All records of their identities had 

been removed from the data. The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed. The 

verbatim transcriptions ranged from 11 to 36 double-spaced pages in length. Notes and 

recordings of the interviews were kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher's office. 

The interviews took place in the researcher's private office. Only the researcher's 

dissertation committee members and the auditor had access to the notes. Deborah 

Cosimo, a doctoral student in Sociology at the University of North Texas who has worked 

in various professional capacities as a domestic violence advocate, served as the auditor. 

She checked the dependability of the study by serving as an external source reviewing the 

process by which the study was conducted. This audit process was conducted by 

examining the audit trail that provided documentation and a running account of the 

inquiry (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). She reviewed the transcriptions of 

the interviews, interview notes, the coding of those interviews, the analytical memos, 

including original hand-written notes, the theoretical memos, the peer debriefing memos, 

and the reflexive journal. 

The participants were informed in writing of the purpose of the study. Before 

beginning the interviews, they were given an information packet, including a consent 

form (see Appendix A) that outlined the purpose of the study and the procedures taken to 

ensure the anonymity of the responses. The packet also outlined limits to confidentiality, 

including the necessity to disclose information to others if the participants indicated they 

67 



planned to harm others or themselves or if the interviewer received information about 

child abuse. While it was believed that these participants were at minimal risk for harm, 

the information packet included a warning that participating in these interviews might stir 

up thoughts and feelings that might cause discomfort. Information on how to receive free 

counseling from the urban agencies was included in this information packet. 

All of these participants were receiving group counseling for domestic violence 

from the urban agencies concurrently with the completion of these interviews. The 

participants were invited to discuss issues that arose in these interviews in their group 

counseling sessions. Information on how to contact the researcher was also provided. 

Following participation, participants who requested information on the study's findings 

were provided with written feedback. For their participation in a one to two hour 

interview, each of the women received a $10 gift certificate to Target. 

Beyond informed consent, ethical considerations were embedded within the 

qualitative methodology with which this study was conducted. From this perspective, 

research was viewed as a process in which the researcher and the participants co

constructed reality. As a grounded theory study, the highest importance was given to 

understanding the participants' viewpoints "for understanding interaction, process and 

social change" (Strauss, 1987, p. 6). 

I also approached this research project from the feminist perspective Griffin 

(1991) described as a "shared-experience approach" (p.ll2). One ofthe goals ofthis 

approach was to empower and give voice to the respondents (Gilligan, 1982; Jack, 1999; 
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Phillips, 1997). This was a particularly appropriate approach to take with this population, 

many of whom were abuse victims, to guard against retraumatization. Rather than 

adapting the inherently impossible so-called objective stance, I tried to make my values 

explicit to the participants. 

As a part of this interactive process, I solicited feedback from these participants in 

the form of member checks. The member checks were conducted at the end of every 

interview by summarizing the data and allowing the respondent to immediately correct 

errors of fact or challenge interpretations. Additionally, I asked some participants to 

review my field notes/transcriptions of the interviews for accuracy. I also discussed my 

preliminary interpretations with the some of the participants, asking the respondents if, 

based on their experiences and knowledge, the interpretations rang true. 

Member checks were one facet of a procedure that was followed to ensure the 

validity or credibility of this study. Interviewing continued until saturation (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) occurred; that is, until I could fairly accurately predict the women's 

accounts. Additionally, I utilized a peer debriefer periodically to debrief and provide 

feedback that helped refine the inquiry (Erlandson et al., 1993). The peer debriefer was a 

colleague who participated in sessions in which we discussed working hypotheses and 

emerging designs as well as any issues and concerns that arose. The peer debriefer and 

the auditor were different people, both experts in the field of domestic violence with years 

of experience working with both perpetrators and victims. Following the debriefing 

sessions, a reflective journal was prepared for the audit trail that summarized the issues, 
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concerns, emerging hypotheses, and emerging research designs that were discussed in the 

sessions. 

The dependability of this study was based on a procedure that ensured that 

variance in future replications was trackable, meaning that it can be ascribed to particular 

sources, such as error or reality shifts (Erlandson et al., 1993). In this procedure, I created 

an audit trail that provided thorough documentation of the research process, including 

interview notes, transcribed interviews, and field notes with memos on the process of the 

Inquiry. 

In the same manner, the development of this audit trail helped ensure the 

confirmability of the data. Data that were confirmable can be tracked to their sources and 

the logic used to interpret these data were implicit and explicit in the details of the 

research material that composed the audit trail (Erlandson et al., 1993). In addition to 

verbatim transcripts of the interviews, I recorded my impressions of the mood, tone, and 

non-verbal communications of the participants in order to accumulate the depth and detail 

that facilitated the confirmability of the study. 

The audit trail consisted of handwritten notes, verbatim transcriptions of recorded 

interviews, field notes regularly compiled that included descriptions and interpretations of 

the participants, and analytic memos outlining working theories and emerging patterns. 

Field notes also included detailed descriptions of the member checks and peer debriefing 

sessions. The conceptualizations that emerged in these field notes were grounded in the 

data with theorectical ideas inductively generated (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). All 
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generalizations were based on dominant patterns that emerged from a clear majority of 

respondents. 

When data emerged that were contrary to the dominant theme, I engaged in a 

negative case analysis to explore alternate theories and explanations. The negative case 

analysis was an exploration of data that appeared to be contrary to the researcher's 

dominant hypotheses. The data collected in the interview with "Marge" initially appeared 

to contradict the themes emerging from the other interviews (see page 197). To conduct 

this negative case analysis, I discussed these contrary data with the peer debriefer and the 

auditor, and developed a narrative that provided an expanded interpretation (Erlandson et 

al., 1993). Unfortunately, I was unable to re-contact the participant herself to explore 

these contrary data. Rather than confound the study, these alternative interpretations 

enriched it by reflecting the complexity of the subject matter and of human behavior. 

The analysis was grounded in the raw data of the study, and refined over time 

through processes of constant comparison, categorizing, and coding (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Strauss, 1987). Coding ofthe data began early in data collection, with material 

from the interviews reduced to small units of independent thought that were placed in 

categories. This open coding consisted initially of within-case analysis in which each 

interview was broken down into meaningful categories. These categories emerged as the 

data interacted with the researcher's background and latent theory (Erhlandson et al., 

1993). As more data were collected, themes and theories emerged that created additional 

categories. Data analysis continued through the data collection process along with the 
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completion of analytic memos, which were written reflections on the theory emerging 

from the data. Initial coding was expanded to axial coding, between-case analysis in 

which a central phenomenon was identified, causal conditions were explored, and the 

strategies, context, and consequences were delineated (Creswell, 1998). This analysis led 

to concepts and linkages between concepts that allowed the discovery of working 

hypotheses regarding the underlying causes and maintaining factors of domestic violence. 

After hypotheses were generated regarding the characteristics and nature of female 

perpetrators of domestic violence, they were compared and contrasted to existing data 

found in the research literature on the characteristics of male batterers. These hypotheses 

were refined and developed into a theory of domestic violence that was grounded in the 

experiences of the participants. 

Based on the data, I developed a grounded theory of domestic violence that was an 

extension or adaptation of the nested ecological theory, and explored how this multi-level 

system intersected with Johnson's (1995) typology for abusive couples. The specific 

procedure I followed to accomplish this included reviewing the initial open coded 

responses of each participant, placing them in a four-level matrix as they fit within the 

Individual, Family of Origin, Relationship, and Societal Levels that I had identified. For 

each individual participant, the number of responses on each Level was tallied. Because 

number of responses provided an incomplete picture of the impact of each Level for the 

participants, I weighted their responses based on my subjective understanding of the 

intensity of the experiences they described. I used behavioral cues, such as tone of voice, 
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facial expression, tears and agitation to weight the responses on the various Levels. I also 

considered the choices the participants made when beginning the interviews. The 

interview prompt was open, and invited the women to start their discussion of the impact 

of violence in their lives at any point. I coded which Level each participant described 

when beginning the interviews, and weighted that category appropriately. Additionally, 

because the women were often unaware of, or did not discuss, their own individual 

pathology, I completed a Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fourth 

Edition diagnosis of each woman, and gave additional weight to the Individual Level of 

influencers for each Axis I and Axis ll diagnosis they received. After achieving a 

weighted number of responses for each Level, I found the percentage of the contribution 

of each Level to the whole of each woman's experiences, e.g. 20% Individual Level; 30% 

Family of Origin Level; 40% Relationship Level; 10% Society Level. 

Additionally, based on each woman's interview, I categorized their relationship 

using Johnson's (1995) typology of domestically violent couples. I averaged the 

responses of the women who fell into each category, as they related to Level of 

influencers. For example, the two women who were categorized as engaging in Mutual 

Violent Control gave 24.5% and 17.4% of their weighted responses on the Individual 

Level respectively, which averaged to 20.95% as the portion the Individual Level of 

influencers played in the lives of Mutual Violent Control women. 

Instrument 

The interview format was similar to that established by Richardson (1988) in her 
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study of single women involved with married men. An interview guide was prepared 

(See Appendix B), but the questions were open-ended and flexible, designed to elicit 

detailed information about the women's feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. Some of the 

topics that were pursued included a description of the events that led to their arrests, 

including the thoughts, feelings, and motivations of the women at the time. Additionally, 

the women were asked to describe the histories of violence in their intimate relationships, 

and in their childhoods, and their beliefs about gender and impact upon their violent 

behavior and the violence of other men and women. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

The richness and depth of the interviews lead to findings far beyond the scope of 

the preliminary research questions. While the results affirm the original research 

questions, they also lead in other directions. As these 13 women speak about their 

experiences with violence throughout their lives, their stories come together in shared 

patterns of abuse as they express common feelings and motivations. They are faced .with 

both similar situations, and unique circumstances, and as their paths diverge, they report 

their individual experiences, thoughts, and feelings that paint a textured and complex 

picture of woman domestic violence offenders. 

Rather than translate the participants' experiences into academic prose, their exact 

words are reproduced in these results as often as possible. They appear here unvarnished, 

with the grammatical errors and colloquialisms of their natural speech intact. Using the 

natural language of the participants is standard procedure in qualitative research 

(Erlandson et al., 1993) in order to allow the reader to see the world through "their eyes" 

(p. 365, Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The names of the participants and everyone their 

reference in the interviews have been changed to protect their confidentiality. 

First responses 

Since the interview prompt was open-ended, inviting the participants to begin 

wherever they like in discussing their lifelong experiences with violence, it is 
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enlightening to learn where they begin their stories. This choice may show what is at the 

top of their minds, regarding their violent experiences, or what they believe has had the 

most impact on their lives. (See Figure 1 ). Nine of the women begin the interviews with 

descriptions of violence they experience in their childhoods. Four of the women discuss 

physical abuse that was inflicted upon them as children, two begin the interviews 

describing the childhood sexual abuse they experienced, and one speaks of the 

psychological abuse and neglect that was inflicted upon her as a child. Two of the 

women mention observing violence in their hom~s, with one describing interparental 

violence, and one speaking of her brother's violence. 

Two of the women begin the interviews with discussions of abuse they received in 

prior intimate relationships. Two describe situations in their current relationship, with 

one describing physical abuse she has suffered, and one speaking of her partner's drug 

abuse and her own violent response to it. 

Childhood experiences with violence 

Starting with their childhoods, seven out of 13 of the women indicate childhood 

physical abuse by one or both of their parents. Six out of the seven report that their 

mothers or stepmother have been physically abusive to them, while four report that their 

fathers or stepfathers as well as their mothers have been violent towards them as children. 

One reports only her father has been physically abusive. Four of the childhood physical 

abuse victims also report being sexually abused as children, two by uncles, one 
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First comment Level of Influencer 

Participant 

1 "My dad left my mom when I was eight. But for Family of Origin 
the first eight years they had a very violent 
relationship." 

2 "I had also a violent relationship with my oldest Relationship 
son's father." 

3 "I was brought up in a very abusive environment" Family of Origin 

4 "Most of the abuse I believe I ever had was mostly Relationship 
mental. You know, verbal abuse ... " 

5 "I think in my situation, my father was abusive." Family of Origin 

6 "I've seen violence in my family. My brother, I've Family of Origin 
seen him hit my mom before." 

7 "My father was violent" Family of Origin 

8 "My dad started to abuse me when I was eight years Family of Origin 
old." 

9 "I grew up with an alcoholic father." Family of Origin 

10 "When I was a child I was sexually abused. Family of Origin 

11 "My parents, I was the first born child of two young Family of Origin 
people who were brought u_Q in violence" 

12 "I guess I'll start with my first relationship ... he Relationship 
gulled a gun on me." 

13 "I knew something was wrong with him from the Relationship 
beginning" 

Figure 1. First statements by Level of influencer. 
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by a stepfather, and one by both a stepfather and a biological father. The six women who 

deny childhood physical abuse, also deny being sexually abused. In addition to the 

physical and sexual abuse, the vast majority of women in the study, 11 out of 13, report 

childhood psychological abuse or neglect (see Figure 2). Six out of the 13 also report 

observing interparental violence as a child. 

Childhood physical abuse 

Beyond the numbers, the women's stories of physical abuse at the hands of their 

parents vary in severity, from occasionally being struck with a belt as "discipline," to 

being traumatized and terrified. Heather, a 25-year-old white woman, has memories of 

both of her parents' ongoing physical abuse. 

So when I was growing up my mother had a very short temper ..... So, 

disciplining in my home would be to be slapped, whether it would be open

handed or close-handed, it didn't matter. There wasn't any body part that was off 

limits. There was nothing that was off limits .... She didn't like it? Usually, 

Heather got popped in the mouth. Usually, I would get knocked across the face ... 

With all of that, I never received any broken bones or bruises or anything that 

would actually show that I was being hit so hard .... The one thing that made me 

be, made me afraid of him, he told me not to do something and I did it anyway. 

And his punishment was to lift me by my throat, and for me to get him to stop, 

was I'd play dead. I just hung there, closed my eyes and went limp. And he 
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Participant Physical Physical Sexual Psychological Observed Disconnected 
abuse/ abuse/ abuse abuse/neglect parental from mom 
by dad by mom violence 

1 No No No Yes Yes Yes 
2 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
4 No No No Yes No No 
5 No No No Yes No No 
6 No No No Yes No Yes 
7 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes 
8 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
9 Yes Yes No No Yes Yes 
10 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
11 Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
12 No No No No No No 
13 No No No Yes Yes Yes 

Figure 2. Childhood abuse history. 
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threw me head first into a couch. And I was crying, and craw led across the floor 

and had said, you know, "I'm gong to call child abuse on you." That time, and 

boy, mom was mad. Dad was crushed. Mom hit me so hard I flew five feet 

across the floor. And she said "Get up, go call, cause I'll tell them you deserved 

it, and there's nothing they'll do about it." Of course I wasn't going to get up and 

walk past her, because I knew if I got close to her, I would have been really beat 

then. So that's why I was afraid of my father. I was afraid that if I lied or I told 

the truth he was going to blow up and I was going to get hit. 

Most of the women seem to view being hit as a child as normal discipline, and do not 

view it as being abused. Jenny, a 34-year-old white woman describes her mother's 

approach to discipline: 

When I got in trouble I got beat with a belt. If I would get smart with her, she 

would slap me across the face. So, I was hit all the time. Every time I did 

something wrong. Most of the time it was the belt. If I would get smart with her, 

I would get cracked across the face. .. .And to teach me how bad fire was, she held 

my finger over that flame and burnt my finger. That was one way she dealt with 

things. That was pretty harsh. That didn't happen very often. 

Maria, a 26-year-old Mexican-American woman describes her childhood as "pretty much 

great" and laughs when she tells of the physical discipline she received as a child. 

My dad spanked us. I remember when we were younger, he used switches. But, I 

mean, he didn't spank us for everything. It had to be a degree of, I don't know, 
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wrongness, before we got a whooping. But now my mom would slap our mouth if 

we mouthed off to her. You didn't mouth off to my mom (laughs). Because if 

you started mouthing off to her, she would slap your mouth. 

Kate, a 19-year-old white woman, describes her childhood in positive terms, but 

comments that her alcoholic father's discipline occasionally got out of hand. 

I mean there was some, you know, getting spanked every now and then for petty 

stuff. Then, when I got older, he'd hit a little more. I mean it was serious, but it 

wasn't ever so serious. When we were younger, we got spanked. We got 

spanked up until. . .I had a purple cheek, that was the last time. But we were never 

spanked, we were just got grounded after that. But before that, they would slap 

our hand, spank us with their hand. But my dad had a rubber flip flop, kind of 

like the 70's, one of those thick-soled ones, and we got spanked with that. And it 

turned black and blue and purple, and I think he felt bad about it, so we never got 

spanked after that. 

Some of the women blame themselves for their parents' violence or emotional abuse. 

Susan, a 33-year-old white woman, remembers herself as a bad child, who earned the 

physical discipline that was inflicted on her . 

... Because when I was a kid, I was a brat. I'd laugh. So what does that do? That 

upsets the parent more. I'd get more spankings and harder, try objects, the wooden 

spoon, the belt. ... I don't like to sit at kitchen tables. Because the majority of 
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growing up we would sit at kitchen tables and you didn't speak unless you were 

spoken to or you got backhanded. 

Q. Dad backhanded you? 

A. Yeah, or mom, and you had to watch out because of that diamond ring. 

Childhood sexual abuse 

In addition to physical abuse, four of these women report being sexually abused as a 

child. Two of the women report making an outcry about the sexual abuse to their 

mothers, with very different results. Maria told her mother about her uncles' abuse, and 

was validated by her. 

When I was a child I was sexually abused .... Once by my uncles, from ages of 

four to six ... My uncles sexually abused me and told me it was real important not 

to tell, you know about this touching, feeling kind of thing. But then one day we 

were taking a bath and my uncle masturbated in front of me. And I told my mom. 

And then the whole story started coming out. I didn't tell while they were. 

touching me, it was just the masturbation thing ... And after that I remember my 

dad telling my uncles that if they ever came back, he was going to kill them. 

Maria reports that the abuse bothers her, but does not indicate it is a major problem in her 

life today. On the other hand, Becky, a 21-year-old Hispanic woman, describes her sexual 

abuse as a major, ongoing problem in her life that interferes with her intimacy with her 

current partner. Becky talks of being impacted as much by her adopted mother's disbelief 

as she was by her adopted father's abuse. 
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I was sexually, mentally, and emotionally abused ... My dad started to abuse me 

when I was about eight years old. Since I was an adopted child, they treated me 

like I was the black sheep of the family ... After I told her (mother) what my dad 

did to me, she didn't believe me. In fact, she slapped me. My sisters beat me up, 

and all of my brothers, except for Joe ... didn't believe me. I loved her so much 

(tears) that it broke my heart when she did all those things. It broke me in half 

worse when she told me she'd never be proud of me. 

Becky believes that the sexual abuse continues to affect her today, in her relationship with 

her partner. She is an exotic dancer, and talks of being numb to sexuality . 

. . . I get scared. There are just some things I can't ... I talked to Bob about it. 

I told him I don't like to be touched .... He tells me, I don't want to make you 

feel uncomfortable, but when he says that, he says it with so much, with 

feeling and he hates my dad with a passion, because he can't be intimate with 

me. Sometimes I'll let it go, I'll let it slide, but sometimes I'll think about it 

and I' 11 push him away. 

As children t\vo of the women did not realize that they were being sexually 

abused. Both of these women felt that something was wrong, but did not make an outcry 

at the time. Both report strained relationships with their mother at the time of their abuse, 

which may, or may not, have influenced their decision to keep quiet. Jenny, a 36-year-old 

white woman, reports feeling angry about the abuse today. 

That would be my mom's younger brother. He's six years older than me. I was 7 
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and he was 14. I never considered it being molested until I started going to 

counseling. And I told them and it was like ... you feel mine and let me feel yours 

kind of thing, fondling kind of thing. But I just thought, we were kids. But when 

I spoke with my counselor, she said, "How old was he? At 14, he knew better than 

to do that to you." I've been dealing with that, too .. .I just, kept thinking of that 

uncle, that did that to me. That I hated him. I wished I could kill him for what he 

did to me. 

Keisha, a 33-year-old African-American woman, reports not telling her mother about her 

stepfather's behavior because she thought it was normal. 

A. Oh, I wanted to tell you that my stepfather molested me. He used to put his 

tongue in my mouth and kiss me. 

Q. How old were you? 

A. I was probably about 10 .... My mother didn't know about it, I didn't say 

anything to her. I wanted to, but what would be the use of telling her? 

Q. Did he touch you in other ways? 

A. Uh huh, but that was it. Even when he stuck his tongue in my mouth, I really 

didn't think there was anything wrong with that. I thought it was normal. 

By the time she was 16 and her biological father returned to her household, Keisha had 

gained insight about sexual abuse, and was able to stop her father's advances . 

. . . My father tried to molest me. But he didn't touch me. I was 16. This was when 

he first came home from prison. And it was just him and I there. And I was taking 
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a shower. I had soap all over me; I was washing my hair. And he came banging 

on the door and told me to get out. I said I had soap on me. And he said he didn't 

care, get out of the shower. So I had to get out with soap all over me. So I went to 

my room with a towel wrapped around me and he came in my room and he asked 

me to remove my towel. And I said, no. And he said, well, I'm your daddy. He 

said, you can do it. And I said, no, daddy, that's wrong. And he got up and 

walked out of my room. 

In addition to the four women who report being sexually abused as a child, two other 

women discuss undesirable sexual experiences as a child or young woman that they 

believe impact them today. Belinda, a 25-year-old white woman, reports feeling her 

relationship with her father was somehow inappropriate, that he kissed her on the lips, 

and it "never felt right." While she has no memory of sexual abuse, she does report 

having many sexual experiences as a child. 

I thought to be with a guy, you had to have sex with a guy. To make him love 

you, you have to have sex with him. All that dysfunctional crap that I have 

already gotten over. But I lost my virginity when I was 12. I didn't know any 

better. I thought that's what I was supposed to do at that age. 

Q. How old was the guy? 

A. 16. He didn't know I was 12 and a virgin. He thought I was 16 and had already 

had sex before. I had black sheets. That's how I hid that. It went on like that 

until I met Joey when I was 17. I could not count the men that I have been with. 
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Nancy, a 41-year-old white woman, reports that being date-raped when she was in college 

made a major impact on how she deals with subsequent situations in which she feels 

threatened by a partner. 

I was date raped in college. And that came up. And I had forgotten, or put that 

away. . . I realized that fear was still in there. I was overpowered. I was not 

bruised, physically. I was overpowered, and emotionally I didn't deal with it at 

the time ... the worst thing that came of it was guilt. I thought I invited that. And 

at the time there was a lot less talk, this was in the 70's, mid to late 70's. And at 

the time, I thought there was little talk about when a girl says no, that means no. 

It was before all that. So I took a lot of that on board and I thought that was my 

fault .... In dealing with that in therapy, I had basically decided, I'm not ever 

going ... if I ever get into a situation where I'm going to get overpowered or if I'm 

in physical harm's way, physically, I will ask for help. 

When Nancy felt threatened by her current husband, she called the police, and they 

arrested her. 

Childhood psychological abuse and neglect 

In addition to childhood physical and sexual abuse, the majority of the women, 10 

out of 13, indicate they were psychologically abused and/or neglected in their childhood. 

Six of the women describe especially tumultuous childhoods, with parental substance 

abuse, promiscuity, violence, and criminal activity. Jenny tells about experiencing and 

seeing more than any child should witness. 
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My mother was very, very promiscuous. I walked in on sex acts happening. I 

listened to her having sex with people. My stepfather, other guys after him. 

She... I saw her really messed up on drugs, valium and drunk. She passed me a 

joint when I was nine. Here ... you want some? And you know, with the trailer 

burning down when I was three. And we moved around a lot. I was telling my 

son last night, I was in 16 different schools by the time I was in the eighth grade. 

Becky talks about experiencing violence as a child in her neighborhood as well as in her 

home. 

I lived in an area, it was a very known area, they called it ghost area. It was like 

the south side of Laredo, the worst of the worst. It would be like drug dealers 

every single comer. It would be like crack houses one in every five houses. 

My sisters were in gangs, from elementary to junior high. My brother, my older 

brother Jose, he was in a gang for all six years. I thought it was stupid, that was 

until my brother started carrying guns. And my sisters, they would beat up 

anybody. 

Q. What about you, did they beat up you? 

A. Oh, yeah. 

Keisha also tells of growing up with violence and crime. 

I was brought up in a very abusive environment. My father was physically very 

abusive to my mother. My mother was mentally abusive to us. My father went to 

prison when I was six years old .... 
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Belinda denies being physically or sexually abused as a child, but tells of a story of 

neglect and psychological abuse. 

I was never spanked or hit; they were too busy fighting with each other to even 

deal with punishment or structure for me ... Most of the abuse that I suffered 

growing up was emotional abuse. Seeing and hearing the screaming and the 

verbal assaults. And my dad's a manipulator like I am. He would lock himself in 

the bathroom and threaten to kill himsel£ I recall when I was five years old, 

sitting outside of the bathroom door begging my daddy not to kill himself. 

Belinda idealizes her father, yet realizes his shortcomings. 

My dad was a cool guy to hang out with; he was a buddy. When I was 14 years 

old he said, "I don't care what drugs you do, as long as you do them with me, 

because I don't want you going out and acting stupid." Ok, that's how fucked up 

my dad was. I learned about drugs from watching him 

Like several of the other women, Belinda talks about the impact of feeling abandoned by 

her father. 

Me and my mom would be driving around at all hours of the morning looking out 

the window for my dad, trying to find him. Driving down the street calling for my 

dad like a lost fucking puppy. I mean it's just. .. (sigh). 

Feeling abandoned by parents is a theme that emerges in a number of the interviews. 

Becky has perhaps the most extreme story of abandonn1ent and neglect, with her 

biological mother giving her up as a baby, and living a Cinderella life (the part before 
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Prince Charming) with her stepparents and stepsiblings. 

When she had me, my foster parents dropped her off at the hospital. They left 

her there. They said, just give us a call, let us know what you had. And this is 

what my foster mom tells me: They got her home, she didn't want to hold me. 

My real mom didn't want to have anything to do with me. She said she was 

angry with me and she said I cried a lot. She could barely handle her son, my 

brother, and she left and I was only two days old. And my mom told her that 

if you ever want to come back looking for your daughter, we're always here. 

But she never came back (tears) .... Since I was an adopted child, they treated 

me like I was the black sheep of the family. My brothers were always getting 

into lots of trouble. Pretty much, the blame would all come towards me. My . 

mother is a gambleholic. She cares, she cares, with all her life, nothing more 

for her two daughters who thoroughly hate me. They used to pick on me, 

torment me throughout the years. 

While Becky's childhood home was a gang-infested ghetto, this pattern of abandonment 

is not limited to the women who grew up in poverty. Susan, who describes a middle

class childhood, talks of being abandoned by her parents, rejected after the birth of her 

siblings. 

When I was 13, I got a new brother and sister. We're 10 and 13 years apart. When 

my brother and sister came along, when I was 13, my mom and dad decided they 

had their hands full. And kind of, gave me up to the courts. I was awarded to the 
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state, in and out of homes, and finally grandma and grandpa took over 

guardianship. To this day my mother swears that she did not give me up. 

Q. What do you think of that? 

A. I have the piece of paper saying I was 18 years old and no longer a ward of the 

state. I know what happened. Grandma and grandpa took over legal guardianship 

until I turned 18. They wanted to see me graduate from school. 

Keisha also talks of feeling abandoned by her parents, not only when her father went to 

prison, but also when her parents' lifestyle dictated leaving the children for weeks on end. 

She wasn't around. She always worked. Their profession, they were con artists. 

That's what their profession was. My grandfather taught it to my father. My father 

taught it to my mother. My parents ... would be gone for weeks. We had a live-in 

nanny. I would be gone all hours of the night during the school nights. Doing 

whatever I wanted to do. 

When she was 16, Keisha became pregnant with her first child, and her mother threw her 

out of her home. 

My mom kicked me out when I got pregnant, so, I had to live in homeless shelters 

until I was seven months pregnant. (then) My aunt let me stay with her until the 

baby was born. 

Several of the women describe feeling abandoned by one or both of their parents 

following a divorce. Maria thought her family was perfect before her father left, and then 

experienced it as disintegrating into violence and substance abuse. 
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My dad remarried three months after the divorce was final. He kind of said, oh, 

by the way, we got married last weekend. And all of a sudden, he was a package 

deal with his new wife. Which totally threw me for a loop. Because they had 

always brought us up to believe in the importance of family, and sticking together, 

and all that. Then all of a sudden, he wasn't sticking with us anymore. That 

totally hurt my relationship with my father.. . I mean after the divorce, well, my 

dad, he wasn't my partner anymore, so I started calling him dad. He was a 

different guy~ My mom was some drunk I didn't even know. So my world was 

turned upside down. But she wasn't my mom anymore. I mean, I didn't know this 

woman. I lost a mom and a dad because they were just totally different people. 

My family was destroyed. I felt abandoned and lost. Really confused, you know 

these two people installed so much about your family, the importance of family. 

And they both turned their backs on their family. I was blown away. 

Parental alcohol and drug abuse 

Maria is not alone in attributing problems in her childhood to her parents' alcohol 

or drug abuse. Six of the 13 women commented on their parents' alcohol or drug abuse. 

Four of these women also report they were physically abused as children, while two 

report childhood sexual abuse. Six out of seven of them report childhood neglect. 

Kate describes her father's drinking as the main problem in her childhood home. 

Sigh .... The only real conflict, it really wasn't until I was a little bit older, my dad 

was drinking. His mom and dad died of drinking at a very young age. And it will 
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be a couple years when my dad is their same age. We're trying to get him to quit 

right now. 

Maria describes a childhood of being neglected by a mother who was more interested in 

getting drunk than caring for her children. 

And my mom started drinking, started smoking. I had never seen my mom 

smoke a cigarette, I had never seen my mom drink anything up until she 

started seeing this guy. And they would get drunk and have drunken brawls ... 

They've gone to jail, but not for domestic violence, just for being drunk. It's 

like their stories are so fucked up, and they didn't know what happened, so 

they just threw them in there for being drunk, or something. 

Becky grew up in a drug-infested neighborhood, but remembers finding out that her foster 

father was using cocaine. "And my mom was arguing with my dad, and I could overhear 

them talking. And she's screaming, 'when are you ever going to stop doing coke and pay 

attention to your family." Becky's current conflicts with her partner also revolve around 

his use of cocaine. 

Observing parental violence 

The drug and alcohol abuse were often a precursor to violence in these women's 

childhood homes. Five of the six women who describe their parents as abusing drugs or 

alcohol also witnessed interparental violence. Overall, 7 of the 13 women state that they 

witnessed physical violence between their mothers and their fathers, stepfathers, or 

boyfriends. Five of the women report that their mothers were violent with their fathers or 
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stepfathers, all but one in self-defense, or in response to fathers' violence. One woman 

reports her mother was violent with her father, yet her father was not violent. Six of the 

women report their fathers or stepfathers were violent towards their mothers. Misty, a 

19-year-old white woman, talks about finally leaving her mothers' home to live with her 

grandmother after several chaotic years watching her mother being abused by boyfriends, 

and finally her stepfather. 

And I remember seeing a boyfriend of hers actually holding her up against the 

wall by her neck, exactly like David did to me one time. And he picked up a lamp 

and I thought he was going to throw it at her head. I thought he was going to kill 

her. I remember that, being five years old. 

Misty describes the ongoing battles between her mother and stepfather, her fear that her 

stepfather might kill her as well as her mother, and her disgust and amazement that her 

mother did not leave him. 

It scared me when they would really get into those knock-down drag-outs, hitting 

each other. That's childish ... Yeah, they didn't really care what they said in front 

of me and my brother. And there was a couple of times actually that I heard him 

take my mom to the room and they were arguing real bad. I overheard him yell 

that he would kill me, he would kill himself, but before, he would kill her and us. 

But she still stayed with him after that. . .I'd have to call my dad or I'd have to call 

my grandmother ... And she'd have to come get me and my brother. And after, 

actually when I turned, \vhen I was 14 years old, I finally went and stayed with my 
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grandmother. Just me. My brother stayed behind. My grandmother raised me 

from then on. 

Jenny has memories of both her biological father and her stepfather physically abusing 

her mother. "He (her father), numerous times, beat her, broke bones in her face, slammed 

her face into door jams. He just constantly beat my mother." The violence in her home 

continued during her mothers' four-year marriage to her stepfather. 

And they were in the middle of the divorce and my stepfather came over to get 

some of his stuff out of the house. And my mom was ... they were fighting really 

bad. And he literally picked my mom up and carried her to the front door and 

threw her out the front door and locked it and dead-bolted it. He turned around 

and stuck his finger in my face and he said "don't you dare unlock that door and 

let her in" and I ran right to the door and unlocked it and let her in. So, that was 

pretty scary. I was really scared and I thought, well, I'm going to go protect my 

mommy. And I let her back in. I was about 10. 

Keisha also remembers her fathers' violence towards her mother. 

My father was physically very abusive to my mother ... I remember my father 

beating up on my mother constantly ..... I didn't really see, but you could hear the 

noise. And then I talked to people, I have some relatives in California. My aunt 

told me one time that he just beat her black and blue and there was blood over the 

wall and everything. 

Kate, who had a middle-class upbringing, does not recall seeing her parents strike each 
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other, but vividly remembers the end of one parental argument, and her mother's suicide 

attempt. 

There was once when my dad hit my mom, that was in the eighth grade, that's 

when all the fighting started. That's the time I remember when all the fighting 

started .... She was laying down. She had just gotten out of the shower and she 

was laying down in her room. I saw a big bruise and I didn't ask her ... I didn't ask 

her. My dad showed me his wallet, where apparently, when he did the Heimleich 

on her, the pills had all come back up. So it didn't harm her in any way. So I saw 

a bruise and I don't remember what happened after that. 

Four of the women report their mothers were violent with their fathers or stepfathers, in 

response to, or in retaliation for, physical abuse. Jenny describes the violence between her 

stepfather and mother as sometimes ·starting with her mother's aggressiveness. "I think 

my mom would get up in his face and shove him a little bit, and he would shove her out 

of the way." 

For Belinda, it is seems important for her to remember her mothers' culpability in 

her parents' violent exchanges. 

But for the first eight years they had a very violent relationship. I don't remember 

a lot of it. I have blocked a lot of it out. But I do remember the fistfights, the 

screaming, the yelling, and stuff like that. It wasn't the typical husband comes 

home drunk and beats on his wife. It was more like they would get into a 

screaming match and someone would swing. From my memories, it was a very 
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mutual type of thing. She would smack him, he would smack her, type of stuff. 

My mom doesn't recall it that way .... (It) would start out as a screaming match, 

right in each other's faces. And I don't even remember who always swang the 

first blow. And I know it wasn't always my dad. I know it wasn't, because I 

know my mom. And they would just get in these slapping matches, you know. It 

wasn't like he would just come in and beat her down either. It was almost more 

like a mutual thing. She'd get in a hit; he'd get in a hit. I don't really remember 

how it ended, I don't. I remember standing in between them and screaming for 

them to stop. I think that might have been what stopped it. 

Maria remembers her mother being violent to her stepfather, but also being the one who 

often ended up getting hurt. 

With my mom, she's a little bitty Mexican thing. I used to watch her tear into my 

stepfather, Leon. Because she would get mad at him, you know, for, I don't 

know, making a comment about some other chick, or something at the bar. And 

he would laugh at her. And you don't laugh at my mom when she's pissed, 

because she'll tear in to you. And you know, he would hit back. But he never hit 

first, but he always hit back, you know .. .I walked in on this particular morning 

with my stepfather lying naked by the door. The house was all tom up. I woke my 

stepfather up, and I said, 'Where's my mom? Where's my mom?' because I knew 

something had happened. You know, my mom is always the one who gets hurt. 

And he said he didn't know, he didn't know, he's still drunk, so I need to leave 
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him alone. I went in the room and I found my mom, she was laying down on the 

waterbed, and there was just blood everywhere. I mean, all over the bed and the 

floor and the walls. I ... it took me, it took me a good half hour to wake her up. 

She had lost a lot of blood. Apparently, what had happened is that she had a beer 

bottle in her hand and thought she was going to go get my stepfather, but forgot to 

release it, she was so drunk. And ended up scratching her hand with the beer 

bottle in it. Her hand from by right by her thumb, to all the way down here, and 

that's like a major vein right in there, a major artery. The woman fought me about 

going to the hospital because she was still drunk. She'd lost lots of blood, like 

everywhere. 

Misty also talks of her mothers' violence contributing to the ongoing terror in her home. 

My mom remarried to a man who was an alcoholic. She then became an alcoholic. 

They would fight, jealous rages, he was a jealous man. Most of the time, it was 

my mom who would hit him or something like that. But I remember he hit her a 

couple of times, too. He went to jail. I remember him throwing our lawn 

furniture out in the middle of the street. All of our neighbors coming out of their 

houses and seeing him in his rage. The cops coming. It's just embarrassing. 

Heather is the only woman who reports her mother's violence was not instigated by, or in 

response to, her father's violence. She describes her father as being very controlled, and 

controlling. 

There was one time that my mother grabbed, that my mother was yelling at my 
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father, and I guess she slapped him or went to hit him or something, and my father 

held her arms down to her sides so she wouldn't be violent. She was screaming 

and yelling, and he just held her arms down but never once raised his voice to her, 

just stood there and listened to her. 

How did witnessing parental violence influence these women in their intimate 

relationships? For some of them, it may have normalized spousal violence, making it 

easier for them to tolerate abuse, or to become abusive themselves. Keisha, whose 

mother was abused and did not fight back, has given this a lot of thought, and believes 

her parents' violence has a major impact on her behavior. 

I think that had I not witnessed that with my mother, I would have thought, the 

first time somebody hit me, I would have thought, no way. If she had never been, 

if I had never witnessed her being hit. Since I saw her being beat up, I thought it 

was ok, it was part of the relationship. If I had known then what I know now, I 

would have saved myself a lot of trouble. 

For others, seeing their mothers' examples, as victims and as perpetrators, may have been 

the impetus for choosing to use violence with intimate partners. A recurring theme in 

these women's stories is a resolve to refuse to be victims. In some instances, these 

women's mothers verbally instructed their daughters not to tolerate abuse; in other cases, 

the women came to the conclusion themselves, based on their own observations of their 

mothers' suffering. 
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Misty reports that at age 16, she chose a man much like her abusive stepfather, 

relying on her childhood experiences to instruct her how to respond to his abuse. 

My mom always taught me, don't ever let no man push around on you. And 

that's when I started standing up for myself, basically. That's the wrong way to 

do it .... Well, I had this front. Seeing my mother going through what she did, 

went through with her ex-husband. I always told myself, I'll never have a man hit 

me. I'll never have a man push me around. And I ended up in the same situation. 

And I'm hard-headed and when I started saying that stuff to myself, this man is 

not going to hit me, he's not going to .. .I would lunge and hit back. 

Belinda tells a similar story of learning from her mother's words and experiences. 

I had seen my mom hit my dad so many times. Of course I'd seen my dad hit my 

mom right back, too. But, and my mom .. .it stuck in my head. And it is so 

twisted now. My mom always told me to never take shit from a man. So, I wasn't 

taking shit from a man, you know. I know that is not exactly what she meant by 

that, but. .. that was the way I interpreted it. 

Neglected and abandoned as a child by parents embroiled in drug and alcohol abuse and 

high-level mutual violence, it is central to Belinda's self-image as an adult to believe that 

she is not a victim. 

Women are the proverbial victims. But we're really not. We don't have to be. I 

don't see myself as a victim. My mom, she plays the victim to aT. Even to this 

day, nothing is her fault, everything happens to her, blah, blah, blah. I totally 
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accept the responsibility. I am not a victim. I have .. .I believe that I have caused 

everything that has happened to me. It is my responsibility. I accept it. I mean, 

yeah, I accept the fact that I had choices. I just made the wrong choices at the 

time. I do believe that society, they look at women as being victims. We're the 

weaker sex and all that crap. I don't buy it, but that's the way that society looks at 

it. 

Relationship disconnect with mother 

Belinda is perhaps one of the most vocal in her disregard and disdain for her 

mother, but 11 out of 13 of these women report varying degrees of disconnect in their 

relationships with their mothers. All six of the women, whose mothers were physically 

abusive to them state feeling estranged from their mothers, including four who also report 

childhood sexual abuse. Ten of the 11 who talk of feeling disconnected or estranged from 

their mothers also report childhood psychological abuse or neglect. A connection also 

appears to exist between observing mothers as the victims of interparental violence and 

feeling disconnected or estranged from them. All six of the women whose mothers were 

the victims of their fathers' or stepfathers' violence feel estranged from their mothers. 

The two women who did not report feeling disconnected or cut-off from their mothers did 

not experience childhood physical or sexual abuse, and did not observe any interparental 

violence. 

Far fewer of the women, four out of 13, report feeling cut-off or disconnected 

from their fathers, even if their fathers were violent to family members. Only half of the 
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six women whose fathers were violent to their mothers report feeling disconnected or 

estranged from their fathers. Only two of the five women who experienced childhood 

physical abuse at the hands of their fathers feel estranged from them. However, three out 

of four of the women who report childhood sexual abuse, including the two who say their 

fathers were the perpetrators, feel estranged from their fathers. 

Keisha is one of the women who feels estranged and cut-off from both parents. 

However, it is her mother who seems to engender the most negative feelings. She relates 

being kicked out of her home by her mother as a teenager, and, 17 years later, refusing her 

mothers' overtures at reconciliation. 

My mother kicked me out of the house. I was a month shy of 16. She kicked me 

out because she said I would be an embarrassment to the family if I stayed there 

pregnant. She tried to get me to have an abortion. I wouldn't .... She's in prison 

now. She was a con artist ... As a matter of fact, I got a letter from her. Just a one

page letter, no apologies, all about her. She knows I have kids, but she just said 

she hoped the family was doing fine. She needs money for new shoes. Never 

asked about me. It's all about her. I mailed her $50 today, and I mailed a receipt. 

I didn't put a letter in there or anything. I didn't like the letter she wrote to me. 

She thinks it's all about her. Where she is, she needs to start accepting some 

responsibility for her actions. 

Susan was made a ward of the state by both her parents when she was 13, but places the 

blame for it entirely on her mother. 
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My mom and I had a big problem. She ... evil woman. She was very 

manipulative. She would tell my father when he came home from work that I 

cursed, or this or that, and of course he would have to chase me around the house, 

taking his belt off. ·And a lot of times, she'd be lying. I suffered, I would say, a 

lot of mental, emotional abuse from my mother. . . I wished, as a kid growing up 

that they would have gotten a divorce. I could never understand how my dad 

could stay with such a bitch. I couldn't. And to this day, I can't, but he's loyal. .. 

And even to this day, things aren't nearly as good as I'm sure most mothers and 

daughters. We've gone years without talking ... ! wrote them off. If mother is 

going to be that way, I can't change her. 

Q. You said going to be that way, what way? 

A. Bitch, nasty, opinionated, judgmental, non-forgiving ... I tried to commit 

suicide when I was 14 years old, I ate a whole handful of Excedrin. And I was 

sitting at the counter. My mom was across the counter from me, and all she had to 

do was knock the pills out of my hand, or say I love you. And all she did was call 

the police. She threatened me, you take the pills, you call the police. I took the 

pills. I guess I was waiting for her to say, no, I love you. Don't do that, or just 

knock the pills out. She never did, she just called the police. 

Maria describes losing respect for her mother following her parents' divorce, but 

becoming completely estranged after she moved out of her mothers' home at age 16. 

I lost a lot of respect for my mom after the divorce. I lost a lot of respect for my 
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dad after the divorce. Up until then I thought, they were all that, and a box of 

chocolates, too. But she wasn't my mom anymore. I mean, I didn't know this 

woman. I lost a mom and a dad because they were just totally different people. 

My family was destroyed. I felt abandoned and lost ... My mom moved in with 

Sam, I was sixteen. Just before my 17th birthday, I had moved out and I moved in 

to my stepfather's house. I was almost 17 .... Sam was a guy she almost married. 

And my mom moved back in when I was 18, almost 19, and she kicked me out of 

my house. She kicked me out of my house. Yes, that's right, when I was 19. 

Heather describes avoiding her mother when she was growing up because of her verbal 

and physical abusiveness. 

My mom, she's just a really hard woman. And it took going to counseling for us 

to finally just talk to each other. I felt like every time I asked her for something, 

she blew up. I never could get, for us to just sit down and have a decent 

conversation. I could never talk to her without her yelling and screaming at me, 

so I would always try to avoid having any kind of conversation. 

Misty, who moved out of her mother's home at age 14 because of her stepfather's 

abusiveness, blames his jealousy and controlling behavior for her distant relationship with 

her mother. 

Well, me and my mom didn't really have much of a relationship because of him. 

We couldn't go anywhere together, because if she did, she was going and 

screwing around on him, even with me. So, we didn't really have much of a 

103 



relationship. And every time they would split up, she'd promise me and my 

brother she would never go back to him. That was it, she always would. 

Related to the feeling of being disconnected from their m~thers, or the reality of 

being abandoned or thrown out of the house by their mothers, is the high percentage of 

these women who moved out of their family of origin homes before the age of 18. Seven 

of the women left their homes before age 18, one at age 13, three at age 15, two at age 16, 

and one at age 1 7. One of the two women who did not report feeling disconnected from 

her mother did not leave home at an early age. Four of the six who report being 

physically abused as a child left home before age 18, as did three of the four who report 

childhood sexual abuse. 

Leaving home at a young age may be related to their subsequent experiences with 

violence, putting the women interviewed at risk for being preyed upon by abusive men. 

While five made other choices initially, six out of seven who left home at a young age 

ended up living with abusive men before their 18th birthdays. (See Figure 3). The seventh 

moved in with an extremely abusive man at age 19. Hungry for love and connection, the 

five who moved out to other homes, two to grandparents' home, one to a homeless 

shelter, one to an abusive stepfather, and one to a girlfriend's house, gravitated quickly to 

partners who became violent. 

Becky experienced all types of abuse as a child, including physical, sexual, 

psychological abuse, and neglect. Abandoned by her biological mother as a baby, and 
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coping with a crime-ridden, substance abuse-filled childhood, she left her stepparents' 

home at age 15. 

I got really, really, really angry on my 15th birthday. It was my Quincinierra. I 

was in junior high. And I got called to the office. And when I got to the office, 

there was this big bouquet of flowers. You know, in a vase, sitting on the front 

desk. And they told me it was for me. So, I opened up the letter and it's from my 

Godmom. She's wishing me a happy Quincinierra ... So I went home and I was 

all happy, Look, look, look what the momma got me. She's like," Didn't she 

write down, that was from us, too?" No, it doesn't say on the card. She goes, 

"Well, we paid half of it, really it's half ours." I said, ok. So two months later, 

it's my sister's birthday. We were born the same year. I was born in September, 

her's is November. What they did on that birthday, they get out of school, a limo 

picks up my sisters and her friends and it took off, and I didn't even have a chance 

to get in. So my friend, Star, looks at me and she says, "Yeah, that's a bum. You 

know, how could your mom do that?" I said, "You know what, it's so close to 

Thanksgiving, I might as well not show up at all." She said, "What are you 

planning to do?" I said, "You got a spare room?" She says, "You want to live 

with me?" I was like, "Yeah, for a couple of days, at least, just to make my mom 

sweat." I came home. They were like, "Where the hell were you? Your mom 

was crying, she was worried sick about you.'" I'm like, "Umhum." I come home. 

The turkey is already eaten; there is no pies, no nothing. "Yeah," I said, "Too sick 
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to eat, I think." ... "You're just a troublemaker, black sheep ofthe family. We 

should have listened to your mother a long time ago and never adopted you." I'm 

like, "Ok." 

Prior relationship violence 

The majority of the women in the sample, seven out of 13, report violence in their 

past intimate relationships. In all seven cases, their partners were physically violent to 

them. Only two of the seven report they were violent to their partners. One reports she 

struck a partner in self-defense, when she was in fear for her life. (See Figure 3). 

Susan says her first husband is an international drug dealer who terrorized her for 

years. She describes a situation that happened before they were married: 

I woke up one afternoon, morning, with a pillow over my face. His hands around 

my throat. He didn't have a key to my apartment. He took it upon himself, I 

guess, when I was sleeping over at his place, to have a key made. When we were 

just friends. He was severely abusive. In fact my head injury was a result of him 

throwing me out of a moving vehicle. And actually, that particular day, I woke up 

with the pillow and his arms, his hands, around my throat. I used to have, not a 

baseball bat, but it was an old oak leg of a table, from a table, by my front 

door ... And he had changed the locks so that you needed a key to get out of my 

apartment. We were chasing each other around my apartment after I got away 

from him trying to strangle and smother me. And I picked that up and I shut my 

eyes and I swung. And I remember running into my closet just like a little kid, 
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going up and crying, shut my eyes. And I shut my eyes, I thought he was peeing 

on me, and I opened my eyes, and I thought he was literally peeing on me, and he 

was dripping blood from where I had clonked him in the head. 

The other women who was violent with a prior partner reports exchanging low-level 

shoves and pushes with her first husband. Heather describes these interchanges that 

could fit Johnson's (1995) description of Common Couple Violence. 

He would push or shove me and I would push or shove him back.... And he 

started it, right. He would push me back even harder, because his mentality was, if · 

I push you back harder, it will get my point across that you better not push me 

again, because I'm going to push you even harder. 

The remaining five women say they were never violent in response to their prior partner's 

violence. Several of them report being the victim of severe violence, including "Tonya," 

a 22-year-old African-American woman: 

Everything was going fine, then after I had my little girl, he pulled a gun on me. 

And it just went from there. He just started hitting me every day and threatening 

to kill me. Well, he tried to, one time, when I was 17. He tried to kill me in my 

mom's bathtub. He was hitting me with a plunger. I finally got away from that, 

but he still calls, and he still threatens me ... After I had my daughter, my daughter 

was like two or three months when he first did it. That's the one when he pulled a 

gun on me. And then, I'll say about the next month, he'll start hitting on me. 

Busted my nose and my lip once, my lip was split. So, I had to get away from 
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Prior Left home 
Participant Partner under age 18 

Violent 
1 No Yes 
2 Yes No 
3 Yes Yes 
4 No No 
5 Yes No 
6 No No 
7 Yes Yes 
8 Yes Yes 
9 No Yes 
10 No Yes 
11 Yes No 
12 Yes Yes 
13 No Yes 

Figure 3. Prior relationship violence and early leave from home. 
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that .... then he, when he pulled a gun on me because I was real scared. I was just 

shaking and, and crying. And finally my mom walked in the door. So I'm glad 

she came in because he sure would have killed me. 

Jenny talks about her first husband's violence: 

He was very physical with me. He would push me and shove me .... He gave me a 

bloody nose once .... He slapped me, he backhanded me across the face one day, I 

thought he broke my nose. (She describes one argument, when she was angry with 

him for squirting grape juice on her baby's clean outfit) .... and he kind of pushed 

me when I went to grab the baby bottle. And then I got even more upset, because 

he kept doing it. Then he pushed me again, and he pushed me really hard and I 

went into the bathroom and I hit my head on the bathroom sink .... That was 

probably the worst, and I had to walk around for three weeks with two black eyes 

and a bruised nose. Stay hidden from the fatnily and my job. 

Some of the women report experiencing violence from several prior partners. 

Keisha says her first husband was violent with her, as well as several other boyfriends, 

but recalls the most serious abuse she ever experienced was at the hands of a boyfriend, in 

front of her son. 

Now, the guy before my husband, John, used to choke me and one day he had his 

hands around my throat and I was on the bed. And Tommy was in the first grade, 

and I saw him open the door, you know, crack the door to look inside. This guy 

was choking me and I thought, oh, my God, my son's going to watch me die. And 
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I felt terrible. And I thought I was going to die, because he was really choking me. 

Tommy, I found out, he went to the manager's apartment, and the manager told 

him to go to the pay phone and dial 911. The door cracked open again, and it was 

the police, they had gotten there that fast. So Tommy, he saved my life by doing 

that. 

Susan reports experiencing violence at the hands of an array of former boyfriends, 

as well as her first husband. She catalogues the injuries she has received at the hands of 

her intimate partners: "Broken ribs, sternum, kidney damage, rape, bruises, swelling. 

I've had every bone in my body at least broken once. I've had a few repair plastic 

surgeries." 

Nancy also experienced violence at the hands of a prior boyfriend as well as her 

ex-husband. While the violence is not as severe as that experienced by Keisha and Susan, 

she believes it set her up to react when she feels threatened by a current partner. 

The most scared I was, was being backed into the closet. And I grabbed the coat 

hanger that ultimately was used on me. It was only one time. But I grabbed it, 

thinking that I needed it. And then he grabbed it, and at some time my ann got hit 

with it. It wasn't a lash in the face. It was not cognitive that he was going to use 

that on me. But in the struggle, I got hit. I grabbed it, feeling the need to defend 

myself. I think that is probably the worst. 

Looking at the women who did not report past partner violence, all five had very 

few, if any prior relationships. They became involved with their current partner at a 

110 



young age, and did not have prior husbands, live-in boyfriends, or other serious ongoing 

relationships before their current relationship. 

Motivation: Current partner violence 

The women in the study endorse a number of reasons for resorting to violence 

with their current partners, but the majority of them relate their violence to their partners' 

violence. Eight of the women's current partners are physically abusive to them, and they 

describe their own violence as self-defense for current abuse or retaliation for past abuse. 

Of the five women whose current partners have not been violent with them, three 

report severe physical abuse by previous partners, with one reporting abuse from several 

previous partners. The remaining two say they have never experienced violence at the 

hands of an intimate partner. "Marge" is a 42-year-old white woman who reports no 

adult or childhood abuse, and no prior or current partner physical abuse, yet shot her 

husband in the head. She describes 19 years of severe, ongoing, psychological and verbal 

abuse from her husband, with no prior physical violence. She shot her husband with his 

own gun following a build-up of tension and verbal argument. The other woman with no 

past or current experience with violence appears to have become caught in the criminal 

justice system while engaging in very low-level Common Couple Violence that neither 

she nor her partner would have independently identified as a crime. She scratched her 

partner during a verbal argument, and the neighbors called the police. 

Motivation: Self defense/retaliation for physical abuse 

Several of the women state they endure physical abuse from their partner for a 
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while without responding violently, then finally begin to strike back. Some of them are 

arrested after they call the police themselves to stop their partners' violence. Figure 4 

shows a summary of all types of abuse-related motivations for partner violence of the 

women in this study. Each motivation is described in tum, following the present section. 

Kate, a former high school athlete, tells of enduring her partner's escalating 

violence for many months before finally responding with violence. 

For the longest time, he would more or less hit me. And I just let him do it for the 

longest time. Then a couple of months ago, I decided to kind of fight back and 

well, I didn't really fight, just try to throw him off me ... I just finally got fed up 

with it, and I'd bite him, or I'd try to kick him, just to get away ... Like, he'd 

come after me and I'd duck, and then, I mean, he would hit me like a guy, like a 

guy in a fistfight. I would get socked. And so, if I was bending down, he would 

come up and hit me in the stomach. I'd kind of bite him on the side. I never 

knew that was any type of assault. I knew it was assault, but I didn't think I could 

ever get a charge for that. .. How would I get a charge for assault when everything 

I did was out of self defense? It wasn't like I went up to him and just, you know, 

if he looked at me wrong ... that's not how I was. It was him. And just like I said, 

he turned everything around on me. 

Kate responds to her partner with violence to stand up for herself, but does not 

believe her blows hurt him, or keep him from hurting her again. 

If I used violence, I would just get hit back, twice as hard. If I hurt, I'd want to, 
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Current Current Response Partner Losing To Post-
Partici Partner Partner to partner Stone- control, control par-
-pant Phys. Emotion control walls becom- partner tum 

Abusive -ally tactics (get tng 
(retaliation/ Abusive attention enraged 
self- (retalia- /be 
defense) tion) heard) 

1 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
2 No No Yes Yes Yes No No 
3 No No No No Yes No Yes 
4 No Yes No Yes No No No 
5 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No 
6 No No No Yes Yes No No 
7 No No No Yes No No Yes 
8 Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No 
9 Yes Yes No Yes No No No 
10 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
11 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
12 Yes No Yes No No No No 
13 Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes 

Figure 4. Women's motivation for partner violence 
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not necessarily retaliate, but kind of get him back. And then, he'd like "Oh, that 

hurt (sarcastically). You're going to get it even worse now." So, as much as I 

was hurting, I would just have to back off and let him do it. You know. He's not 

going to stop. 

Becky tells of a similar experience, calling the police for help, and ending up 

arrested for assault. 

He got mad. He grabbed my arm. I pulled away, and my ring caught him on his 

eye, on the side of his face. And he felt his face, and grabbed the back of my head 

and dragged me across into the bedroom. And he threw me on the floor and 

kicked me a couple of times. I got so scared I called the cops. The cops came 

into the house, and they saw the scratch on the side of his face. I told them about 

my hair's pulled, it hurts, it's killing me, and they took me to jail anyway. 

Tonya had experienced severe abuse from a prior partner, as well as past abuse 

from her husband before the exchange that results in her. arrest. She talks of defending 

herself, but also of using violence to try to scare her husband, to get him to back off. Like 

many women who get arrested for domestic violence, Tonya grabs a weapon to help even 

the playing field . 

. . . When all this happened, he had a warrant out for his arrest for abusing me, 

physically hitting me and stuff like that ... We started arguing, and then he hit me, 

and then I hit him back. Then I was trying to get him off of me, so I went into the 

kitchen, and I got the knife. I was just trying to scare him. I just did like this, 
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(holds hand out) and I didn't know I stabbed him .... I guess I was just defending 

myself. 

Several of the women speak of fighting back not solely because they fear their 

partner or his abuse, but because they refuse to see themselves as victims. In some cases, 

fighting back results in not only being physically harmed by a larger, stronger partner, but 

also getting arrested. Misty, a physically small woman, talks about making a decision to 

start fighting back because she does not want to be a victim. 

He'd push me, I'd push, actually, I started pushing back. I started hitting back 

and throwing things. I'd had enough, I didn't want to be hit on anymore. I 

didn't want to be pushed around by a man. My mom always taught me, don't 

ever let no man push around on you. And that's when I started standing up for 

myself, basically... I've learned I can't hit a man. He's much stronger than 

me ... Cause when you hit a man, of course he wants to hit back. Cause he 

thinks, or my ex thought, you know, if you could hit like a man, then you'll be 

man enough to get hit back ... usually it was because he would push me 

around or hit me first, was why I would try to retaliate. 

With a background of military training and a large, athletic build, Heather might 

appear to be better suited to fighting back, but she also reports negative consequences 

for standing up for herself with her partner. Her husband, a police officer, does not 

back off once the battle is engaged, and she often ends up physically or emotionally 

damaged. 
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One time we got into a confrontation or something and he pushed me. Well, I'm 

sorry, you're not going to push me, and not get pushed back. So I pushed him 

back. And I would say, now don't push me anymore, and that would never stop, 

so he would push harder ... And that's when he would say, "That's the problem 

with you, you always have to act like a man. You always have to push back." I 

was like, "Well, that has nothing to do with me acting like a man, it has to do with 

me standing up for myself." He would always say, "I have no doubt that you can't 

stand up for yourself." I said, "then don't push me around. Don't force me to be 

ugly and to stick up for myself." 

Belinda had a similar attitude about sticking up for herself, in response to her 

husband's violence, yet over the years, her violence evolves until her marriage is a 

tumultuous setting of mutual combat. A large, strong \Voman, Belinda appears proud that 

she can give as well as she can get, even though she pays a big price for her violence, in 

pain, suffering, and expense. 

He is twice my size. He's 6'5" and between 220 and 280, a large guy. I always 

knew if he could kill me if he hit me the wrong way or the right way, whichever 

way you want to look at it. So, over time, I learned to either hit him and run, or 

pick up something. And I turned to things like skillets and fireplace pokers, 

baseball bats, coffee tables. And it became a necessity. It was out of self-defense. 

Belinda tells a horrific story of the physical battles in her household. When asked 

to describe the worst violence she experienced in her current relationship, she chose to 
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talk about protecting her dog. 

There wa~ one day, it was really bad. We were fighting ... I was trying to leave 

the house. He wouldn't let me leave the house. So we kept ... I'd hit him and 

run. He'd catch up to me and start screaming or whatever ... When I wanted out of 

the house, I would scream as loud as I could. Blood-curdling screams so at least 

the neighbors would hear me. He didn't want me to scream, and so he would hit 

me in the face to try to keep me from screaming. Or he would put his hand over 

my face. And I'm claustrophobic as it is, and his hands are the size of my face, so 

when he put it over my mouth, he put it over my nose and everything else, and I 

couldn't breathe. Which of course made me flip out more. So it didn't really 

solve the problem. Well, my dog was like my daughter, before my daughter was 

around. And she would protect me with her life... And I remember we were 

standing in the kitchen. I was standing by the microwave or something and I'm 

screaming, and he was hitting me. And my dog starts barking, and I thought she 

was going to attack him ... And that day, she decided to protect me, and she was 

barking and growling. And he turned around, and raised his fist. If he'd have hit 

her right then and there, he would have killed her. And I knew this in my mind. 

And I was rational enough at the time to see what was going to happen, so I 

reached up and I took that hit. I stepped in front of that blow. And it almost 

knocked me unconscious. But I knew he was going to kill my dog, I knew he 

was. And I would have killed him. Honestly, I know with all clarity in my mind, 
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that I would have killed him that day if he killed my dog... He pulled a gun on 

my dog, one time, too. And I took the freaking gun and hit him with the gun ... 

And he always knew, that I knew, that he could kill me. But he knew that I would 

go down fighting. But, see I also done really, really fucked up stuff to screw with 

his head. He woke up in the middle of the night one time, and I was sitting on top 

of him with a baseball bat in my hand. And I said, "do you see how easy I could 

have killed you in your sleep?". Because it had gotten to that point that I was so 

afraid of him, that I had to let him know, that you're not in control, I am. I would 

just tell him, Ok, hit me, you have to go to sleep eventually. And I was dead 

serious about it, too. Belinda's comments about the impact of her partner's 

threats to her pet demonstrates an ongoing pattern of coercive control. While 

many of these women respond violently to their partner's physical violence, they 

also tell of retaliating for other forms of abuse. 

Motivation: Retaliation for being confined/restrained 

Five of the women say their partners try to physically keep them from leaving, 

and, in some instances, they respond to that restraint by lashing out with physical 

violence. Jenny does not define her partner's behavior as physically abusive, yet he 

exhibits many of the controlling behaviors ascribed to batterers. She talks of being 

violent to him in response to being restrained and blocked from leaving during an 

argument. 

He was laying on top of me, holding me down, because I was very, very upset and 
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I wanted to run away, I wanted to run out the door. He wouldn't let me leave. I 

was laying down on the ground and he was on top of me, and I was screaming at 

him, "get off me now, get off me." And he wouldn't get off me. And I reached 

up and I bit him in his nose, I just grabbed his nose with my mouth and I bit him. 

And he reached down and he bit me back. He bit me back, right here below the 

Adam's apple ... I wanted to leave because he was making me mad, and I wanted 

to leave and he wouldn't let me. He took my keys. And we pushed and shoved 

each other a little bit. He wouldn't give me my keys, so I ran out the door and I 

ran and ran, and I knew, with his knee, he couldn't run. 

Kate says her boyfriend uses physical restraint, or blocking her path, in his 

repertoire of abusive behaviors that also includes physical violence. 

He'd come and stand where I couldn't shut my car door. Stand in front of me, if I 

was parallel parked, and there was a car behind me, so I couldn't move. Try to 

open my door. He's gotten so far before as, he's sat on my car before. I started to 

drive off, he'd jump on my car and I slam on the brakes and he falls off and that's 

my fault. I mean, he would just do stupid stuff like that. Make everything look 

like it was my fault. 

Another control tactic Kate's boyfriend uses is to disable her car to prevent her 

from leaving. 

He'd go and pull the starter spark plug out of my car so I couldn't go anywhere. 

This happened numerous times. I'd call my mom, "my car's dead. I can't go 
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anywhere." Then find out, he's got the little, I forget what they're called, ... fuse, 

that starts the car. 

Maria's husband also blocks her path and disables her car to prevent her from 

leaving. One of his most powerful control tactics is using her young children to keep her 

from leaving. 

I would say I was leaving, so he would jet out the door in front of me, so he left 

first. He was gone first, then I was going to be abandoning my kids. He would 

.leave the kids in the house. Sometimes, I would be backing out of the driveway, 

and he would do it, and I would have to pull back in, to go be with the kids. He'd 

use the kids as a tool. He did that all the time. He would take the wire out of the 

car so I couldn't start it. He would go to any lengths to not let me go. Physically 

locking the door. 

Motivation: Retaliation for emotional abuse 

While keeping them confined, and preventing them from leaving is a form of 

emotional abuse, six of the women speak of other types of emotional or psychological 

abuse that sometimes incite them to retaliate with physical violence. Additionally, two 

women who say they are violent in response to physical assaults, also say they suffer 

intense psychological abuse at the hands of their partners. 

While Belinda sometimes retaliates for physical assaults, she states she also uses 

physical violence to retaliate for emotional or psychological abuse. She talks about 

striking out at her husband after he decided to leave. "He hurt me, I hurt you (him). Even 
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if it was emotional. That was what it was always about. He destroyed my life, now I 

have to take his away from him .... the life I wanted was being taken away from me." 

Four of the other women also report that retaliating for psychological abuse is 

their motivation for violence. The most extreme example of this response is Marge, 

whose husband has been consistently emotionally, but not physically, abusive to her 

during their 19-year marriage. 

Oh, he would call me stupid, gordo, which means fatso. He called me, what really 

hurt so bad was when he called me his $10 slave ... I heard that for so long, and 

then finally that week, the week that it happened, I had asked him, why did he call 

me that? And he said, "Well, that's what I paid for you when I married you." Oh, 

my God. It's like, no, you didn't say that. No, he didn't say that. And he got me 

crying, and then, that was the same day that I did shoot him, when he told me that. 

It just tore me up ... And he said, "I could go out and get a whore to do the same 

, 
thing you'd do." And he said all these things to me that night. .... He said, "No, 

no, no, I can go find me a whore who can do something better than you can," or 

something like that. I said, "There's the door." It dawned on me that earlier, 

when he had called me a $1 0 slave that morning, and I asked him, "Why do you 

call me your $10 slave?" He said, "That's all I paid for you." I said, "I wasn't 

purchased." And the day before was Thanksgiving. We didn't spend 

Thanksgiving together at all. He went over to his brother's house. He didn't even 

invite me; he just got up and went. I went over to a friend's house and spent 
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Thanksgiving with them. Shoot. I got up and left the room and I was crying and 

doing laundry and stuff. I don't know, I was just so confused. I went back to the 

back bedroom. I was doing his laundry, and I yelled down the hall, "Will you 

come down here and put up your good clothes so they won't get wrinkled?" And 

he said, ''No, that's what I got my $10 slave for." That just got me more madder. 

I started hanging up his clothes, because if not, I'm going to be the one who ends 

up ironing them anyway. So, I hung up his clothes, and I just happened to look up 

on the shelf. There is a shelf above the clothes, and I saw. his (gun) ... and I 

thought, what in the hell is that doing there? Because I know he doesn't keep it 

out. I hadn't seen it since right after we moved there. And we moved there in 

'96. I hadn't seen it since then, I didn't even know he still had it. I thought, what 

the heck does he have that up there for? And I picked it up. I thought, I was so 

mad, I was going to go in there tell him to get the hell out. I was going to ask him, 

"What the hell are you doing with this gun in there?" Of course, I didn't know 

that the safety wasn't on. I didn't know that the thing was cocked, or anything, I 

don't mess around with guns like that . . . . I walked in there, and I had it in my 

hand. Had my finger on the trigger, shouldn't have had it there. Semi-automatics 

go off real easy. Before I could even get any words out, it went off. Scared me to 

death. I was thinking about telling him, "Get out" and everything. We were just 

going to have a big fight (sigh, tears). I should have left that damn gun sitting 

there. I was afraid that. .. what the hell, why did he have that gun? Was he going 
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to shoot me with it, or what (tears)? Oh, it's been a nightmare. 

Marge was arrested that night for shooting her husband in the head while he was 

lying down on the couch with his back turned to her. While Marge was not surprised to 

be arrested, Nancy was shocked when she was arrested for slapping her husband in 

retaliation for his emotional abuse. 

And then the insults, on this particular day of the arrest, the insults about his wife, 

to me. He said, how did he put it? "I've been thinking about my ex-wife and all 

of her redeeming qualities (or some sort of qualities) none of which you could 

aspire to." I turned around and slapped him .... Why did I choose slapping him? 

That's a good question. I thought what he said was vulgar, that's the way it felt. 

It was vulgar to say that, to compare me and to put me down in such a way and I 

thought my response, without taking into consideration the law, I thought my 

response was appropriate. It felt like the straw. It was just a escalation of feeling 

powerless. I felt like I had had enough verbal put-downs, and enough emotional 

put-downs. That someo~e was trying to render me powerless. And maybe part of 

it is just turning around and going, no, it's inappropriate. I'm not powerless. This 

is my opinion of what you just said, because there are no words for that kind of 

vulgar(ity) towards someone you supposedly love. 

Maria's partner was physically, as well as emotionally, abusive to her, but it was 

the verbal abuse that inspired her to strike him. 

I mean when a man calls you a cunt and a whore in front of your kids, no matter 
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how young they are, it does something to you ... .It would just enrage me until I 

would just., I would tell him, "You can't be doing that or I'm going to knock the 

shit out ofyou." .... So one day, I guess after Pat was born, I would just start 

slapping him every time he said it. 

Alcohol/drug abuse 

One of the themes that emerges in their descriptions of responding violently to 

their partners' abusive behaviors is drug and alcohol abuse. Eight of the women talk 

about their partners' alcohol or drug abuse as contributing to the violence in their 

households, while four mention their own alcohol/drug use. 

Misty and Becky both say their boyfriends' serious drug abuse is the underlying 

cause for the arguments and abuse in their homes. Misty says her breaking point came 

after she gave birth to her son. 

After I had my son, I wanted the drugs completely cut off. I didn't want no more 

drugs, I was fed up with it by then. I had my little boy; I had him to look after. I 

was the only one working, I was working about, most of the time I was working 

70 hours a week. I was bringing home pretty good money. I would have to sleep 

with my money in my bra, because he would steal it from me, buy drugs with it, 

or pay off where he got his drugs from. And I just couldn't deal with it anymore, 

with him. When I'd take a shower to get ready for work in the morning, I'd go to 

get shampoo out of the shampoo bottle and a syringe comes out. That's when I 

finally, that's when I left him. 
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Becky talks of turning to alcohol herself to cope with her partner's drug use and abusive 

behavior. 

And when I started working, ... all he wanted to do was go to Webb Chapel, find 

his old friends and get back into doing cocaine. And I never wanted him to do 

cocaine, because I knew how bad, how violent he would be when he was on 

drugs. And when he comes home with his friends, you know, they want to stick 

around, play Playstation, drink beer. He'd go in the back and do cocaine. And I'd 

sit there with those people thinking, where is the fun in all this? So what I ended 

up doing, I ended up drinking as well. He asked me if I wanted to do the coke, and 

I was like, No. I don't like the shit. And it would piss me off, because he would 

egg it on. He would just, "Come on, it will make you feel better." And I'm like, 

"No, I'll just have a couple more beers." ... I'm like, "I don't feel right, you're 

doing drugs, you're drinking, I'm drinking." This whole thing is all messed up 

and out of whack. 

Some of the women view their partners' drug or alcohol use as contributing to 

their violent arguments, but not the sole cause. Nancy believes her husband's drinking is 

a negative factor. "And George was drunk. Again, here we go with the alcohol. And this 

comes into play with George, and he is very well aware of it. That's when his rage will 

kick in." 

Tonya says her husband's drinking contributes to his violence, but that he is also 

violent when he is sober. "We'll argue over some stuff~ but, he was drinking too, I don't 
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know if that's why. But he doesn't drink anymore. But I don't know if that is it or what. 

But he got an attitude problem, too." 

While four of the women believe their own alcohol use may have contributed to 

their violent behavior, only Susan believes she has a serious problem with alcohol. Susan 

believes that her alcohol use, combined with past head injuries, and a seizure disorder, 

may have caused her to black out and attack her partner. 

I recently found out with all my blackouts that he has never hit me. However, I've 

gone after him a lot. I've gone after him with a rake, with a cane, I've beaten him 

unmercifully, and not even known I'd done it .. .I don't really know when these 

attacks occurred. I'd blackout. I don't know if it was caused by alcohol with a 

combination with my head injury. Or just my head injury. We haven't been able 

to figure it out if it was with or without alcohol yet. 

Controlling behavior/fear and intimidation 

If battering is a coercive pattern of power and control, then it is important to 

examine how control issues play a role in the conflicts and violence in these women's 

relationships. While the interview protocol does not include any specific questions about 

power and control, the issue emerges on its own in their stories. While the majority of 

the women (eight out of 13) report that their partners are controlling, and use various 

tactics to keep them in line, only two of the women name controlling their partner as one 

of the reasons for their own violence. Belinda describes the conflicts in her marriage as a 

mutual struggle for control. 
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It was always violent, and it was always angry, and very controlling, and very 

manipulative on both parts. I really didn't know how to let things go and accept 

things back then. I'm still not great at it. I'm learning. It was, like, he had to be 

with me. You know, I was not going to let this man walk out of my life. That 

was the way it was going to be, period. I had to have the control. And he had to 

have the control. We were both Leos. Hah. So it was a constant, constant power 

struggle. 

Q. What were your feelings during these conflicts? 

A. Fear. Fear of not having the control. Fear of not having control, fear ofhim, 

my life, you know. I had control. He was going to stay with me. 

Heather also sees herself as trying to have control, and sees her husband as 

resolutely resisting her control, while trying to control her behavior. "I see me flying off 

the handle all the time to my husband. I see me making a mountain out of a mole hill. I 

see me wanting to be in control all the time." At the same time, she says her husband 

uses many controlling tactics, such as checking up on her whereabouts, and trying to 

isolate her by discouraging her from seeing her friends. 

Several of the women describe their partners' attempts to control them, and their 

continued resistance to being controlled, as the defining feature of the conflict in their 

relationships. Like Heather's husband, Becky's partner also tries to isolate her, and she 

sometimes responds violently to his controlling behavior. 

You know, the friends I was trying to make, they would move away from me 
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because they think my man is too controlling .. .I got really angry because he 

wouldn't let me use the phone so I could call my grandma, because he just found 

out that one of my cousins got killed. And he wouldn't let me use the phone. So I 

picked up the table and turned it over, and I went back into the room. 

Many of Maria's conflicts with her partner center around his attempts to control her by 

keeping her from leaving, or controlling her movements. 

He got real ... tried to shape and mold me. I mean it was like, we would fight 

because I would say I want to go to W al-mart. And I would take both the kids 

with me. He'd go, "Ok, so how long are you going to be gone?'' I'd be like, "I 

don't know, an hour and a half, two hours?" And he'd say, "No, that's too long." 

And I'd say, "I'm going with the fucking kids, give me a break. I just want to 

browse around." He'd say, "No, that's too long." I'd go, "Ok, an hour and half." 

And he'd say, "That's still to long." "Ok, an hour." He'd go, "Ok." Well, of 

course, I would be gone two hours. I mean, I told him I was going to browse. I 

just had to lie to get out of the house, which started happening more and more 

often. He would time my trips to everywhere I went.... And I would tell him all 

the time, "I'm not a soldier, I don't take orders. Don't try to control me. I'm not 

going to do what you tell me." I would tell him these things and it would get 

harder and harder and harder for me. Because I would keep resisting, I would 

keep fighting it. 

Keisha sees this pattern of resistance to controlling men in her physical battles 
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with several ex-partners. "I think guys that I was with, they like having that control. And 

me having that fear of them. And they notice that I was trying to put up a fight, they 

would try to fight harder to try to bring me back down." 

The men in these women's lives use fear and intimidation to try to control them. 

Eight of the 13 women report fearing their partners. Even Belinda, who finds it so 

important to be brave and to stand up and give as much as she gets, admits she fears her 

partner. 

I always knew if he could kill me if he hit me the wrong way or the right way 

whichever way you want to look at it ... Joey instills fear into everybody that 

meets him. He's a very large person. But he also has this air about him. Most of 

his friends are his friends because they're afraid of him. And he loves that power. 

He thrives on power. And I was the only one that in the beginning, wasn't afraid 

of him. And even when I was afraid of him, I didn't let him know I was afraid of 

him. 

Becky's partner uses threats to keep her isolated from her family members, 

increasing his control. 

He told me if I picked up the phone and called the cops, it would mean my life. 

And if you (I would) try to call my mom. Sometimes he would scream over the 

phone, "Don't believe her, Sonya (Becky's mother), you're digging your own 

grave." ... Well, I don't want to make him angry, because he has a gun. 

Most of the women say their partners intimidate them with looks or words, but 
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Tonya's partner threatens her with a weapon as well. 

When he, when he pulled a gun on me because I was real scared. He just, he 

didn't do (it), he just threatened. I was just shaking and, and crying. And finally 

my mom walked in the door. So I'm glad she came in, because he sure would 

have killed me. 

Most of the women (7 out of 13) say their partners' jealousy is the underlying cause 

of their controlling behavior, which leads to the violence in their relationships. None of 

the women mention being jealous of their partners. Misty says her partner broke her arm 

during an argument over her supposed infidelity . 

.. . When he was put in jail for a ticket that he didn't pay. And I ended up bailing him 

out. And after I bailed him out, he was accusing me of, because he didn't get out of 

jail soon enough, he thought it was because I was sleeping with his cousin. And so he 

like held me up against the wall by my neck, and he did slap me then, on my face, he 

slapped me. That's actually when he pushed me, and he broke my arm, too. 

Jenny says her partner is jealous, not only of other men, but also of any attention she 

gives to anyone else. Sometimes his jealousy instigates arguments that escalate into 

violence. 

Typically, it was only when he was drinking, he would get very, very jealous of 

me, not paying attention to him, or if I was in the bathroom too long with another 

girl. Just stupid stuff, like, "What were you doing in there?" Just dumb stuff. 

And then he started doing it in front of other friends, and my other friends would 
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say to me, "What is wrong with him?" And I would say, "I don't know, I guess he 

just can't drink." And so, we would get into physical fights and bite each other. 

And he would, he never really hauled off and whacked me one. He did bite me 

once, because I had just bit him. He was laying on top of me, holding me down, 

because I was very, very upset and I wanted to run away. I wanted to run out the 

door. He wouldn't let me leave. I was laying down on the ground and he was on 

top of me. And I was screaming at him, "Get off me now, get off me." And he 

wouldn't get off me. And I reached up, and I bit him in his nose, I just grabbed 

his nose with my mouth and I bit him. And he reached down and he bit me back. 

He bit me back, right here below the Adam '.s apple. 

Motivation: Expressive use of violence/the need to be heard 

While these women rarely talk of using violence to try to control their partners, 

most of them are driven by the need to get their partners' attention. Nine out of 13 of the 

women say they are frustrated and enraged by their partner's refusal to talk about 

problems. These women, many of whom have been abused and neglected as children, say 

they are moved to violence when their partners ignore them, or leave. Eight out of nine of 

these women had been neglected or emotionally abused by their parents, while five of 

them had experienced childhood physical abuse. Only two of the women, Marge and 

Tiffany, say neither their current or prior partners have ever been physically abusive to 

them. Both of these women say they are violent with their current partner in response to 

his non-responsiveness. 
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Marge reports being hurt, frustrated, and enraged by her husband's disregard and 

inattention. As she describes the build-up to shooting him, the fact that he turns away, 

and does not respond to her, looms large in her motivation for violence. 

And I knew he wasn't asleep when I come in there that night. Because I had just 

hollered at him not even five minutes before that. He hadn't had no time to sleep. 

We'd had an argument, and he was watching TV when I left the room. And I 

went into the back bedroom and got his clothes out of the dryer and walked into 

his room, and hollered at him again. Within a five minute period. So I knew he 

wasn't asleep. But when I walked in there, he had the covers over his head . 

. . . What he always did. Wants to ignore me. Wants me to leave it alone. Since 

he wasn't going to get no pussy that night, he was going to cover his head and go 

to sleep. 

Tiffany, a 19-year-old white woman who states her partner is never physically 

abusive to her, says she would become verbally, and sometimes physically abusive to him 

in desperation to get his attention. 

Once you get into a fight, he doesn't want to talk about he, he just wants to go on 

after, you know, after that, and just think everything is Ok. And I always tell him, 

"You know, you're going to have to talk about it. Or it's going to kill us." And it 

did .... We would just argue, and then he would just ignore me. And then, I guess, 

I would just stomp and try to argue with him, and everything would be fine the 

next day. We would never talk about it. ... Well, I would like to talk. But since he 
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didn't, it would frustrate me, so I would yell and yell and just get mad and, you 

know, kind of put him down. I would put him down, and talk about him and his 

family, just anything to hurt him. He would just stay quiet, sometimes he would 

put my family down. You know, "yours isn't any better." But he would just 

ignore me. And that would make me even more mad, because he wouldn't talk to 

me. I hate that. 

Nancy also brings up being ignored as one of the underlying problems in her 

marriage, as well as in prior relationships with men. She has given a lot of thought to her 

needs for communication, and how her husband's typical stonewalling response 

undermines her happiness. 

But the thing that frustrated me the most with George was being ignored. And 

having him leave, slam the door, get in the car, and leave. All of that would have 

been fine if he would have come back and said, "Ok, now I've had my time, and 

I'm willing to listen to you." But that was never an option. It was about how he 

needed to deal with it, and very little consideration was given to what I needed to 

do to move through things, to solve problems. I think I solve problems by talking 

about them. And as I'm talking, the truth is coming up for me and I can identify it 

better. He says he solves problems by being by himself. He doesn't want to solve 

them with me. And I want a partner. 

Heather sees her husband's non-responsiveness as a frustrating control tactic that 

evokes her own verbal abuse. 
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Like me, I'm always asking him his opinion, but he never has one. I ask a 

question and he stonewalls me .... I, honestly, I think it's because, I think it's a 

game. It's, Heather wants an answer, because Heather wants to plan, well, I'm not 

going to give her an answer, so that she's just going to have to do it, because I'm 

doing it. I'm not going to let Heather do what she wants, I'm going to have her do 

what I want her to do .... So, it's almost like, if I don't do what he wants me to do, 

he punishes me in his own way by, he'll be real crappy to me that day, he won't 

say anything .... So how he deals with it, he just, he goes away. I think I raise my 

voice and I yell too much for him. But he deals with it by, he stonewalls me, he 

shuts up, he ignores me, he tunes it out. 

Belinda describes desperately needing her partner to listen to her, and fearing that if 

her partner is allowed to leave an argument, he will abandon her and their relationship. 

This desperation is reminiscent of her descriptions of her childhood, when her father 

abandoned the family, and she and her mother would drive the streets searching for him. 

I mean, his answer for everything was walking away from it. Mine was full-on, 

head-on confrontation. Damn it, you're going to listen to me if I have to tie your 

ass down, and, you know, gag you, you're going to listen to me. I mean, I would, 

I would try everything I could to make him stay in that house and listen to me. 

Because I kept thinking if I talked long enough, and said the right thing, he would 

stay. It's really disgusting when I think about it now. 
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Reaching the breaking point/women 's rage 

In listening to these women talk of the abuse they have experienced throughout 

their lives, it appears they reach some kind of breaking point when they choose to lash out 

physically against their current partner. Many of these women have a life-long history of 

physical and/or psychological abuse, first by mom and dad, then by their intimate 

partners. 

Maria describes getting to the end of her rope with her current partner. 

But, I mean, after years and years of living like this, you just finally just say, I'm 

not going to put up with it, I'm going to do anything I can to make it stop. And 

you think adding violence makes it stop, but it doesn't, it just feeds into it. 

Nancy believes that she, and women in general, tend to take a lot of abuse before 

finally lashing out at their partners. 

I think women, I think violence for women is a final straw. I think it comes after 

taking a great deal of abuse, after a long period of time. Maybe that's why the 

violence with women is with their partner. It's not with the grocer, it's not with 

the babysitter, it's not with anybody outside. Because it takes a long time to get to 

that point. And I think it is very specific to the partner. 

There is more to the story than seeing these women as poor victims who finally 

respond, regretfully and with a minimum of force, with violence in self-defense. ·The 

majority of these women, seven out of 13, describe becoming enraged and losing control 

of themselves. \\1hile they often describe their partner's violence as a tool he uses in a 
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calculated manner to control them, they describe their own violence as a loss of control, a 

response almost out of their cognitive awareness. Three of these women say they have 

also been violent with other family members or strangers. 

Belinda has struck her mother, and girlfriends, as well as her husband. She 

describes the feelings of rage that engulf her. 

I mean, honestly, if I was, God forbid, if I ever seriously hurt somebody, my 

lawyer could actually go for temporary insanity because during that time, during 

the act of violence, I am not there. I am somewhere else. There is no thought of 

consequences. There's no thought of right and wrong, there's nothing there but 

that moment. And I can't even remember, I don't even know what's going on in 

my mind at, during that act. I don't think there is anything going on in my mind. 

Not that I can recall. I remember the afterwards, you know. Even recently, 

assaults could have happened to my mom. I don't remember. I remember flying 

across the room to attack her. And I remember afterwards, stopping myself. 

Keisha tells of similarly losing control when she became angry with her son for 

lying to her and getting in trouble in school. She assaulted both her son and her husband 

that day. 

Well, my husband walked in the door and by then, I was just in a rage. An 

uncontrollable rage. I was chasing my son around the house. And my husband 

picked up the phone and called the police on me. When, while he was trying to 

stop me from hitting my son with an extension cord, I hit him \Vith the extension 
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cord. I wasn't hitting him on purpose, it just reached back and got him 

Heather also talks of losing control when her stepson lied to her. 

And I thought I only hit him five times, and then the pictures came out. And it 

was like, no, you didn't only hit him five times, you hit him so many times, it's 

hard to count. Were you in a rage? Did you blackout? I remember hitting him 

five times. And you know, I must have been in such a rage, that I don't 

remember. 

Heather's husband has a very controlled demeanor, and when they have verbal or 

physical arguments, he always comments on her lack of control. 

He said something to me, "I can't believe you just did that," or whatever, or 

"That hurt," or something. I said, "You know you really have a poor selection of 

words, poor choice of words," and he would always come back with, "You can't 

control your anger. You have no control of yourself or your anger or anything." 

While Heather and Keisha were striking out at their children to discipline them, 

Jenny was arrested after becoming enraged about her partner's treatment of the children 

in her care. She flew into such a fit, that she ended up hurting herself, and scaring her 

children, in addition to hurting her partner. 

So one thing led to another, the alcohol or whatever. And him getting up in my 

face, and I just started whaling on him. Kicking him, punching him, trying to 

throw a watermelon at him. The kids were all standing around. "Mom, stop, 

calm down, don't do this." And they are screaming at us to stop, and we just 
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wouldn't. And I picked up, like a mop handle that we put inside the glass door ... 

And I picked that up and I just battered the back of his knees with it. And he just 

stood there and just let me do it. It was almost like he was getting attention from 

me, so he was happy. Just really strange. He wanted me to hit him. He begged 

me, practically, to hit him. I hit him, kicked him, punched him, tried to throw a 

watermelon, took pictures off the wall and threw them at him. Whatever I could 

get ahold of, I was throwing and tossing at him. It went on for nine hours from 

beginning to end. And that was from when it first started, from when I said, 

"When we wake up tomorrow morning, things had better be different, you had 

better be treating these kids different." From that, until the time I got arrested, it 

was nine hours later. The cops came, and I was bleeding, in the closet. I tried to 

get away ... I was so exhausted from the physical fighting part of it. I went and sat 

in the shower, with my clothes on, and just drenched myself in cold water. I was 

just so physically exhausted. He still ... he was trying to be nice to me at this 

point. And that made me more angry and I punched him and hit him more. 

"You're the one who started this whole thing, why are you trying to be nice to 

me?" And he was like, "Come here," and he tried to hold me and he tried to clean 

up my wounds and it just made me more angry. Finally, I went into the closet and 

I was just sobbing and sobbing, really exhausted, emotionally and physically. 

And I was curled up in the comer of the closet when the cops came in. And they 

found me in the closet, and I was bleeding, my leg was bleeding really bad. 
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Post-partum violence 

Children sometimes play a role in the violence these women commit against their 

partners. Jenny and Nancy both speak of lashing out, in part, to protect their own school

age children from their new partners. Nancy calls it the "mother bear thing." Five of the 

women describe becoming violent shortly after giving birth. All of these women have a 

history of childhood abuse, neglect, and/or witnessing parental violence, and all say they 

are disconnected and cut off from their mothers. Two of the women specifically say they 

believe they were suffering from untreated post-partum depression when they committed 

the violent acts that led to their arrests. Both of these women had recently given birth to 

twins, and were feeling depressed, exhausted, and overwhelmed. 

Keisha describes her feelings. 

I was scared of coming home and taking care of the babies by myself .... I thought 

I was not going to be a good mother. I thought I couldn't take care of two by 

myself. I just cried. I didn't want to come home from the hospital. (She describes 

the event that led to her arrest). My babies were four months old. When I was 

pregnant with my son I didn't feel like that, but with them, I felt the post-partum 

depression. But I never said anything to my doctor. I think that's where I messed 

up. I should have said something. I didn't hurt the babies, I didn't dare. I was 

angry and my son, felt like it was his fault. .. .It was my fault because I made a 

decision of whipping him with an extension cord. 
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Susan's twins were also four months old when she became violent and was 

arrested. 

The twins were four months old. I think that's when post-partum depression hit. 

Right about the holidays. Beacause, this was two weeks after Christmas. Needless 

to say, my grandfather passed away three days after I delivered the twins. I was 

very close to him. And, yeah, I was never a mommy. All this new stuff. And 

Sonny's family was driving me nuts. They are so overbearing. It's got to be there 

way or no way. So we were fighting about his family, especially about the 

holidays, traditions. Depression? I know I was unhappy. After you have babies 

you're sad, you're miserable. You're so burned out, you don't get to sleep. 

Belinda also describes the feeling of being overwhelmed with the care of an 

infant. She becomes enraged when her partner does not take responsibility and relieve 

her from the relentless burden of infant care. Demanding help from him set the stage for 

one of their battles. 

I thought it was the most insane thing. It was like three o'clock in the morning, 

right after my daughter was born. And I was up in the middle of the night with 

Anna. I needed some help. I was exhausted .... I asked him to do it, and he 

wouldn't do it. And I remember, I just snapped. I started screaming and yelling at 

everybody. And I told them both, "I'm leaving. Goodbye. Y'all deal with the 

kid, I have to get out of the house." And it's three o'clock in the morning. He 

wouldn't let me leave. He came outside and ripped the spark plug wires out of my 
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car, and I couldn't start the car. We had this big struggle, and he hits me two or 

three times, and I threw a coffee table at him, and I had called the police on him. 

In addition to being exhausted and needing help with an infant, Maria and Misty 

say they became violent with their partners shortly after their children were born because 

becoming a mother made it clear to them they could no longer tolerate their partners' 

abusive behaviors. It is one thing to tolerate their partners' drug abuse or verbal abuse 

when there are no children in the house, but having children ended these women's 

tolerance, and pushed them to the ends of their rope. 

Misty left her partner shortly after giving birth to her son because, "After I had my 

son, I wanted the drugs completely cut off. I didn't want no more drugs, I was fed up 

with it by then. I had my little boy, I had him to look after." She tells of being arrested 

the first time she allowed her partner to have visitation with his son. 

And the first visitation I let him have with my son didn't go too well. He was calling 

as soon as I got home, Don was. Pick up your bastard child. I don't want to babysit 

while you go mess around and screw different men or whatever. When I went over 

there to get him, he wouldn't give him to me. So that's when I grabbed for him, and 

that's when I scratched him. Actually, he was pushing me, pushing me down on the 

floor and I kept grabbing for him. Actually, he ripped the phone out of the wall so I 

couldn't call the police and that's ... he ran across the street to a constable's house and 

called the police from there. And they saw the scratches on him. Actually, they were 

not really that big at all. I was hauled off to jail. 
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Maria says she started striking her partner in response to his verbal abuse shortly after 

her first child was born because she could not tolerate exposing her child to his verbal 

abuse. 

I mean when a man calls you a cunt and a whore in front of your kids, no matter 

how young they are, it does something to you. It would just enrage me until I 

would just. .. I would tell him, you can't be doing that or I'm going to knock the 

shit out of you. I mean, nothing I can say can hurt my husband, I can't verbally 

abuse him. It's not possible, because I'm just a kid in his eyes, so nothing I say 

really means that much to him. So one day, I guess after John was born, I would 

just start slapping him every time he said it. Which, I know wasn't a good thing 

to do because my kids saw me hit him. 

Asking for help and not getting it 

If most of these women are victims of abuse, who are fighting back or retaliating 

for physical and emotional abuse, why do they not ask .for help, and flee these 

relationships, rather than becoming violent? Perh~ps part of the answer lies in their 

youth, and the fact that many of them fled abusive childhood homes, only to find abusive 

partners. Other women describe trying to call the police, but being physically restrained 

by their partners, or having their partners tear the telephones out of the wall to prevent 

them calling the police. But many of these women do ask for help, from their families, 

from their partners families, and from the police, only to be rebuffed and arrested. 

Seven of the women report unsuccessfully reaching out for help, either in this 
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relationship, or in prior violent relationships. Three of the women in this study report that 

their current referral to the battering intervention program is the result of calling the 

police because they were afraid for their safety, only to be arrested themselves. Two 

additional women report calling the police in the past, and being arrested for domestic 

violence assault. Maria is the only woman whose partner has been abusive to her who 

has never called police. The two other women who have never called police, Marge and 

Tiffany, report they have never experienced physical violence at the hands of an intimate 

partner. 

Belinda, a veteran of calling the police, describes a common problem women face 

when police arrive at the scene of a domestic violence dispute and look for somebody to 

arrest. The police often search for the most obvious signs of assault, and find it in scratch 

marks or bite marks on male partners, while the females' bruises and internal injuries, 

which may be more severe, show up much later. 

I never understood that. I call the police for my safety and my protection. I go to 

jail.· ... It was so crazy, because when I called the cops out, they didn't believe me, 

or something. I was like, telling them everything he did and they were like, 

"Where did he hit you at?" And I'm pointing all the places, and they're looking at 

me and there's no bruises there. That's a big thing with them, they want right 

here, right now. It doesn't show up right here, right now. 

Several of the women say calling the police is not an option because of their 

partners' connections to law enforcement, or the power of their monetary influence. 
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Heather's husband is a police officer, and she does not believe the police would be fair to 

her. Maria's father-in-law is in law enforcement, and she fears his influence. Misty's 

partner's friends are in law enforcement, and they ultimately called the police to arrest 

her. 

Susan describes her feelings about calling the police: 

The police were of no help. Cause he also came from money. So as far as my 

feelings go, I wanted help and I didn't know how to get it. All I could do was run . 

.... His family was very wealthy in Miami. It's amazing how money pays things. 

His whole family ~as very wealthy and unfortunately money talks. 

Beyond the police, a number of the women say that they call family members for 

help and are rebuffed. Becky recounts her mother's instructions to ignore her partner's 

violence: 

She says, "Don't do it. Just do what I always do. Pretty much, what I ended up 

having to put up with from your father. Just ignore it, and go to sleep, and the 

next morning he's not going to be feeling so ballsy, talking about all the crap he 

was talking about the night .before." So, I'd do what she said. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Major Findings 

Integration with the Literature 

Following is a recap of the major findings of this study including the women's 

childhood histories, prior and current partner violence, and motivations for using 

violence. Starting with their childhoods, the majority of the women report experiencing 

abuse, with the most common forms of abuse being neglect and psychological abuse, 

followed by physical abuse. A minority of the women report childhood sexual abuse. 

Nearly half report witnessing interparental violence in their childhoods. 

Seven out of 13 of the women indicate they have been physically abused by one 

or both of their parents. Six out of the seven report that their mothers or stepmother have 

been physically abusive to them, while four report that their fathers or stepfathers as well 

as their mothers have been violent towards them during their childhoods. One reports 

only her father was physically abusive towards her. Four of the same women also report 

being sexually abused as children, two by uncles, one by a stepfather, and one by a 

stepfather as well as biological father. The six women who say they were not physically 

abused as children also deny histories of sexual abuse. 

In addition to the physical and sexual abuse, a large number of the women in the 

study, II out of I3, report childhood psychological abuse or neglect. The psychological 
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abuse and neglect comes in many forms, with some of the women growing up in chaotic 

households with parents who commit crimes, abuse drugs and alcohol, and expose their 

daughters to their sexual promiscuity. In other cases, the abuse takes the form of benign 

neglect, with parents who are depressed, self-absorbed, or overwhelmed with the conflict 

in their own relationships. Ten of the 13 women report feeling disconnected or cut-off 

from their mothers, while four say they are estranged from their fathers. Six out of the 13 

also report observing interparental violence as a child. 

Perhaps related to their childhood experiences with violence, and their feelings about 

their parents, seven of the women report leaving their childhood homes before age 18, 

one at age 13, three at age 15, two at age 16, and one at age 17. One of the two women 

who does not report feeling disconnected from her mother, did not leave home at an early 

age. Four of the six who report being physically abused as children report leaving home 

before age 18, as did three of the four who report childhood sexual abuse. 

Leaving home at a young age may be related to women's subsequent experiences 

with violence, putting them at risk for being preyed upon by abusive men. While five 

made other choices initially, six out of seven who left home at a young age ended up 

living with abusive men before their 181
h birthdays. The ih moved in with an extremely 

abusive man at age 19. 

Regarding prior relationship violence, the majority of the women in the sample, 

seven out of 13, report violence in their past intimate relationships. In all seven cases, 

their partners were physically violent to them. Only two of the seven report that 
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they returned their prior partners' violence with aggression of their own. Looking at the 

women who do not report past partner violence, all five had very few, if any, prior 

relationships. They became involved with their current partners at a young age, and did 

not have prior husbands, live-in boyfriends, or serious ongoing relationships. 

The women in the study endorse a number of reasons for resorting to violence 

with their current partners, but the majority of them relate· their violence to their partners' 

violence. Eight of the women's current partners have been physically abusive to them, 

and they describe their own violence as self-defense for current abuse or retaliation for 

past abuse. Of the five women whose current partners have not been violent with them, 

three report severe physical abuse by previous partners, with one of them suffering 

physical abuse at the hands of several previous partners. Two of the women report never 

experiencing violence at the hands of an intimate partner. In addition to retaliating for 

physical abuse, six of the women say their partners' emotional or psychological abuse 

sometimes cause them to retaliate with physical violence. Another two of the women, say 

that they were violent in response to psychological as well as physical assaults by their 

partners. 

In addition to responding violently in self-defense, or in retaliation for physical or 

emotional abuse, the women are violent in response to their partners' control tactics. Five 

of the women say their partners try to physically keep them from leaving, and, in some 

instances, they respond to that restraint by lashing out with physical violence. The 

majority of the women (eight out of 13) report that their partners are controlling, and use 
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various tactics to keep them in line. Most of the women (seven out of 13) say their 

partners' controlling behaviors stem from their sexual jealousy. 

Three of the women report using violence to protect their children. Five indicate 

that they were violent in the months immediately following the births of their children, 

noting post-partum depression, or feelings of being exhausted, overwhelmed, and angry, 

as factors contributing to their violence. For these women, having a new baby may have 

pushed them to a breaking point, the end of the rope that most of the women mention 

when describing why they choose to lash out physically against their current partners. 

Many of these women have life-long histories of physical and/or psychological abuse, 

first by mom and dad, then by their past intimate partners, and they describe reaching a 

point with their current partners when they are simply not going to take it anymore. 

The majority of these women, seven out of 13, describe becoming enraged and 

losing control of themselves. While they often describe their partn~rs' violence as tools 

they use to control them, the women describe their own violence as a loss of control, a 

response almost out of their cognitive awareness. Three of these women say that they 

have also been violent with other family members or strangers. 

Only two of the women name controlling their partners as one of the reasons for 

their own violence. While these women rarely talk of using violence to try to control their 

partners, most of them bring up the need to get men to pay attention or to listen to them. 

Nine out of 13 of the women talk about being frustrated and enraged by their partners' 

refusals to talk about problems. These women, many of whom have been abused and 
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neglected as children by their parents, say that they are moved to violence by being 

ignored by their partners. Eight out of nine of these women have been neglected or 

emotionally abused by their parents, while five of them have experienced childhood 

physical abuse. Only two of the women, say that neither their current nor prior partners 

have ever been physically abusive to them. Both of these women say that they are violent 

with their current partners in response to the men's non-responsiveness. 

Characteristics of the participants 

While the number of participants in this study is certainly too small to make any 

reliable generalizations or predictions about the demographics of women domestic 

violence offenders, several factors of interest emerge, including age, age difference from 

partner, marital status, and race difference from partner. 

Like many studies of male and female barterers, the participants of this study are 

by and large young, with an average age of28. Thirty-eight percent of them are between 

the ages of 19 and 22, 38% are between the ages of 33 and 42, with the remainder in their 

mid to late 20s. Other recent studies report average ages for women offenders ranging 

from 29 to 34, with Abel ( 1999) reporting an average age of 31 (n = 67); Hamberger and 

Lohr (1997) reporting average age of29.5 (n = 66); Hamberger and Guse (2002) 

reporting average age of34 (n = 23), and Watson (2000) reporting an average age of 

31 (n = 1 0). While the number of participants in all of these studies is relatively small, a 

recent study that includes a large number (n = 48,330) of male and female domestic 

violence offenders, found a mean age of 27 .04, undifferentiated by gender (McCarroll, 
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Thayer, Liu, Newby, Norwood, Fullerton, & Ursano, 2000). Nakhaie (1998) finds most 

male and female domestic violence offenders peak in the 25-30 age group. 

N akhaie relates the youth of the offenders to the prevalence of conflict in the early 

years of their marriages. While it is true that the early years of many marriages or 

relationships are more likely to be conflict-ridden, there is something more going on with 

the female offenders in this study. The majority of the women in this study (54%) report 

moving out of their family of origin homes before the age of 18. These women all ended 

up living with abusive men within a short time of leaving home. The longitudinal 

Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development study (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999), one 

of the only studies that provides information about childhood and family factors for male 

and female domestic violence offenders, finds a strong link between early cohabitation 

and domestic violence for both male and female perpetrators and victims. Additionally, a 

study of intimate homicide finds that women who are cohabiting kill their partners at a 

higher rate than cohabiting males kill their partners (Rodriguez & Henderson, 1993). 

The results of my study suggest that it is not the cohabitation status in and of itself that 

predisposes women to become violent with their partners, but the type of relationships 

they become involved in when they leave their families of origin homes at young ages. 

Fleeing childhood homes where they were being neglected or abused, these women move 

in with men who are physically and psychologically abusive to them. Five of the 13 

women in this study \Vere cohabiting at the time of their arrests. 
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When these women move out of the family of origin homes before the age of 18, 

some of them (five out of 13) move in with men who are five or more years older than 

them, including two whose partners are 15 years their senior. Four out of five of these 

women report that these older partners are physically abusive to them. This age difference 

may contribute to a power differential that allows these men to control their partners and 

inflict psychological and physical abuse, to which these women respond with violence. 

Misty, who was 16 years old when she left home, comments on the impact of the five

year age difference. "He took advantage of me. He was an older guy taking advantage of 

a young girl. Now, I try to stay with my age. I realize that now; that was exactly what he 

was doing." 

From a different perspective, the comparative youth of the women offenders is 

consistent with the tenets of evolutionary psychology. Most of the women offenders in 

the recent studies (Abel, 1999; Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Hamberger & Lohr, 1997; 

Watson, 2000) can also be categorized as victims of domestic violence. Evolutionary 

psychologists believe domestic violence·emerges from the need of males to control 

female sexuality in order to assure their paternity. Therefore, as Peters et al.(2002) find in 

their recent analysis, domestic violence is almost universally perpetrated on young 

women of childbearing age. The age range of the women in the study, 19-42 years old, 

places all of them in their childbearing years. The majority of the women in this study 

(seven out of 13) mention their partners' sexual jealousy as an underlying cause of 

conflict in their relationships. An eighth woman does not talk of her partner's jealousy of 
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another man, but describes the events leading up to shooting him as starting with his 

anger at being denied sexual access. 

Another factor that may influence the power differential between these women 

and their partners, setting the stage for violence, is the differences in their races. Four of 

the 13 women say that their partners have a dissimilar racial background. While inter

racial relationships are becoming more common, the rate of interracial marriages 

nationwide remains quite low, between 4% and 5% (Fletcher, 1998; Qian & Lichter, 

2001). The 21% inter-racial marriage rate of these participants (30% including both 

cohabiting and marriage relationships) is four times higher than the national average. 

Interracial marriages and large age differences between spouses have been shown to 

increase the risk of becoming a spousal homicide victim (Mercy & Saltzman, 1989). In a 

study of fatal spouse violence, Mercy and Saltzman find spouse homicide incidence rates 

are 7. 7 times higher in inter-racial marriages relative to intraracial marriages. 

Having a partner of a different race may make it more likely for these women to 

become isolated from their own families. Societal stigma against inter-racial marriages 

(Fletcher, 1998) may also make it more difficult for these couples to build social support 

networks of friends. Becoming isolated from family and friends is one of the common 

factors that contributes to keeping battered women with their abusive partners (Pence & 

Paymar, 1993). I believe that the disproportionately high rate of inter-racial relationships 

appears to be a red flag, based on my experiences during five years of counseling male 

domestic violence offenders. During this time period, I was struck by the large number 
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of inter-racial relationships, and by the way these abusive men use their partners' race to 

discount them with comments, such as "she's just a Mexican and her family doesn't . 

know anything," or "you know how crazy black women are." 

However, none of the women make disparaging comments related to their 

partners' race during these interviews. Keisha, who is African-American with a white 

partner, mentions race as causing stress in her household because children at school tease 

her son and step-daughter about their inter-racial blended family. 

These data on youth, age differences, leaving home before age 18, cohabitation, 

and racial differences, help paint a picture of the women who might be at higher risk for 

becoming victims as well as perpetrators of domestic violence. Future studies should 

examine these factors and their prevalence in populations of female domestic violence 

perpetrators to determine their predictive validity as risk factors. 

Childhood experiences with abuse and violence 

Most of the women in this study have life-long experiences with abuse and 

violence. Seven of 13 report childhood physical abuse, four report childhood sexual 

abuse, six observed inter-parental violence, and 11 out of 13 indicate they were 

psychologically abused or neglected as children. With the exception of sexual abuse, 

these experiences with childhood abuse mirror the formative years of male batterers. 

Being the victim of childhood physical abuse and neglect and witnessing inter-parental 

violence have been linked to becoming a batterer in· studies of male domestic violence 

offenders (Hanson et al., 1997; Silverman & Williamson, 1997). One recent study of 
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males who self-report a history of spousal abuse (Bevan & Higgins, 2002) finds a link 

between experiencing or witnessing abuse as a child and spouse abuse as an adult. They 

find witnessing inter-parental violence to be a predictor for becoming psychologically 

abusive, while childhood neglect uniquely predicts inflicting physical spousal abuse. 

A number of studies find a link between witnessing interparental abuse and 

suffering various types of child maltreatment, including physical, sexual, and 

psychological abuse and neglect (Dube, Anda, Felitti, Edwards, & Williamson, 2002; 

Higgins & McCabe, 2000). Observing parental violence has been linked to current partner 

abuse (Riggs, O'Leary, & Arias, 1990). A recent overview of29 studies of multiple 

forms of child maltreatment (Higgins & McCabe, 2001) finds that overlap between the 

various types of abuse is common, and that multi-type abuse is associated with greater 

impairment than single forms of abuse or neglect. Experiencing childhood abuse is 

linked to adult problems, including trauma symptomatology, depression, suicidal 

ideation, substance abuse, aggression, and maladaptive sexual behavior (Briere & Runtz, 

1988, 1990; Higgins & McCabe, 2000, 2001). 

It is somewhat unclear if or how the effects of child maltreatment on future adult 

behaviors are different for males and females. While most of the studies of multiple 

forms of child maltreatment combine female and male participants in their samples, 

Briere and Runtz (1990) report interesting findings from a sample of 277 female 

university students. In looking at the antecedents of various types of abuse, they find a 

history of childhood psychological abuse is associated with low self-esteem; childhood 
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sexual abuse is related to maladaptive sexual behavior; and childhood physical abuse is 

linked to aggression towards others. 

Most of the women in the study (nine out of 13) report multiple forms of 

childhood maltreatment. Three of the participants, Jenny, Keisha, and Maria, report 

experiencing all four categories of maltreatment as a child: physical abuse, sexual abuse, 

psychological abuse/neglect, and witnessing interparental violence. The most common 

form of child maltreatment reported by these women is neglect/psychological abuse, the 

category Bevan and Higgins (2002) finds uniquely predicts physical spousal abuse in their 

sample of male domestic violence offenders. Watson (2000) is one of the only 

researchers of female domestic violence offenders to address childhood maltreatment, 

finding that 100% of her participants experienced childhood physical abuse, while 70% of 

them witnessed interparental violence. 

The Dunedin longitudinal study of 21-year-old participants (Moffitt & Caspi, 

1999) does not examine childhood maltreatment per se, but does examine the relationship 

between spousal abuse and a variety of childhood and adolescent characteristics. Unlike 

most studies of childhood maltreatment that use retrospective adult reports, this study 

reports data collected from the same participants at ages 5,7, 9, 11, 13, 15, and 18. The 

three measures that are found to be significant and strong risk factors for female domestic 

violence offenders are: aggressive delinquency at age 15, substance abuse at age 15, and 

insecure parent-child attachment at age 15. Additionally, measures that are found to be 

significant risk factors for females are: one parent absent at age 15; family conflict at ages 
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7, 9, and 15; harsh discipline at ages 7 and 9; age at leaving secondary school; conduct 

problems at age 15; and juvenile police contact. 

For the male perpetrators of domestic violence in the study (Moffitt & Caspi, 

1999), similarities and differences appear in the childhood risk factors. For males as 

well as females, substance abuse at age 15 and aggressive delinquency at age 15 are 

significant and strong risk factors for domestic violence offending. The other measure 

that is a significant and strong risk factor for males, but not females, is age at leaving 

secondary school. The measures that are significant risk factors that male and female 

perpetrators share include: one parent absent at age 15, conduct problems at age 15, and 

juvenile police contact. The factors that are significant risk factors for males but not 

females are: social class at birth; social class at ages 7 and 9; social class at age 15; one 

parent absent at age 9; one parent absent at age 15; WISC-R IQ at ages 7 and 9; reading 

achievement at ages 7, 9, and 15; and conduct problems at ages 7 and 9. Thus, becoming 

a substance abusing, aggressive delinquent with conduct problems who drops out of 

school by age 15 is highly linked to perpetrating partner violence at age 21 for both males 

and females. However, looking earlier in their lives, childhood problems at school and 

lower social class seem to be factors that uniquely link this group of males, but not 

females, to becoming domestically violent. This early pattern of problems with education 

and lower socioeconomic status is consistent with the many studies of adult male 

batterers that find correlations between battering and lower levels of education and low 

occupational status (Carden, 1994: Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986, Margolin & Burman, 
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1993; Roberts, 1987). Starting out in a lower socioeconomic class as a child, not 

succeeding in school, dropping out of school early, presumably leading to lower job 

status, all may create a feeling of powerlessness that is especially potent for males in our 

society who are socialized to be providers. 

Rather than school and socioeconomic factors, more measures of family relations 

emerge as the risk factors for female domestic violence perpetrators, including family 

conflict throughout the childhood, which includes physical as well as psychological abuse 

between parents, and between parents and all children in the household, harsh discipline 

at ages 7 and 9, which includes physical and psychological abuse, and insecure parent

child attachment at age 15 (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999). These findings are certainly 

consistent with the results in my study regarding the proliferation of inter-parental 

violence and childhood maltreatment in female domestic violence offenders. The 

Dunedin study's findings on insecure attachment at age 15, which were found to be a 

significant and strong risk factor for female offenders and a significant risk factor for 

male offenders and male and female victims, may tap the same underlying current of 

disengagement from mothers that emerges in my sample. The vast majority of women in 

my study, 11 out of 13, reports feeling disconnected or cut-off from their mothers. Six of 

the women also report feeling cut-off or disconnected from their fathers. 

While there are no other studies available that examine attachment measures and 

female perpetrators of domestic violence, several studies have found a link between 

insecure or fearful childhood attachment for male perpetrators and female victims of 

157 



domestic violence (Dutton, Saunders, Starzomski, & Bartholomew, 1994; Kesner, Julian, 

& McKenry, 1997; Kesner & McKenry, 1998). Bowlby (1973), in his attachment theory, 

(1973) posits that the bond children initially develop with their parents predicts their 

future success in intimate relationships. Adults with insecure attachments may exhibit 

anger and rage that result in violent behavior. Dutton et al. (1994) find that the scores of 

male batterers on a fearful attachment style measure are linked to measures of anger, 

jealousy, and verbal abuse to their intimate partners. After 20 years of researching the 

behaviors and pathologies of male batterers, Dutton (1999) proposes that the origin of 

intimate rage lies in the childhood trauma that batterers experience, specifically childhood 

physical abuse, witnessing interparental violence, shaming, and insecure attachment. 

It is unknown how the women in the study would score on measures of attachment. 

However, it is clear that most of them (10 out of 13) currently feel disconnected and cut

off from their mothers, and almost half of them (6 out of 13) feel cut-offfrom their 

fathers (see Figure 5). Many of the women in this study also become enraged when their 

partners stonewall or disconnect from them; their partners case to become responsive and 

available, thus breaking secure relationship bonds. This is similar to relationship 

dynamics found in studies of male batterers. All of the women who witnessed 

interparental violence as children or who experienced physical abuse as children report 

feeling disconnected or cut-off from their mothers. One interpretation for this is that 

being abused by parents as children or witnessing interparental violence naturally leads to 

feeling alienated from parents. However, three of the women who 
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Physi- Physi- Mom Dad Disconnect Disconnect Disconnect 
Partie- cal cal violent violent from mom from dad from 
ipant abuse/ abuse/ to dad to mom partner 

by dad by mom 
1 No No Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
2 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
3 Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 
4 No No No No No No Yes 
5 No No No No No Yes Yes 
6 No No No No Yes Yes Yes 
7 Yes Yes No No Yes No Yes 
8 Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No 
9 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes 
10 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
11 Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes 
12 No No No No No No No 
13 No No Yes Yes Yes No No 

Figure 5. Abuse History, Parental Alienation and Partner Disconnection 
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report they were physically abused as children by their fathers, do not report feeling cut 

off or disconnected from them as adults. These same women do report feeling 

disconnected from their mothers. Similarly, three of the women whose fathers were 

violent to their mothers report alienation from their mothers, but not from their 

domestically violent fathers. 

Only one woman, Tiffany, reports feeling alienated from her mother, yet does not 

indicate childhood physical abuse or interparental violence. Tiffany does report 

witnessing violence in her home as a child, but it was between her older brother and her 

parents. Tiffany describes her mother as living in a loveless marriage, coming home from 

work and sleeping all the time, most probably clinically depressed. 

Somehow or another, mothers seem to take the brunt of their daughters' blame for 

childhood abuse and violence. While the women may describe their fathers' abuse, drug 

use, or abandonment, it is their mothers for whom they reserve the greatest scorn. Kate 

describes her fathers' physical abuse of her mother and herself, and then calls herself a 

"daddy's girl." Belinda reports her father's abuse of her mother, abandonment of his 

family, and subsequent drug and alcohol abuse, yet heaps blame for her chaotic childhood 

on her mother, saying her mother unfairly "played the victim." 

Consciously or unconsciously, these women may endorse traditional gender roles 

that place the responsibility squarely and solely on the backs of mothers for nurturing and 

caring for children, and on wives for maintaining spousal relationships. Thus, they may 

place the blame for their own childhood abuse and neglect solely on their mothers, even if 
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their fathers were equally or even more abusive. In the same manner, they may hold their 

mothers uniquely responsible for the conflict and violence that occurred between their 

parents. 

Additionally, perhaps it is safer to identify with the powerful, abusive fathers, 

rather than with mothers who, for the most part, are victims of their husbands' violence 

and psychological abuse. Six of the mothers were physically abused by their partners, 

while four of the mothers fought back, or were otherwise violent to their partners. The 

women describe being afraid for their mothers' physical safety, seeing them bleeding, 

physically dominated, or threatened with harm. Others witnessed their mothers' 

psychological pain, as their partners abandoned them, had affairs, or threatened divorce. 

Many of these women spent years watching their mothers absorb this pain, with 

their rnothers sometimes becoming depressed, sometimes turning to alcohol or drugs, 

sometimes fighting back or becoming violent themselves. It is not surprising that these 

women distance themselves from their mothers, taking an oath to not be anything like 

their mothers, and most of all, not to be a victim. And for these women, not being a 

victim somehow translates into becoming violent with their partners when they feel 

threatened. 

Some of the women whose mothers are abused wives, vow, as children, never to 

repeat the experience in their own relationships. These women express a variety of 

complex reasons for feeling alienated from their mothers. Keisha, Becky,. and Susan 

speak of literally being abandoned by their mothers. Maria and Jenny mention their 
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mothers' drug and alcohol abuse pushing them away. Belinda, Heather, Misty, Jenny, 

and Maria say that their mothers' partners' violence used up their mothers' energy, 

pushing their needs aside. Kate and Tiffany describe their mothers' depression as making 

them unavailable and remote. Regardless of the reason, these women experience their 

mothers as being unavailable, and they received neither the protection from violence and 

abuse nor the nurturing they needed. 

Jack (1999) summarizes the psychological experience of women who feel they 

were abandoned as children and then become violent to their intimate partners when they 

threaten to leave. 

Perceived abandonment leads to unbearable feelings of isolation and shame that 

one has driven another loved and needed person away. The intense shame and 

rage threaten to overwhelm a woman: often she has not learned to name these 

feelings or to communicate them in ways they will be heard. She also easily 

experiences the loss of other as a loss of self; she combats the loss of self by 

acting out the kind of destruction she feels is occurring to her. Trying to harm the 

other person externalizes the psychological experience of being destroyed. (p. 

161-162) 

While Jack's observations relate to women whose violence is fomented by their 

childhood abandonment, the same phenomenon may exist in males who experienced 

childhood abandonment and neglect, and become violent with their partners when they 

fear fresh abandonment. Jacobson and Gottman ( 1998) attribute the motivation of "pit 
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bulls" (p.64), the group that includes 80% of all batterers~ to an inability to sustain 

attachment and a fear of being abandoned by their partners. Dutton (1998) proposes that a 

fear of abandonment motivates male batterers and arises from the same type of loss of 

self that Jack ( 1999) proposes. This loss of self is forged in childhood abuse, "an entire 

climate that seemed to destroy the soul, a climate whose message was the unworthiness of 

self ... A stable, positive sense of who one was could not develop"(p. 95). 

Perhaps these women learn the same thing that male batterers learn from 

experiencing child maltreatment and observing inter-parental violence. Perhaps they 

identify with the powerful abuser, disdaining the role of victim. But for men, power and 

violence are congruent with their approved role in society, while for women, becoming 

violent comes at a greater cost, as they act out of role, incongruent with societal 

proscriptions. As Gilbert (2002) writes in her recent discussion of female violence and 

gender stereotypes, women who are violent are generally labeled as mad or bad in this 

society. 

My sense of these women is that, for the most part, they are neither mad nor bad. 

They are desperate. They use violence, in part, because it is a tool with which they are 

familiar from their childhoods. Yet, they do not enter relationships with the goal of 

controlling their partners or flying into rages at their partners' perceived indiscretions. 

For the most part, they become engaged in relationships with abusive men, who have 

chosen the wrong women to try to control. And because they are cut-off from their 

mothers, they have no recourse or support when these relationships become violent. The 
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fact that the majority (7 of 13) left home before age 18 is symptomatic of the relationship 

disconnect in their families of origin. Without family support, when these women 

become involved with abusive men, they rely on their own resources to cope with their 

partners' abuse. Determined not to be victims, and perhaps hypervigilant of any partner 

behaviors that smell of control or abuse, they lash out with verbal and physical violence. 

I 
Prior partner violence 

In addition to their experiences with violence as children, many of the women in 

this study report that their prior partners physically abused them. Seven of 13 of the 

women report violence in their past intimate relationships. Only two of the women report 

being violent themselves to their previous partners. All five of the women who do not 

report prior partner abuse had very few, if any, previous relationships. Very few studies 

of female domestic violence offenders examine the violence in their previous 

relationships, instead focusing narrowly on the violent interchanges within their current 

relationships. Miller (200 1) interviews criminal justice professionals and service 

providers about female domestic violence offenders. Based on their reports, she 

concludes that most women domestic violence offenders have "long histories of 

victimization" (p. 1340), but she does not tease out whether this victimization took place 

in current or prior relationships. Dasgupta's (1999) interviews with 32 domestically 

violent women parallel the findings in my study. She states that most of the women in 

her study have been involved with multiple abusive partners. 
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Domestic violence advocates and researchers who examine women offenders 

. consistently raise the importance of the issue of context in understanding women's 

violence against their partners (Dasgupta, 1999, 2001; Hamberger et al., 1994; 

Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Hamberger & Potente, 1994; Miller, 2001; Swan & Snow, 

2002; W orchester, 2002). It is clear to me that the context that sets the stage for women 

who are violent to their partners extends far beyond the dynamics of their current 

relationships to include their previous relationships as well as their childhoods. Most 

writers ask that women's violence be examined in light of the dynamics of the current 

relationship, focusing on the current partners' use of violence, with the premise that most 

women are merely responding in self-defense. 

At least for the women in my study, this is an over-simplification of the complex 

realities of their lives. For example, Keisha, whose current husband has never been 

violent to her in any way, is the victim of very serious physical abuse by multiple 

previous partners, not to mention physical and sexual abuse by her parents. She comes 

into her current relationship a trauma victim, perhaps suffering from Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD), and becomes violent with her current husband while in the 

throes of post-partum depression. Several authors report that women perpetrators of 

domestic violence exhibit symptoms of PTSD (Abel, 1999; Hattendorf et al., 1999; 

O'Keefe, 1998). The origin of these women's PTSD symptoms may lie not in their 

current relationships, but in prior abusive relationships or in childhood abuse. While 

some of the women in this study mention symptoms consistent with PTSD, such as 
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memory loss or hypervigilence, it is beyond the scope of this study to determine if any of 

them meet the criteria for a PTSD diagnosis. It may not be PTSD per se that is 

influencing these women when they become violent with their partners, but simply a 

learned, combative, self-protective response to perceived danger. While Keisha does not 

say the previous abuse was consciously part of her motivation when she became violent 

with her husband, some of the other women have more awareness of their motivation as 

stemming from prior abuse. Tonya was routinely beaten by a prior partner who 

threatened her life with a gun. She says this abuse affects the way she responds to her 

current husband. Like Tonya, Mei, an Asian woman in Dasgupta's (1999) study, reports 

she did not experience childhood abuse, but learned to be violent from a prior partner. 

Only two of the seven women in my study whose prior partners were violent to them 

responded with violence to that earlier partner. Yet, they must have experienced 

something in those relationships that they take forward into their current relationships. 

Susan experienced a serious head injury in a prior relationship that causes her to have 

seizures and black-out spells during which her current partner accuses her of being 

violent towards him. Damaged goods or merely resilient and resourceful, they learn 

from their past violent relationships that sitting back and taking it does not stop the 

violence. They enter their current relationships near the ends of their ropes, with little 

tolerance for enduring abuse. Thus, the context for the violence these women commit 

against their partners extends beyond their current relationships to include past 

relationships. 
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Current partner violence 

Eight of the women in the study say that their current partners have been 

physically abusive to them, and describe their own violence as self-defense for current 

abuse or retaliation for past abuse. Some of the women are arrested when responding 

violently to partners who hit them, kick them, pull their hair, or physically restrain them. 

Even when they call the police themselves, several of the women are arrested due to an 

oversimplified mandatory arrest policy that often comes down to looking for blood and 

charging the other person. Women are often arrested for biting or scratching their partners 

in self-defense. The women's injuries, bruises or cracked ribs, often are not visible at the 

time the police officers arrive. Becky is arrested after calling the police when her partner 

kicked her and dragged her across the room by her hair, and she scratched his face with 

her ring in the struggle. Misty is arrested for scratching her partner when he refused to 

give her back her baby. Kate is arrested for biting her boyfriend while he is pummeling 

her. 

Other studies of women domestic violence perpetrators confirm that self-defense 

is an important motivating factor for the majority of women who are violent to their 

partners (Dasgupta, 1999; Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Hamberger et al., 1994; Hamberger 

& Potente, 1994; Johnson, 2001; Swan & Snow, 2002; Watson, 2000). 

Women are not alone in endorsing self-defense as a motive for becoming violent 

with their partners. Males also are likely to become perpetrators of partner violence when 

they have been a victim of it, particularly when they have experienced severe physical 
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abuse at the hands of their partners (Gwartney-Gibbs et al., 1987; Makepeace, 1986). 

With the typical strength differential between the sexes, women may be less able to inflict 

injury on their male partners with a casual slap or shove, but can be dangerous when they 

hurl objects or use weapons. Most of the women in this study (8 out of 13) state they 

throw things at their partners and five of them admit to using weapons against their 

intimate partners. When women use these behaviors, violence often escalates, as their 

partners respond with equal or greater force. It only makes sense that any human being, 

regardless of gender, will respond with force, if they feel threatened by their intimate 

partner. Feminist scholars have questioned whether males truly feel threatened by their 

partners, even when the women use violence. While there is evidence that men 

sometimes do not take their partners' violence seriously (Hamberger & Guse, 2002), it 

seems apparent that faced with a gun, baseball bat, or knife most men would feel 

themselves in danger. 

When men respond to violence with violence, they are congruent with societal 

norms for male behavior. However, when women use violence, they are acting outside 

the bounds of their typical gender role. I believe part of the reason the women in this 

study as well as others get arrested is because they are acting outside of their gender role 

by fighting back. They look nothing like helpless victims when the police arrive. These 

women have internalized a commitment to not being victims, and they are more likely to 

be labeled by police officers as crazy or dangerous, resulting in their arrests. As Miller 

(200 1) states, "normal women are characterized as weak, passive, and fearful, a deviant 
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woman is one who 'acts like a man' by fighting back or refusing to back down during an 

altercation" (p. 1348). She states that women who contradict female stereotypes are more 

likely to get arrested for domestic violence, especially black and young women. I believe 

that minority women are especially vulnerable to negative police response to "mouthy 

black women," becoming the dual victims of both sexism and racism. 

In addition to fighting back in self-defense, some of the women report being 

violent to their partners in retaliation for a range of abusive behaviors, including physical 

abuse, being restrained or confined, verbal abuse, and psychological abuse. It seems that 

these women go down various paths to get there, but they all end up at a wall, where they 

decide they are not going to take it anymore; they are going to stand and fight, regardless 

of the consequences. A social worker in a prosecutor's office who works with domestic 

violence perpetrators and victims (Miller, 2001) concurs with this analysis. 

A lot of our female victims have had a long victimization history. I think that a 

lot of our female "victims" just reach a point, even if it is just verbal abuse, where 

they can't take it anymore and then they lash out, and it's true, they are getting a 

criminal charge and that criminal charge can be sustained. But there is usually a 

history that goes with that as to why they're here. (p.l351) 

Christina, a woman domestic violence offender in Dasgupta's (1999) study, 

describes experiencing this phenomenon: "I'm tired of putting up with this. I've been 

through other relationships that ended the same, abuse. I took it and the violence; (It was) 

too humiliating, too degrading. I'll go crazy if I don't stop this" (p. 206). One of 
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Watson's (2000) participants expresses a similar motivation, "I hit the end of my rope. I 

could no longer control myself. He took it further than he had ever taken it" (p. 55). As 

Misty, one of the young, white women in my study describes it, "I'd had enough. I didn't 

want to be hit on anymore. I didn't want to be pushed around by a man ... and that's when 

I started standing up for myself." One woman in Watson's study became abusive after 15 

years of being abused by her partner. She says she finally became abusive "to show him 

I'm not going to put up with it anymore. If the police and courts haven't stopped him 

after all these years, I told myself I guess I have to do this myself' (p. 55). 

How long and how much provocation it takes for these women to reach the end of 

these roads to violence has as much to do with their childhoods and prior relationships as 

it does with their current relationships. For example, Keisha, who had experienced severe 

childhood and prior partner violence, was close to the breaking point before she met her 

current husband. Feelings of powerlessness over her son's delinquency pushed her over 

the edge when she was weakened by post-partum depression, without any provocation 

from her current partner. On the other hand, Marge, who did not experience childhood or 

prior partner violence, endured the slow torture of 19 years of verbal abuse, degradation, 

and disdain from her husband, before she finally hroke. into quite spectacular violence. 

Misty took another path, starting with many years of terror, watching her mother be 

abused by a succession of men, then enduring two years of psychological and physical 

abuse from her partner before deciding to stand and fight him. All of these paths lead to 
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partner violence, particularly when the escape route to family support is blocked by 

parental abandonment or estrangement. 

Controlling behavior/fear and intimidation 

The above discussion paints a picture of these women as victims, storing up abuse 

from childhood and past relationships, and lashing out to harm their current partners 

when the violence overflows due to varying levels of immediate provocation. This 

conclusion is inconsistent with reports from the men's movement of raging, abusive 

women, whose partners live in fear of them. Presumably police officers, who are on the 

scene at domestic disputes, must also believe more and more women are the primary 

aggressors with the increasing number of women arrested for domestic violence assaults. 

One way to look more deeply into this picture is to examine the roles of power and 

control in these women's relationships. Again, the importance of context emerges, a 

concept that is very difficult for the incident-driven criminal justice system to embrace. 

Rather than who hit who, how many times, and who is now bleeding, the questions from 

this perspective are: who is afraid, and who is in control? 

Only two of the women in this study, Belinda and Heather, report trying to control 

their partners as part of their motivation for becoming violent. Both of these women 

describe their relationships as mutual struggles for control, with their partners also 

attempting to exert control over them. These power struggles escalate into pushing and 

shoving matches for Heather, and into full-blown, head-splitting physical combat for 
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Belinda. Both women describe their partners as larger and stronger, and say they are 

often afraid of them. 

Some of the women in Dasgupta's (1999) study also say that they use violence to 

gain control of situations. The woman named Heather in the Dasgupta study had injured 

her abusive partner with a knife, stating the violence makes her feel "a little bit more in 

control. I'd make him think a little bit or back off. Maybe I had a little bit of power. 

And that's the only way to have that kind of power" (p. 207). 

Watson (2000) specifically asks her participants, "Do female perpetrators use 

physical violence to gain dominance, power, and control or are there different purposes?" 

(p. 55). Only one of the 10 participants acknowledges that her own motivation is 

primarily to control her partner, saying "To have power and control. My past relationship 

was in my head, the last one ran me over and I didn't want that anymore" (p. 55). 

Looking at all the available studies, it is apparent that a minority of women 

domestic violence offenders endorse controlling their partners as a motivating reason for 

their physical violence. Additionally, many women in these studies say that their partners 

try to exert control over them, and that resisting their partners' control leads to violence in 

their homes. Eight of 13 women in my study report that their partners are controlling, 

using various tactics to exert power over them. The range of power and control tactics 

these partners use includes: limiting or stealing money; preventing her from leaving by 

physically blocking the door, blocking in her car, taking her keys, and/or disabling her 

car; isolating her from family, friends, or activities; refusing to let her use the phone, 
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and/or pulling the phone out of the wall; monitoring her behavior, checking up on her, 

timing her activities, and/or searching her purse; demanding dinner at a specific time; 

confiscating passports, threatening pets, threatening children and other family members 

and/or threatening to call the police. 

Patricia, one of the participants in Dasgupta's (1999) study, reports similar control 

tactics by her partner. "He would not let me come out, sit on the porch, go out. When I'd 

go to the store, I had to return in five minutes or he would beat me up. He would not let 

me talk to anyone" (p. 203). Several of Watson's (2000) participants report that their 

partners tried to physically restrain them, including one woman who states, "He liked to 

grab my arms and shoulders to get control. I would scratch or pinch to hurt him to get 

him to let go" (p. 46). 

The two recent studies that examine the role of power, control, and fear in 

domestic violence (Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Johnson, 2001) both conclude that male 

domestic violence offenders are far more likely than female domestic violence offenders 

to control the dynamics of the violence in their relationships. Hamberger and Guse 

examine the role of fear in the relationships of their participants under the assumption 

that, while both partners may use similar violence, the partners who are afraid of the 

others' violence are the true victims "because they are at more risk of being controlled by 

the assaultive behavior. Such individuals may also use violence and may even initiate it at 

times~ but may not control the overall dynamics of the abusive relationship" (p.l302). 

Hamberger and Guse find that women domestic violence offenders are significantly more 

173 



likely than male domestic violence offenders to report feeling intense fear when their 

partners initiate violence. Not only are the men in this study less likely to be afraid of 

their partners, they are more likely to be amused by their partners' violence, reporting 

higher rates of laughter in the face of their partners' aggression. This finding is consistent 

with Dasgupta's (1999) findings in interviews with 10 male partners of the female 

perpetrators; none report being afraid for their safety. 

The majority of the women (8 out of 13) in my study mention being afraid of their 

partners. Some of the women report using violence because they are afraid of their 

partners' violence or control. Intimidation is a powerful tactic that allows batterers to 

control their partners without touching them. Many of the women in my study report 

being violent to resist their partners' control. 

Expressive use of violence/the need to be heard 

In addition to trying to control the women in this study, sometimes their partners 

respond to conflicts by leaving or shutting down. For some women, their own violence is 

grounded in a need to be heard and validated by partners who are shut down or non

responsive. Nine of the 13 women in this study say getting the attention of partners who 

stonewall them, refuse to listen, or simply leave is sometimes a motivation for their 

violence. Belinda reflects the pain and desperation of these women saying, "I mean, his 

answer for everything was walking away from it. Mine was full-on head-on 

confrontation. Damn it, you're going to listen to me if I have to tie your ass down, and, 

you know, gag you, you're going to listen to me." Dasgupta (1999) describes the same 
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phenomenon, women in her study who feel their partners ignore them, and who use 

violence because they believe it is the only way to get noticed. One of her participants 

reports using aggressive behavior to get a reaction for her partner, "I'd have to say the 

more he ignored me the more upset I got. . .l wanted him to give in and talk to me .. .l was 

frustrated, hurt, angry" (p. 207). Women sometimes report becoming enraged and 

resorting to violence when their partners walk away from them during an argument. One 

of Watson's (2000) participants verbalizes this feeling: "Because I wanted to get his 

attention. He was walking away. He wasn't listening. He said his piece (sic) and walked 

away from me" (p. 55). Another ofDasgupta's (1999) participants describes trying to 

physically stop her partner from leaving, "If he was walking out the door, I would step in 

front of him. If he tried to leave, I would try to hit him, shove him" (p. 211 ). 

In listening to male and female domestic violence offenders describe their 

conflicts that escalate into violence, there is a recurring theme of females wanting to 

continue discussions, males unilaterally deciding to end the discussions, females 

escalating their abusive behaviors to keep the males engaged, ending with someone 

getting hurt. In this scenario, it is often the women who, desperate for attention, throw 

something at their partners or strike the first blows. In this study, Nancy describes feeling 

desperate to communicate with both past and current partners. She believes this cycle of 

pursuing men when they want to shut down is typical of all women's behaviors. 

I want to talk about it so badly. I think that's a feminine .. .in response to your 

question .. .1 think that's what females have, a tendency to do that. Males feel 
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cornered, attacked. And I would follow. I remember one instance when I 

followed him into the bathroom. And say, "you're not listening, and you don't 

understand." Trying to get .... and he said "Just go away from me," and I wouldn't 

do it. 

Campbell (1993) believes that men and women's aggression is different, that men 

use aggression instrumentally to gain control over another person or to gain social and 

material benefits, while women use aggression expressively, as a "cry for help born out of 

desperation" {p. 7). In the context of domestic violence, I believe men most often use 

violence instrumentally, to control their partners' behaviors, often to prevent their 

infidelities, while women resort to violence in response to their partners' violence and 

control, or to get their partners' attention. In my experience, treating male and female 

domestic violence offenders, there is a qualitative difference in the way that men and 

women describe their violence against their partners. Men often minimize their violence, 

describing it dispassionately, as a means to an end, such as "getting her to back out of my 

face," or "keeping her from leaving in that short skirt." In my experience, women are 

often overwhelmed by their own violence and do not minimize it. Women often describe 

their violence with great depth of feeling, through tears, as a last resort to untenable 

situations. 

For many of the women in this study, being ignored and disregarded by their 

partners is the untenable situation. Looking at the bigger picture, perhaps these women 

are particularly prone to becoming affronted by their partners' disregard because of their 
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own childhood abuse and neglect. Eight of the nine women who report being enraged by 

their partners' disregard also report being neglected or emotionally abused by their 

parents, while five of them also describe childhood physical abuse. The messages of 

unworthiness these women internalized as victims of childhood abuse and neglect may 

have set them up for being particularly reactive to partners who neglect or ignore them. 

Most (seven of nine) of these women also report feeling disconnected from their mothers. 

If they also suffered insecure attachments to their mothers, it could make them prone to 

insecure or fearful adult relationship attachments (Kesner, Julian,& McKenry, 1997; 

Kesner & McKenry, 1998). Insecure attachment in childhood, caused by abusive or 

unavailable caregivers, "contaminates their current relationships" (Johnson, 2002, p. 41). 

When these women reach out to their partners who do not respond or try to flee "the 

attachment system may go in to overdrive. Attachment behaviors become heightened and 

intense as anxious clinging, pursuit, and even aggressive attempts to obtain a response 

from the loved one escalate" (p. 39). Their partners, many of whom also suffered 

childhood abuse, may have adopted insecure attachment styles that are avoidant, using 

withdrawal to escape emotional pain. This style sets up a situation in which "they are 

fighting the cycles of distress in their relationships and are also fighting the echoes of 

traumatic events that are evoked constantly by that relationship" (p. 55). While the 

typical pattern may be women as pursuers, and men as distancers, sometimes males 

pursue their fleeing partners. Jacobson and Gottman's "pit bulls" (p.64) sometimes 

become obsessive, pursuing or even stalking their fleeing partners. This is the 
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phenomenon that takes place when male batterers follow and attack their partners when 

they attempt to leave home. For the women in this study, when their partners shut down 

and ignore them, it pours gasoline on the fires of their insecurities, setting up spirals of 

escalating rage and violence. 

Reaching the breaking point/women 's rage 

Whether it is preceded by incidents in which their partners ignore them, or simply 

insult or strike them one too many times, many of the women in this study say they reach 

a breaking point, with rage that bubbles over into violence. The majority of the women, 

seven out of 13, describe their violence as erupting rage that culminates in a loss of 

control. While they may experience their partners' violence as an attempt to take control 

over them, they experience their own violence as a loss of control. Their violence is not a 

proactive, instrumental strike to force their partners to do something. Little planning or 

conscious decisions to strike out to accomplish goals occur. The women's violence is 

reactive, a response to situations they are no longer able to endure. As Jenny describes it, 

"I \Vas raging mad, out of control." Becky calls her rages "tantrums," while for Belinda, 

"It's just like a primal thing, ... just pick something up and throw it or to hit somebody." 

For Nancy, and for other women domestic violence offenders, turning to violence is "the 

last straw," or as one of Watson's (2001) participants expresses it, "I hit the end of my 

rope. I could no longer control myself' (p. 55). Patricia, one ofDasgupta's participants, 

describes the ultimate end scenario. 
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A woman (may) go out and kill a man, because she is tired of getting beat 

up (on) or she's tired of getting fouled and harassed, and she turn(s) around and 

do(es) something strong. Then they lock you up. (p. 214) 

Both Campbell (1993) and Jack (1999) describe women's aggression in terms of a loss 

of control. Campbell states that aggression for women is a "cataclysmic release of 

accumulated tension" (p.7). Jack points out that many women do not feel in charge of 

themselves when engaging in aggressive acts. "Instead they feel passive, as if 'it' made 

me do it ... As these women fail to 'control' their aggression, they observe themselves 

both as subject to the feeling of rage and as the one who was unable to control it" (p. 

177). Campbell argues that most women who are aggressive feel a sense of shame 

about their actions. Jack relates their feelings of anger and shame after engaging in 

aggressive acts back to feelings of disconnection that originate in their families of origin. 

While most of the women in my study certainly experience this sense of disconnection 

with their families of origin, I am not convinced that the majority of them feel ashamed of 

their violent actions. 

Perhaps feeling shame after being violent with a partner is related to Johnson's 

(200 1) typology of domestic violence offenders. The women who engage in Comn1on 

Couple Violence, for the most part, do not label it as a crime. The violence is generally 

low-level pushing and shoving, with a pretty equal exchange between partners. These 

women (and men, for that matter) do not think these violent interchanges are significant, 

and do not feel guilty about them. Women who are Violent Resisters feel justified in 
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their violence. They believe they are simply defending themselves, and have every right 

to respond violently to their partners' violence. They are not ashamed of themselves; they 

are proud to be standing up for themselves. 

The only women in my study who verbalize feelings of shame are the two who do 

not fit neatly into Johnson's categories. Susan reports being violent while in a black-out, 

totally out of her own awareness, while Keisha says she struck her husband accidentally 

as he was attempting to stop her from beating her son. Both express regret and shame for 

their actions. While I do not believe they match the criteria for Terrorists, it is possible 

that women who are Terrorists would also feel ashamed of their actions. Many of the 

men in batterer' s treatment programs express shame for their behaviors (Dutton et al., 

1994). Perhaps most ofthese men who express shame are Terrorists. 

Post-partum violence 

One of the most unexpected findings of this study is the apparent connection 

between being mothers of infants and being domestic violence offenders. Thirty-eight 

percent of the women in the study (five of 13) mention their violence in the context of the 

birth of their children. Belinda recounts a very violent incident that occurred, "right after 

my daughter was born"; Keisha says the violence that led to her arrest occurred when," 

My babies were four months old"; Susan says her violence occurred when, "The twins 

were four months old. I think that's when Post-Partum Depression hit"; Maria reports 

she started becoming violent, "One day, I guess after Paul was born, I would just start 

slapping him"; Misty describes being arrested, "After I had my son, I wanted the drugs 
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completely cut off I didn't want no more drugs, I was fed up with it by then." 

Two of the women, both mothers of twins, report being aware they were deep in 

Post-Partum Depression at the time of their violence. The other women do not relate 

their violence to depression, but to a feeling of being completely overwhelmed and 

exhausted. It is unknown if any of these women meet the diagnostic criteria for Post

Partum Depression. Caring for one infant, not to mention two infants, is an 

overwhelming experience for many women. All of these women also report being 

disconnected from their mothers, one traditional source of support for new mothers. Cut 

off from their families, and tired from the 24-hour demands of their infants, these women 

reach the breaking point, lashing out at their partners. Behaviors they may have tolerated 

earlier, such as drug use or verbal abuse, is no longer acceptable. As victims of childhood 

abuse and neglect, these women may have felt unworthy of being treated well by their 

partners. However, as mothers, they are clear that they need to protect their babies from 

exposure to their partners' abusive behaviors. 

Women may be more reactive and vulnerable following the birth of their 

children, putting them at greater risk of responding violently to abusive partners. Having 

more than one infant may increase the stress, and therefore, the risk of becoming violent 

to a partner. The number of women in this study is quite small, and this finding may be 

premature, but I believe it is an area that needs more study. In the meantime, I believe 

practitioners working with women who have infants, particularly multiple infants, should 

be sensitive to their potential for partner violence .. 
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Asking for help/not getting it 

The mandatory arrest policy in this country is the result of advocacy for battered 

women, and law enforcements' fear of litigation from the families of dead battered 

women whose violent partners are not arrested after they call police (Martin, 1997; Swan 

& Snow, 2002). It is ironic that the policy that was created to save the lives of battered 

women, now sometimes results in the arrest and prosecution of women who are victims 

of domestic violence. Three of the women in this study report being afraid for their 

safety, and calling police to escape their partners' actual or threatened violence, only to be 

arrested themselves. Two of the other participants report past similar experiences, getting 

arrested themselves after calling the police when they believed they were in danger. 

Sometimes, the reason the women are arrested when they call the police is 

because they scratch or bite their partners during altercations, but their own wounds are 

not visible at the time the police officers arrive. Bruises and evidence of fractured bones 

take time to appear. Bruises are especially hard to see on the bodies of dark-skinned 

women, but defensive wounds, scratches and bites, are often readily visible. A treatment 

provider in Miller's (2001) study describes this phenomenon, "If they see any mark, any 

scratch at all, police will charge, regardless if it was due to fighting back or inflicted 

because of being the initial aggressor" {p.1352). 

Three of the women in this study report they could not call police because of their 

partners' connections to law enforcement. Law enforcement remains a male-dominated 

field, and most of the women in the study feel they cannot receive help from this 
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patriarchal system, especially when their partners are a part of it. Men also are becoming 

increasingly savvy about manipulating the criminal justice system to control their 

partners. Almost all of the women in the study whose partners called the police believe 

that their partners were not afraid of them, but called to manipulate the system. On the 

other hand, the two partners of women in this study who were seriously injured did not 

call the police themselves. 

The 3 7 criminal justice and social service providers interviewed by Miller (200 1) 

state that some men manipulate women and the criminal justice system by: 

... challenging a woman's right to trial (rather than accepting a guilty plea) by 

claiming that the woman would lose her children if she lost at trial and went to 

jail, men self-inflicting wounds ... being the first ones to ca11911 to proactively 

define the situation, and men capitalizing on the ou~ard·calm they display once 

police arrive (his serenity highlights the hysterical woman). (p. 1354) 

If men use violence against their partners as a control tactic, and women use 

violence when they are at the end of their ropes and lose control, it is not surprising that 

police find calm and collected men, and women who are emotionally distraught. Women 

who fight back are also acting out of their gender role, no longer good victims, but "mad 

or bad" girls (Gilbert, 2002; p.1272) police lock up to protect society. Maria describes 

being hit with the double-whammy of both "bad and mad" labels when the police arrest 

her, then threaten to have her committed because she could not stop crying. I believe 

minority women are especially vulnerable to police who have no tolerance for loud and 
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uppity black women who are not acting like victims. Patricia, one ofDasgupta's (1999) 

participants, describes her frustration about the system . 

... A woman (may) go out and kill a man, because she is tired of getting beat up 

(on) or she's tired of getting fouled and harassed, and she tum(s) around and 

do( es) something strong. (Then) they lock you up. They quickly lock you up. 

When a man's trying to beat you and you call them (police), they'll come when 

you're dead, either laying on the floor or you're halfway dead. And if you're not 

dead, they're still going to do nothing else. (p. 214) 

When women get arrested, they often have fewer financial resources than their 

partners, and are less likely to be able to afford legal representation, enhancing their 

partners' abilities to manipulate the system. Most of the women in this study also report 

being disconnected from their parents, cutting off another potential source of help 

following arrests. The lack of a support system, and the inability to tum to family 

members for help, may be one of the most critical threads that runs throughout the fabric 

of these women's violent and abusive lives. Several mention turning to family members 

when violence erupts in their households, only to be rebuffed and rejected. Raised with 

abuse and violence, many of these women left home as children, only to take refuge with 

men who became abusive. Enduring abuse, and striking out themselves with violence, 

the women still have no place to turn to for safe harbor. 

Integration with Theory 

Integration with Johnson's typologies 
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Looking at the experiences of these women from a broader perspective reveals 

differences and similarities in the way the individual women behave in their violent 

relationships that match up to Johnson's (1995) violent couple typology. Recapping 

Johnson's typology and results, he finds that the majority of couples engage in Common 

Couple Violence, a relatively low-level type of violence perpetrated by both males and 

females, with 56% of the aggressors in this category being husbands and 44% being 

wives. The second largest category is Terrorism, a systematic exertion of power and 

control with escalating and often serious violence. Ninety seven percent of the people 

exerting terroristic control of their spouses are male in Johnson's (2001) study, 

with only 3% female. The Violent Resistance category, in which spouses engage in 

violence, sometimes severe violence, in response to the other spouses' violence, is also 

skewed by gender with 96% of the Violent Resisters female, and 4% male. The rarest 

group of offenders (3% of the total sample) is Mutual Violent Control, with both partners 

engaging in violence and control tactics. 

This typology makes sense in considering both male and female perpetrators and 

victims of domestic violence. Looking at the participants in my study, 11 out of 13 are 

readily categorized into Johnson's typology, with Belinda and Jenny falling into the 

category of Mutual Violent Control; Marge, Becky, Kate, Tonya, and Misty acting as 

Violent Resisters, and Heather, Maria, Tiffany, and Nancy taking part in Common Couple 

Violence. The two women whose stories do not easily match these categories are Keisha 

and Susan, both referred to the battering intervention programs by Child Protective 
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Services. Keisha and Susan both describe long abuse histories in prior relationships as 

Violent Resisters. However, in their current relationships, both their husbands became 

victims of their abuse almost tangentially, with no intent on their part 

to inflict harm, and no history of husband-initiated violence. While their husbands do not 

use violence, I do not believe Keisha and Susan fit into the category of Terrorists, because 

they do not use violence to control their partners. (See Figure 6). 

As typologies go, I think Johnson's is a good one, descriptive of the vast majority 

of both male and female domestic violence offenders. My study finds a higher proportion 

of couples in the Violent Resistance (38%) and Mutual Violent Control (15%) categories, 

and fewer in the Terrorism (0%) and Common Couple Violence (30%) categories than 

Johnson's study because of the pool of participants. Unless their arrests are bogus, or 

they come into the programs without being arrested, participants in batterers' intervention 

programs are not non-responding victims in Terrorism relationships. By definition, the 

convicted batterers use force, and therefore can only be the Terrorist, Violent Resister, or 

participants in Mutual Violent Control or Common Couple Violence. 

It is not surprising that Johnson's sample of women victims in battered women's 

shelters and courts along with a matched sample of women from the community would 

include a higher level of Common Couple Violence (44%). The same phenomenon arises 

in the survey literature using the Conflict Tactics Scale which asks couples about conflict 

in their relationships (Kwong, Bartholomew, & Dutton, 1999 Gelles & Loeske, 1993; 

Straus & Gelles, 1986). For the most part, the respondents in both Johnson's matched 
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Common Couple Violent Mutual Patriarchal 

Violence Resister Violent Terrorist 

Control 

Nancy Keisha Belinda 
(past 
relationship) 

Tiffany Marge Jenny 

Maria Susan 
(past 
relationship) 

Heather Becky 

Kate 

Tonya 

Misty 

Figure 6. Typologies of participants 
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community sample and the survey literature have not labeled the conflict in their 

relationships as criminal. Therefore, most of it probably falls into the category of 

Common Couple Violence, a usually low-level, gender-neutral exchange of violence. 

The vast majority of participants in batterers' treatment programs have come to the 

attention of police because someone has identified their violent behaviors as criminal. 

Most of the time, the persons calling the police are the victims of the abuse, but 

sometimes neighbors or passersby call to report disturbances. It is my experience that 

when someone not directly involved in the altercation calls the police, the persons who 

are swept up in the mandatory arrest nets are often engaging in Common Couple 

Violence. In the group of my participants, I believe that Tiffany falls into this category, 

getting arrested for scratching her partner after neighbors called police. 

Another way Common Couple Violence participants end up in the criminal justice 

system is when their partners call police, not because they are afraid, but as a 

manipulation tool. It seems clear that Nancy and Maria are victims of their partners' 

manipulation when their partners called the police during an episode of Common Couple 

Violence. Nancy slapped her husband who outweighs her by 100 pounds, and Maria 

scratched her husband's chest while he was trying to keep her from leaving. Both of the 

women were shocked that their partners called the police, and believe they did so to 

manipulate them, not because they were afraid. Male batterers are also sometimes the 

victims of partners who call the police to manipulate them. 

It is tempting to discount the seriousness of offenses that are essentially Common 
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Couple Violence. However, a person who dies after hitting her head when her partner 

shoves her is just as dead as the person who is killed when his partner shoots him 

intentionally. Common Couple Violence can result in injury, and because of the typical 

gender size and strength differential, women are far more likely to be injured in these 

ubiquitous altercations. 

The fact that there are no Terrorists in my group of participants reflects the gender 

of the participants. Johnson finds only 3% of the Terrorists in his group to be female. 

The defining factor of being a Terrorist is control; the women in my study do not have 

control of their partners. The two women who report trying to control their partners 

indicate they are engaged in a major power struggle with partners who refuse to be 

controlled. One of them, Heather, falls into the Common Couple Violence Category, 

primarily because the violence in her relationship remains low level, while the other, 

Belinda, is in an all-out war with her partner in a relationship of Mutual Violent Control. 

While it is certainly possible that women could be Terrorists, it is far more likely to find 

male domestic violence offenders who fit this category. Swan and Snow (2002) find that 

12% of their participants, women who identify themselves as violent to their partners, are 

primary aggressors. Although some of these women are very violent to their partners, 

Swan and Snow state that it may be unlikely they are true Terrorists because they "lack 

the patriarchal power structure that aids male intimate terrorists in achieving absolute 

control over their victims" (p.311 ). 

On the other hand, I believe it is more likely to find that women domestic violence 
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offenders fit into the category of Violent Resisters; 38% of the women in my study can be 

categorized as Violent Resisters. Swan and Snow (2002) find 32% of their participants to 

be Violent Resisters. Only 4% of the Violent Resisters in Johnson's (2001) study are 

male. However, his study is based solely on the reports of women. Based on my five 

years experience treating male domestic violence offenders, I believe a significant 

number would claim to be Violent Resisters, while a much smaller number would 

appropriately fit into that category. When many male batterers enter treatment, they 

describe being violent to their partners exclusively as self defense. As many of them 

progress in the batterer's treatment programs, they change their stories about their violent 

interactions with their partners to include incidents in which they instigated physical or 

sexual violence. 

The number of participants engaged in Mutual Violent Control (15%) in my study 

is higher than the number reported by Johnson (200 1; 10% ). No category appears in 

Swan and Snow's (2002) typology that corresponds to Mutual Violent Control. I believe 

a relatively small, but highly dangerous, number of women in domestic violence 

treatment programs fall into the category of Mutual Violent Control. These women often 

describe harrowing lives of ongoing combat where their lives, as well as the lives of their 

partners, are at risk. Many of the women in this category may be in the so-called tough 

girl group Dasgupta (1999) describes. Like Belinda, Susan, and Keisha, tough girls come 

from chaotic backgrounds with significant childhood abuse, and believe that being tough 

is the only way to survive and get what they want in the world. 
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A great deal of the discussion of domestic violence has historically centered 

around the issues of power and control, fear and intimidation. The concept ofbattering as 

an act of power and coercion perpetuated by males on female victims has spawned an 

entire political movement and social service industry designed to serve female victims 

and rehabilitate male perpetrators. With mandatory arrest policies netting an increasing 

number of female domestic violence offenders, the use of a paradigm of power and 

control in a traditional way is no longer sufficient for treatment providers. This study and 

others find that gaining power and control over their partners is not the main motivating 

factor for women who are domestically violent. While it is true that most women who 

are violent to their partners do so in the context of their partners' violence and control 

issues, there is more to the story than this. To reduce domestic violence to a discourse on 

power and control, primarily male motivating factors for partner violence, is to deny the 

complexity of the lives of women who use violence against their partners. 

While an incident-driven criminal justice system may be unable to differentiate 

domestic violence offenders who are terrorizing their partners from those who are lashing 

out in self-defense, or over-reacting to perceived threats, treatment providers have the 

capacity to conceptualize and respond to these complexities. To treat women domestic 

violence offenders effectively, a new model of domestic violence is necessary that 

considers power and control in a broader context, beyond simple relationship exchanges 

of might makes right. Women who use violence in their intimate relationships do so 

within a sociocultural framework in which they are not supposed to be in power and 
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where their anger and violence is traditionally invisible and invalidated as irrelevant. The 

pent-up frustration from being shut out and ignored by partners buoyed by the power of 

male privilege is central to this new understanding of power and control in domestic 

violence. 

An integrated theory of domestic violence 

After completing this analysis, it is apparent that domestic violence is a 

complicated social problem that does not lend itself to a simple, neat, and easy theory. 

While I sympathize with practitioners who want an easy explanation for the causes and 

solutions to domestic violence, a parsimonious explanation does not elucidate this 

problem. Like one-size-fits-all pantyhose that fit only a fraction of diverse humanity, the 

one-dimensional theories fit only one dimension of the issue. Domestic violence is a 

messy issue, with victims and perpetrators who are diverse, complex, and often self

contradictory. Victims and perpetrators alike exist in a society that speaks out of both 

sides of its mouth; abhorring violence, yet elevating and rewarding the violent; 

championing victims, while labeling them as crazy or incompetent. Do we need two 

theories for domestic violence, a feminist construction for male batterers and something 

else for female domestic violence offenders? I believe an ecologically nested theory is 

the most effective model for understanding both male and female perpetrated domestic 

violence, both informing and enhancing treatment options for both genders. 

Bronfenbrenner' s ( 1979) ecological model of human development is the basic 

framework for the nested theory of domestic violence (Carlson, 1984; Dasgupta, 2001; 
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Dutton, 1994). The ecological model allows for many causal and maintaining factors on 

different levels that can operate simultaneously and interactively. As Carlson 

conceptualizes it, there are four levels, or systems, nested within the next, beginning with 

Individual in the center surrounded by Family, Social Structural, and Sociocultural. 

Carlson's conceptualization emphasizes the contribution of society, with two levels 

devoted to the institutions of society, societal norms, cultural values, and belief systems 

(Social Structural and Sociocultural). Dasgupta (2001), who has been a clinical 

practitioner in a feminist barterer's intervention program, also emphasizes the contribution 

of society. Her three-level nested system includes the Macrosystem, consisting of broader 

culture, group history and ethnicity, and the Exosystem, the structures and systems of 

society. Dasgupta de-emphasizes the contribution of the individual, collapsing it into a 

Microsystem level that also includes everything that occurs within the family, workplace, 

and relationships. Dutton (1994), who has spent much of his career testing batterers on 

measures of individual psychopathology, emphasizes the contribution of the individual. 

He adds a fourth level to the three Dasgupta includes, which he terms Ontogeny, the 

influence of individually learned characteristics. 

From my research and understanding of domestic violence, I propose a four-level 

model that more clearly defines and describes the relationship between individual factors, 

current relationship factors, family of origin factors and societal influencers. This model 

gives more emphasis to current relationship and family of origin influencers, and 

collapses societal and cultural influencers to a single level. This is a fluid and dynamic 
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theory, in which the four levels interact with and influence each other in patterns that are 

unique to each domestic violence perpetrator and victim. 

Individual Level 

The Individual Level includes the resources each partner brings to the 

relationship, including occupational status, education level, talents, and abilities. Male 

batterers tend to be young, and there is~ correlation between low-income, lower levels of 

education, low occupational status, and unemployment, and male domestic violence 

offending (Carden, 1994; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986, Margolin & Burman, 1993; 

Roberts, 1987). Confirming the trend in other studies (Abel, 1999; Hamberger & Lohr, 

1997; McCarroll et al., 2000), the women in this study are also young, with an average 

age of 28, bringing this lack of life experience and immaturity to their relationships. 

Other employment factors affect relationship dynamics, such as Beth's job as an 

exotic dancer, which fuels her partner's sexual jealousy. In other cases, women's 

advanced job status may affect their relationships, as in Heather's case, whose working

class husband resents her supervisory status. The Individual Level also includes the 

pathologies, strengths, personality traits, and attitudes individuals bring into relationship 

with their intimate partners. Individual pathologies, such as DSM-N Axis 1 or Axis ll 

disorders, are included in this level of influencers. While the women in my study were not 

tested for psychopathology, many of them endorsed symptoms of depression, anxiety, 

Post-Partum Depression, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and Substance Abuse. Other 

194 



researchers (Abel, 1999; Moffitt & Caspi, 1999; Watson, 2000) find evidence of mental 

illness in female domestic violence perpetrators. 

Many researchers have identified psychopathology in male batterers, including 

Antisocial Personality Disorder and Substance Abuse (Danielson et al., 1998; Dinwiddie, 

1992; Hanson et al., 1997; Margolin et al., 1998; Roberts, 1987) and pathological profiles 

on the MCMI-ll, including antisocial-narcissistic-aggressive profiles and elevations on 

the Passive-Aggressive, Borderline, and Avoidant scal~s (Dutton, 1998; Dutton et al., 

1997; Gondolf, 1999). (See Figure 7). 

Another area of apparent gender difference that emerges on the Individual Level 

of influencers is personal attitudes about relationships. Male patriarchal attitudes have 

been linked to becoming a batterer for men (Briere, 1987; Falchikov, 1996). While the 

women in this study do not endorse patriarchal attitudes, many of them resent those 

attitudes in their partners, expressing the determination to be treated as an equal. This 

attitude of refusing to submit to control, along with a determination to not be a victim, is 

a central motivating factor leading towards intimate violence for some of the participants 

in my study. On the other hand, endorsing traditional gender roles of caretaking and 

protecting children is also a factor moving some of the participants to violence, when they 

lash out at their partners, believing it is necessary in order to protect those in their care. 

Other personal attitudes that contribute to the women's violence in this study are the 

entitlement to their partners' attention, and the generalized acceptance of violence as 

acceptable behavior. 
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Lesser personality deficits and traits that women and men bring into their intimate 

relationships influence domestic violence on the Individual Level. While the women in 

my study were not tested on personality inventories or scales, many of them exhibit traits 

such as dependency, impulsivity, reactivity, low self-esteem, low levels of assertiveness, 

immature cognitive development, and poor problem-solving skills, that have also been 

linked to domestic violence in male offenders (Carden, 1994; Dutton, 1988; Hamberger, 

1997). 

Perhaps one of the most influential factors on the Individual Level is men's and 

women's experiences with violence and abuse in prior intimate relationships. The 

majority of the women in this study experienced violence in prior relationships. They 

bring their baggage from prior violent relationships to their current relationships, in some 

cases hypervigilent to perceived threats, in other cases inclined to bail out at the first hint 

of aggression, in other cases numb to abuse as a way of life. These prior experiences, 

combined with their current resources, pathologies, personality traits, and attitudes, are 

also shaped by their Families of Origin. 

Family of Origin Level 

The Family of Origin is a major and generally under-acknowledged factor in 

domestic violence. From a social learning perspective, men and women learn how to be 

wives and husbands from their experiences in their Families of Origin. The roles 

husbands and wives play, and the unwritten rules of their behaviors, are internalized from 

the Families of Origin. Many authors have written about the intergenerational 
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transmission of violence as it relates to male batterers who observe their fathers abusing 

their mothers (Bevan & Higgins, 2002). This phenomenon is also a factor for 

women who observe interparental violence and then become violent with their partners. 

Six out of 13 of the women in this study witnessed interparental violence. Male and 

female batterers may model their parents' violent behaviors. In addition to modeling, 

some of the women in this study say watching their passive, victimized mothers made 

them determined to strike out at partners who appear threatening. 

Beyond witnessing interparental violence, many male and female perpetrators of 

domestic violence have been victims themselves of childhood physical and sexual abuse 

and neglect (Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Moffit & Caspi, 1999; Watson, 2000). Many of 

the women in this study experienced childhood abuse or neglect (11 out of 13), and most 

of them (11 out of 13) feel alienated and disconnected from their mothers. Abuse and 

alienation translate into lack of family support, as many who later become perpetrators of 

domestic violence leave their childhood homes when they are still children, often moving 

in with abusive partners. Wounded as children, they take their fearful or avoidant 

attachment patterns (Johnson, 2002) into their adult intimate relationships, sowing the 

seeds of conflict and violence. 

The couples' social networks are also encompassed on the Family of Origin Level. 

The family's connectedness to extended family, neighbors, friends, or the social isolation 

that has been associated with domestic violence are considered part of the Family Level 
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of influencers. Shaped by their childhoods and their individual strengths and pathologies, 

men and women come together on the Relationship Level. 

Relationship Level 

The intimate relationship is the stage where conflict is played out and the fires of 

domestic violence rage. Conflict does not rage in a vacuum. Women and men bring their 

individual qualities and their family of origin experiences to the relationship on the 

backdrop of societal and cultural rules, roles, and expectations. But it is within the 

confines of the intimate relationship itself that the sparks of violence ignite or are 

extinguished. 

The structure of the intimate relationship, including marital status as well as the 

races and ages of the partners, impact this Level. Five of the 13 women in the study were 

cohabiting with their partners at the time of their arrest. Cohabitation has been linked to 

domestic violence (Moffit & Caspi, 1999; Rodriguez & Henderson, 1993). The dynamics 

of living together may give rise to more potential conflict than other living arrangements. 

Living together, without the formal commitment or societal recognition of marriage, may 

predispose couples to unequal levels of commitment, fostering insecurity and jealousy, 

leading to conflict. 

Differences in the ages and races of the partners also come into play on the 

Relationship Level. Five of the women in the study moved in with men at least five years 

older than them, with two choosing partners 15 years their senior. This age difference 

sets up a power differential that may foster power and control struggles that lead to 
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violent conflict. Another factor that creates an inherent power disparity is differences in 

race. Four of the women in the study are of different races from their partners. Both age 

and racial disparity have been linked to spousal violence (Mercy & Saltzman, 1989). 

Other structural issues that arise on the Relationship Level include the presence of 

children in the home, especially children from earlier relationships. The stressors and 

conflicts that arise out of parenting and step-parenting play out on the Relationship Level. 

Beyond the structure of the relationship, the daily interactions between the 

partners are at the core of domestic violence. Most of the women in this study (eight out 

of 13) say their violence is in response to or in retaliation for their partners' physical 

violence. Other studies of women batterers also name self-defense as a major reason for 

women's violence (Dasgupta, 1999; Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Hamberger et al., 1994; 

Hamberger & Potente, 1994; Johnson, 2001; Swan & Snow, 2002; Watson, 2000). 

Men as well as women often respond to their partners' violence with violence of 

their own. While there is much discussion about whether men are truly afraid of their 

partners when they strike back at them, the survey literature is very clear that women use 

violence in their intimate relationships, often striking the first blow in a dispute (Archer, 

2000; Fiebert, 1997; Straus & Gelles, 1986). In addition to self-defense for physical 

violence, violent reactive strategies, such as retaliation for past abuse and pre-emptive 

strikes, play out on the Relationship Level. Men as well as women, respond to their 

partners' psychological abuse with physical violence. Five of the women in this study cite 

psychological abuse as a motivating factor for their own violence. 
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Struggles for power and control that escalate into physical violence take place on 

the Relationship Level. The partners bring their individual strengths to these struggles, 

with men often using their size and strength to intimidate their partners and women using 

their verbal abilities to strike out at their partners. As the conflicts escalate beyond verbal 

disputes, partners sometimes try to prevent each other from leaving. Five of the women 

in this study say their partners tried to physically keep them from leaving. 

Women also try to prevent their partners from leaving the scene of conflicts. Nine 

out of 13 of the women in this study say they become frustrated and enraged when their 

partners refuse to talk about problems. The dynamics that occur when a partner (most 

often the woman) pursues the other to continue the conflictual engagement while the 

other partner retreats, trying to end the discussion or leave, take place on the Relationship 

Level. 

Conflicts that involve one partner trying to control the other through a variety of 

non-physical tactics also exist in the forum of the Relationship Level. Power and control 

tactics, such as limiting access to money, monitoring and restricting free movement, or 

isolating the partner from family or friends, also contribute to conflict on the Relationship 

Level. The majority of the women in this study (eight of 13) say their partners are 

controlling, while a minority (two) say they try to control their partners. 

Societal Level 

The Societal Level includes societal norms, cultural values, and belief systems 

that differentiate this society from others. The major institutions of society, both formal 
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and informal, are also part of the Societal Level. From a broad economic standpoint, 

this level includes the state of the overall economy as it impacts unemployment and 

prosperity and the unequal distribution of resources in society. 

The most direct Societal influence on domestic violence is the community 

response, including the laws, norms, informal rules, services, and resources that impact 

both victims and perpetrators of domestic violence. This Level includes the manner in 

which the police and courts respond to domestic violence. Informal and formal police 

procedures and rules, including arrest policies such as mandatory arrest and dual arrest, 

impact the Societal Level. The women in this study most often reference the Societal 

Level as it applies to their own arrest, or the arrest history of their violent partners. The 

response of the court system to domestic violence, including criminal penalties and civil 

court policies regarding Protective Orders and Restraining Orders are Societal influencers· 

on domestic violence. Additionally, the family court legal system, as it pertains to child 

custody and divorce issues, also impacts domestic violence on the Societal Level. Also 

included in this Level are the responses of prison systems and probation or prison 

diversion programs. Social service providers who serve both victims and perpetrators are 

a part of the Societal Level, with the ease of access to these program, and their ultimate 

preventative effectiveness, in1pacting domestic violence. 

Having a less direct, but still important, impact on domestic violence are the 

broader societal norms and cultural belief systems about families, gender roles, and 

violence in general. Societal norms, including the pervasiveness and general acceptance 
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of violence, sex-role stereotyping, and sexism, impact domestic violence on the Societal 

Level. Thus, the impact of living in a patriarchal society, as identified by feminist (e.g., 

Bograd, 1990; Sonkin et al., 1985) and evolutionary psychology (e.g., Silverstein, 1999) 

theorists, affects domestic violence on a Societal Level. 

Interactive nature of the Levels 

This four-level model of domestic violence captures the complexity of the issue 

better than single-factor theories, yet it is still an artificial construction that does not 

totally convey the interwoven nature of its causes and maintaining factors. Rather than 

levels of influencers that exist in defined, concentric circles, the threads of domestic 

violence that originate on the Individual, Relationship, Family of Origin, and Societal 

Levels are interwoven to create a multi-colored cloth whose pattern is richer than its 

individual threads. (See Figure 8). 

The Societal Level is an overarching influence on the Individual, Family of 

Origin, and Relationship Levels, shaping behavior that is exhibited on all of the levels 

through cultural norms and belief systems, and social structures, such as the criminal 

justice system. While individuals, families, and relationships can ultimately influence 

society through the cumulative effect of changing individual beliefs, value systems, and 

behaviors, this impact is gradual and usually out of the awareness of most people. By 

contrast, most individuals are aware of the impact their relationships and their families of 

origins have on their lives. The Individual and Family of Origin Levels of influencers are 

enn1eshed with families influencing individuals through childhood experiences and 
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training, and individuals influencing their families as they adjust and accommodate to 

individual personalities and pathologies. The Family of Origin Level has less, but still 

important, influence on the Relationship Level, as individuals bring their values, role 

systems, and beliefs from childhood into their families of procreation. The Relationship 

and Individual Levels have perhaps the most reflexive influence on each other, with the 

partners bringing their individual strengths, pathologies, beliefs, and patterns of behavior 

into the intimate relationship to interact with their partners. 

For example, male sexual jealousy is a common cause of conflict that emerges on 

the Relationship Level. This sexual jealousy may have its origin in evolutionary factors 

(operating on the Society Level) that predispose men to act to control sexual access to 

their partners. Sexual jealousy may also be supported by societal beliefs about patriarchy 

and male entitlement to control females. Additionally, individual men and women may 

be influenced by factors that occurred in their families of origin during childhood. For 

example, a man who was physically abused by his father and neglected by his mother, 

suffering insecure childhood attachment, may be hypersensitive to his partner's attention 

to other men, fearing abandonment. This childhood neglect and abuse may contribute to 

his personal pathology, such as Borderline Personality Disorder, that operates on the 

Individual Level of influencers. He may also have absorbed his fathers' sexist belief 

system and learned unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as alcohol abuse, from his family 

of origin. 
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When he enters a relationship with a woman, her individual pathology and 

strengths, family of origin experiences, and societal beliefs, influence her behavior in the 

relationship. For example, if she has witnessed interparental violence, she may be 

hypersensitive to partner behavior that could be construed as controlling or abusive, 

making her reactive when conflict arises. While that conflict plays out on the 

Relationship Level, her individual pathology, such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and 

her learned responses from her family of origin influence her reactions. At the same time, 

she may resent and oppose his patriarchal belief system, fueling conflict, or she may 

endorse traditional gender roles or religious tenets (Societal Level factors) that keep her 

in a relationship that has become abusive. 

When he comes home drunk and finds her in a short skirt ready to go out with her 

friends, conflict ignites that has been fed with intermingled fuel from the Individual, 

Family of Origin, Relationship, and Societal Levels. Fearing abandonment, he tries to 

stop her from leaving. Fearing his control, she refuses to back down, and physical 

violence erupts. Societal factors enter into the mix again, as a neighbor hears the 

commotion and calls the police, and the partner who is bleeding goes to jail. 

On which Level did this conflict originate, and which Level has the most 

influence on the violent interchange? Does each Level contribute equally to domestic 

violence, or is one-more dominant? The answers to these questions may be as individual 

as each couple as they bring not only their pathologies, and/or destructive behaviors and 

beliefs, but also their strengths, support systems and/or healthy attitudes and behaviors to 
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the unique circumstances of their relationships. A woman who has been abused as a 

child, and is depressed and dependent, Individual Level factors that may make her more 

vulnerable to domestic violence, is not doomed to intimate relationship violence if she 

enters and stays in a relationship with a stable, non-abusive man. By the same token, the 

healthiest of individuals can become a domestic violence perpetrator if his partner comes 

at him with a knife, and he has the strength to throw her across the room to save himself, 

an interchange that takes place almost solely on the Relationship Level. 

The women in this study take various roads to become domestic violence 

perpetrators. Most of them are victims of childhood abuse and neglect, leave home at a 

very young age, and become involved with physically abusive, substance-abusing men. 

When faced with an abusive partner, they have difficulty escaping because of lack of 

family support, and inability to access victim services. This interaction of factors on the 

Individual, Family of Origin, and Societal Levels plays out in violence on the 

Relationship Level. While that is a common road to domestic violence for women 

perpetrators, it is not the only road, as evidenced by Marge's experience. Marge describes 

a normal middle-class childhood, with stable parents, and no sexual, en1otional, or 

physical abuse. The only hint of anything other than normal in her childhood comes 

when she describes being a latchkey child from age six, with many household 

responsibilities. The contributing factors to Marge's violence appear to exist almost 

solely on the Relationship Level. Unlike many of the other women, Marge had never 

experienced violence in a previous intimate relationship, nor has her husband ever been 
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physically violent to her. He has, however, been severely, relentlessly, emotionally 

abusive for the bulk of their 19-year marriage. With a reduced support system following 

her parent's deaths, Marge reaches the breaking point, and responds to her partner's 

emotional abuse by shooting him. While Marge's experience could be seen as a negation 

of the integrative theory of domestic violence, it is really simply an example of how one 

Level can be extremely dominant. 

It is almost as if there is a scale with predisposing factors towards becoming a 

perpetrator of domestic violence on one side, with Individual, Relationship, Family of 

Origin, and Societal factors of varying weights stacked on top of each other, that is 

balanced on the other side by mitigating factors from the various Levels that prevent men 

and women from becoming violent with their intimate partners. It is on the preventive 

end that Society can attempt to tip the scale with criminal justice consequences for 

offending, and services for healing and housing perpetrators and victims. 

If female (and presumably male) perpetrators of domestic violence differ in the 

way the levels ofinfluencers affect their behaviors, how does that relate to Johnson's 

(1995) typology of violent couples? For example, does the abuse in relationships defined 

as Common Couple Violence originate on the Relationship Level, while couples defined 

as Patriarchal Terrorists are influenced more by the Societal level? 

Grounding the answers in the data from these interviews allows the women 

perpetrators themselves to answer these questions. While they may have limited 
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perspective from their position on the front lines of conflict, the clarity of their vision 

cannot be denied regarding their own experiences. 

Interactive Levels and Johnson's couple typology 

Analyzing the interview responses to determine the impact of each of the four 

levels of influencers in the women's experiences, I categorized each of their coded 

responses by the level of influencers, subjectively weighting their responses for intensity 

and level of individual pathology (see Methods section for more detailed description of 

analysis procedures; see Figure 9). Looking at all of the women's responses together, they 

give the greatest weight to the Relationship Level ofinfluencers with 45.46% of the 

weighted responses falling on that Level. They view Family of Origin factors as having 

the next greatest impact on the violence they have experienced in their lives, with 29.13% 

of the adjusted responses in that area. Individual factors account for 16.71% of their 

weighted responses, while the Societal Level is the least often endorsed, with 8.52% of 

the adjusted responses falling on that Level. The responses of all but three of the women 

fall predominantly in the Relationship Level of influencers, highlighting the importance 

they give to the actions of their partners and the immediate context of their 

violence. The other three women give the greatest weight to Family of Origin 

contributors to their violence. 

Analyzing the responses of the women by the type of their relationship as 

proposed by Johnson (1995) results in somewhat different contribution of the various 

levels. The largest number of the women in this study are categorized as Violent 
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Resisters, with an additional two participants who would qualify for this designation in 

past relationships (see Figure 1 0). Violent Resisters are violent in their relationship in 

response to or in retaliation for their partners' abuse. Looking solely at the five women 

who are acting as Violent Resisters in their current relationships, the majority of their 

responses are on the Relationship Level, with 52.1% of the weighted responses on this 

Level of influencers. This group of women emphasizes the contribution of Relationship 

factors more than the other women in the study. Like the rest of the women, Family of 

Origin is the second largest influencer, with 27% of the weighted responses falling on this 

Level. Individual factors make up the next largest influencer at 12.42% of the weighted 

responses, with the Societal Leve~ the least important influencer, with 8.34% of the 

weighted responses. 

The second largest category of women in this study is Common Couple Violence, 

with four women in this category that have relationships with mutual, low-level violence 

that has not escalated over time (see Figure 11). These women also give the greatest 

emphasis to the Relationship Level as contributing to the violence in their lives, with 

44.2% of the weighted responses falling on this Level. Even more than the other women 

in the study, those whose relationships are categorized as Common Couple Violence give 

a significant number ofweighted responses on the Family of Origin Level, with 31.65% 

of their responses on this Level. Again, the Individual Level is the third most endorsed 

level, with 14.5% of the weighted responses, and the Societal Level is the least often 

cited, with 9.42o/o of the adjusted responses on this Level. 
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Only two of the women in the study fall into the Mutual Violent Control category 

of couples in which both partners are violent and controlling in the relationship. The 

level profile of these women is similar to the other women in the study, with one 

difference being a higher proportion of the weighted responses (20.95%) in the Individual 

category of influencers. The Mutual Violent Control women still emphasize 

the Relationship as the most dominant Level of influencers, with 42.1% of the weighted 

responses on this Level. The contributor of the Family of Origin for this group is similar 

to the other groups, accounting for 27% of the weighted responses, while the Societal 

Level makes up 9. 7% of their adjusted responses. 

Because the numbers of participants in each of these categories is low, this analysis is 

preliminary, at best, but represents a way of organizing thought about domestic violence. 

One interesting trend that emerges from this analysis is the relatively small portion of 

influence all the women in this study allocate to societal factors, ranging from 5% to 

13.2%. (See Figures 13 and 14). It maybe that the Societal Level ofinfluencers plays a 

larger role than the women are aware of, or that the interview format did not tap this area 

dequately. The women are most likely to reference the Societal Level when 

they talk about their own arrests, or the criminal justice system's responses to their 

partners' violence. Some of them also reference their partners' sexism, or the impact of 

gender as it relates to physical or economic strength in their intimate conflicts. It is 

undeniable that the impact of their partners' physical violence or control tactics, their 
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parents' abuse, and their own pathology plays a greater role than society in the women's 

awareness of the factors underlying the violence in their intimate relationships. 

None of the women in this study are in relationships categorized as Patriarchal 

Terrorism, where the male partner uses his societally endowed and personal patriarchal 

power to control and terrorize his non-violent fem~le partner. It is my sense that the 

Societal Level ofinfluencers may play a larger role in Patriarchal Terrorist relationships, 

while the Relationship Level may by less influential. I base this on the accounts of 

battered women who report that their partners' abusive control tactics seem to take place 

regardless of their own behavior in the relationship. 

The Mutual Violent Control and Patriarchal Terrorist categories have higher 

proportions of influence from the Individual Level because of the higher level of 

individual pathology present in these partners. Living in a relationship where an ongoing 

struggle for power and control results in continuous abuse is related to individual 

pathology, such as Antisocial Personality Disorder, Substance Abuse, Depression, or Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder, in one or both of the partners. 

Thus, the ecological theoretical model is a broad explanatory model that 

encompasses the majority of the other theories of the causation and maintenance of 

domestic violence. Because it is multi-faceted, the ecological theory provides entry 

points for intervention on many levels. 
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Couple Type x Violent Resister Common Mutual Violent 

Level Couple Control 

of influencer Violence 

Individual 12.42% 14.5% 20.95% 

Family of 27% 31.65% 27% 

Origin 

Relationship 52.1% 44.2% 42.1% 

Society 8.34% 9.42% 9.7% 

Figure 14. Couple type by Level of influencer 
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Implications for Intervention and Treatment 

The Societal Level response to domestic violence, with its systems defining and 

supporting arrest, conviction, and treatment, is the foundation for domestic violence 

intervention. While these systems sometimes offer unwieldy and leaden systemic 

responses to unique and individual situations, they are no less vital to fighting domestic . 

violence. Controversy continues to swirl around mandatory arrest policies that sweep all 

offenders, male and female, from barely violent Common Couple Violence offenders to 

the most heinous of Patriarchal Terrorists, into the same jail cell. Women, and perhaps 

some men, who are Violent Resisters, striking out at their partners in self-defense, are 

also finding their way into an incident-driven criminal justice system in increasing 

numbers. The trend toward mutual restraining orders, mutual arrests, mutual probation, 

and mutual batterers' treatment programs risks bringing the issue full-circle, where 

everyone is at fault, and no one is to blame, because it is just a so-called relationship 

problem (Dasgupta, 1999). 

The medicine of mandatory arrest may have unintended side-effects, but it is 

important to remember what the disease looks like untreated: police responding to 

domestic violence calls by telling violent batterers to just leave for a while to cool off; 

courts dropping charges at the request of terrorized victims; and convicted batterers 

receiving sentences similar to traffic tickets. Mandatory arrest conveys the important 

societal message that battering is a serious crime that will not be socially or legally 

tolerated (Miller, 2001). Police training on identifying the primary aggressor, regardless 
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of who makes the 911 call, or who is bleeding, can reduce the number of inappropriate 

arrests. For example, while there are still instances of inappropriate arrest, police officers 

in Dallas, Texas reduced the dual arrest rate from 6% to 1% following institution of 

primary aggressor training (Martin, 1997). 

Prosecutorial "no-drop" policies in which charges against perpetrators are retained 

regardless of the wishes of victims, who sometimes recant their statements to get the 

charges against their partners dropped, are also increasingly being challenged. These 

policies, enacted to protect victims from being coerced by their violent partners into 

dropping valid domestic violence charges, are being challenged, not just by batterers and 

their defense attorneys, but also by scholars who believe it disempowers battered women, 

especially poor women and women of color who may fear the criminal justice system's 

unfair treatment of their partners, or may not want to lose their income through 

incarceration (Buzawa & Buzawa, 1993; Miller, 2001). Another problem with so-called 

no-drop policies is that offenders who are engaging in low-level Common Couple 

Violence, such as pushing and shoving, that neither partner identifies as criminal, are 

arrested, prosecuted, and sentenced similarly to Patriarchal Terrorists who have been 

physically battering and emotionally controlling their partners for years. 

Some practitioners suggest assessing couples using Johnson's (1995) typology in 

order to provide differential treatment for those engaging in Common Couple Violence or 

Patriarchal Terrorism. Greene and Bogo (2002) posit that therapists treating couples who 

voluntarily enter therapy are most likely to encounter Common Couple Violence. They 
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suggest that therapists first screen couples for the potential of lethal violence before 

embarking on couple's therapy for those engaging in Common Couple Violence that is 

systemic in nature, equally emphasizing the responsibility of both partners for conflict. 

While it is likely that many of the violent couples who voluntarily enter couple's therapy 

engage in Common Couple Violence, I challenge any therapist's ability to adequately 

assess the relationship for potential lethality. Therapists can interview the partner's 

individually, and ask all the appropriate questions, but it is likely that true Patriarchal 

Terrorists will deny and minimize their abuse, and their frightened partners will also 

minimize or deny their own danger, especially in early therapy sessions. Simply asking 

victims of Patriarchal Terrorists questions in private can put them at risk for retribution 

by their abusive partners. 

While attempting to assess couples by Johnson's (1995) typology to tailor 

subsequent treatment is risky, at best, in private practice, it is totally inappropriate when 

one or both of the partners have been arrested for domestic violence. If there is a 

domestic violence conviction, an offender has been identified, and it is as preposterous to 

include his or her partner in therapy as it would be to require the victim of a mugging to 

enter treatment with his attacker. 

On a systemic level, no real way exists to tease out which victims are being saved 

by no-drop policies and which victims are being harmed. While it is true that 

breadwinners may end up incarcerated, the hardship that their absences impose may be 

less permanent than the damage they inflict next time if the system sends men and women 
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who batter home with slaps on the wrist. Sending the Common Couple offenders 

through the same hardships of arrest, conviction, and treatment that other more heinous 

offenders receive may seem a miscarriage of justice. However, Common Couple 

offenders can cause serious, if unintended, injuries. Getting the message across to 

Common Couple offenders that violence against partners is dangerous, and not societally 

approved, is an important function of the system. 

In this messy, yet rigid process, a number of women offenders inevitably will be 

arrested and prosecuted. Prevailing on police officers and prosecutors to take the time in 

interviews with supposed offenders and victims to try to determine primary aggressors 

and to dismiss cases against those acting merely in self-defense may reduce the number of 

women who are convicted. However, a number of women will be convicted on domestic 

violence charges, and most of them will be placed on probation and remanded for 

treatment in batterer intervention programs. It is at the treatment level that society as a 

whole, and women perpetrators and victims of domestic violence individually, can be 

better served with more appropriate interventions. 

Recommendations for treating women domestic violence offenders in batterer 

intervention and treatment programs 

The following list details the implications of this study's findings for services to 

women who have engaged in domestic violence. Each recommendation is followed by a 

rationale. 
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1. Refer women arrested for domestic violence to groups specifically designed 

and created for women domestic violence offenders. 

Because the dynamics of the violence of male and female perpetrators of 

domestic violence are different, it is not appropriate to refer female perpetrators to 

batterer treatment programs designed for men (Dasgupta, 1999; Hamberger & 

Guse, 2002). Most barterer treatment programs designed for males are based on 

feminist theories of interrupting patriarchal dominance and confronting the 

barterers' power and control motivations. Placing heterosexual women in 

programs designed to confront patriarchal attitudes and male privilege is 

ludicrous, yet it is done every day. An even greater disservice is given to women 

and men who are placed in mixed-gender groups. Additionally, while women 

arrested for domestic violence are often also victims of battering, treatment 

programs for battered women are not entirely appropriate for violent battered 

women. Women who are violent to their partners need to be as accountable for 

their actions as male batterers, and treatment programs must address their violence 

as well as the victimhood. 

2. Screen women who enter domestic violence treatment programs thoroughly for 

substance abuse and psychiatric disorders. 

A significant number of both male and female perpetrators of domestic 

violence have substance abuse problems. While it is true that their substance 

abuse may be a symptom of their prior abuse, emerging as an attempt to numb or 
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self-medicate, it is often a problem that needs to be addressed independently of 

the abuse. Women who are active substance abusers should be referred for 

substance abuse treatment, either in advance of, or concurrent with, the 

intervention for domestic violence. Until they are able to get their substance 

abuse under control, women domestic violence offenders will not be able to make 

the changes called for in a batterers' treatment programs. An extensive clinical 

interview as well as a screening instrument such as the Substance Abuse Subtle 

Screening Inventory-3 (SASSI; Miller, 1988) can be helpful in making this 

assessment. 

Women entering domestic violence treatment programs should also be 

screened carefully for psychiatric disorders, especially Depression, Post

Traumatic Stress Disorder, and Anxiety Disorders. Many, if not most, women 

who enter batterers' treatment programs have symptoms of depression. It is 

important to determine if their depression is at a clinical level that requires referral 

for additional treatment, including an evaluation for medication. Use of a 

screening instrument, such as the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, 1978), may 

be helpful in determining whether to refer the woman for additional treatment. At 

the time many women enter batterers' treatment programs, they are at a low point 

in their lives, estranged from family members, and labeled as criminals by society. 

It is important to assess them for suicidality and to be sensitive throughout 

treatment to signs of increased depression. Special attention should be given to 
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assessing the depression and anxiety levels of women who have recently given 

birth, with appropriate referrals for treatment. The majority of women who have 

psychiatric disorders, such as Depression or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, can 

continue in the barterers' treatment programs concurrent with treatment for their 

other problems. 

3. Assess the safety level of the woman entering programs, and continue to 

monitor their living situations for safety and security. 

Most women who ·enter barterers' treatment programs are victims of 

domestic violence. It is important to discuss safety and security thoroughly, and 

to help them create individualized plans to escape future violence. Many women 

who enter batterers' treatment programs have survived by believing that they are 

not victims, that by standing up for themselves, even with violence, they can 

protect themselves from abuse. Even in the face of long histories ofbeing injured 

by their partners, many women in barterers' programs are in denial about the 

levels of their own risk. An important function of social service providers is to 

confront this denial and to help the women create appropriate plans to stay alive 

and safe. In addition to one-on-one screening, safety planning is an appropriate 

topic to address in a group setting, to provide a reality check to members through 

the feedback of their peers. 

4. Provide appropriate referrals to victim services. 

Some social service agencies have the policy of denying victim services to 

224 



clients who are enrolled in barterers' treatment programs. I believe that this is 

inappropriate. Women who are perpetrators, but also victims of domestic 

violence, should be given access to services for victims, including shelter services. 

Women in barterers' treatment programs, who are risking their lives living with 

violent partners, should be entitled to the same support services other victims 

receive. For this reason, it is important that agencies providing batterers' 

treatment that do not have victim services in-house should establish appropriate 

relationships with victim service providers to ease the referral process. 

5. Provide services to children of women referred to batterer treatment programs. 

The children of women enrolled in barterers' programs most often have 

been the victims of domestic violence themselves, either vicariously, through 

seeing their mothers or fathers abused, or directly, as victims of abuse and neglect. 

The chaotic households of many of the women are damaging to their children, 

who can benefit from counseling services. Many of the women in batterers' 

treatment programs are themselves victims of childhood abuse. Intervening with 

their children is an important step to halting the intergenerational transmission of 

violence. Additionally, children's counselors are in the best position to assess the 

children for any abuse they may be enduring, at the hands of either parent, and to 

intervene appropriately to ensure their safety. Providing children's groups at the 

same time as women's batterers' groups is helpful to most women who often have 
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the responsibility for childcare, with limited support systems and financial 

resources for childcare. 

6. Provide stress management and anxiety reduction training. 

Women domestic violence perpetrators often describe themselves as 

reaching the breaking point and erupting in violence against their partners. They 

are often long-time trauma victims of childhood and prior partner abuse, making 

them particularly reactive to current relationship stressors. Stress management 

training and instruction in recognizing and interrupting the build-up of anxiety and 

tension can help them learn to contain their violence and use alternate behaviors. 

One vital part of helping violent women learn to be less reactive to stressors in 

their lives is encouraging them to build support systems. Many of the women 

domestic violence offenders are estranged from family members and friends 

because of their abuse history. Support systems are important safety valves, to 

provide desperate women safe emotional and physical havens. 

7. Provide training in anger management techniques. 

Helping women identify the relationship of anger to their aggression and 

how to interrupt the escalation to violence is an important part of the treatment of 

women domestic violence offenders. However, it is critical to consider the 

context of their violence and address those issues as well. Since women domestic 

violence offenders are often reacting to partners and trying to resist their partners' 

power and control tactics, it is important also to provide education in the 
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dynamics of battering. By being able to recognize the power and control tactics 

that are being used by their partners, women can learn to make better choices in 

their responses in the heat of the moment, during a confrontation, and in the long

run regarding staying or leaving the relationships. Legitimizing women's anger, 

while providing alternative behavioral options to violence for expressing that 

anger, is important. 

8. Treat the effects of abuse with a strength-based model. 

Most women in batterers' treatment programs have been victims of 

multiple kinds of abuse, beginning in their childhood and extending through their 

prior and current adult intimate relationships. Rejected and abused by their 

parents, and their partners, most of these women feel unworthy and diminished. 

However, most women violence offenders also have a resilience and 

resourcefulness that can be tapped for treatment. Hamberger and Guse (2002) 

find that court-ordered women have greater resources for self-esteem, coping, and 

personal autonomy than the shelter women in their study. In fighting back, they 

have chosen a dysfunctional way to empower themselves, but treatment providers 

can redirect this resilience onto more productive paths. 

Other treatment recommendations 

Social service providers who intervene with individuals and couples should be 

aware of the ubiquity of domestic violence and the propensity for both women and 

men to become violent to their partners. All mental health assessments should 
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include screening for domestic violence, with the appropriate referrals to agencies that 

specialize in the treatment of domestic violence perpetrators and/or victims. Mental 

health providers should be aware of the importance of context in addressing both 

women's and men's violence to their partners, and be alert to the need for treatment of 

underlying trauma issues. 

Consistent with the findings that most women domestic violence perpetrators 

are acting in self-defense or retaliation for their partners' violence, it is important to 

emphasize effective treatment for male batterers. The majority of the women in this 

study who were abused by prior partners were not violent in those earlier 

relationships. If the earlier partners had been arrested and treated, perhaps the women 

victims would not have learned to respond violently to their next partners. Effectively 

treating male perpetrators of domestic violence will likely decrease the number of 

women domestic violence perpetrators. 

Additionally, partner advocate programs that reach out to the partners of men in 

barterers' treatment programs are an effective strategy to provide early intervention 

not only to victims of abuse but also to potential female domestic violence 

perpetrators. Providing treatment to the children of males in batterer treatment 

programs is also recommended. Intervening with the youngest victims of domestic 

violence, the children ofbatterers, can prevent further child abuse and trauma that can 

set children up to be future abusers. 

Another direction for intervention is reaching out to vulnerable young women 
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in the critical period when they may be considering leaving an abusive childhood 

home, often turning to abusive boyfriends. These young women need support, 

encouragement, and realistic alternatives to their abusive lifestyles. High school 

students need education about the dynamics of domestic violence, to help them learn 

the difference between love and abuse. High school and junior high school 

counselors, especially those involved in truancy or attendance issues, may be in a 

position to reach out to these young girls. Residential programs that provide safe 

havens for teens fleeing abuse are needed. 

Overall, in order to be more effective, treatment for domestic violence 

offenders needs to be more comprehensive and multi-faceted. Many of the 

recommendations for treating female domestic violence offenders are also appropriate 

for male offender programs, such as screening for substance abuse and 

psychopathology and providing treatment for their children. While the context of 

their violence is a factor when treating male batterers·, it is especially important to 

address with female batterers who are more likely to be injured by their partners. 

Women and men offenders should be referred to same-sex only treatment groups. 

Special attention should be given to safety planning for women perpetrators, who 

should be provided with victim services if appropriate. Appropriate techniques for 

treating women domestic violence offenders include anger management, stress 

management, and anxiety reduction training. 
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Limitations of the Study 

This is an exploratory study with a small number of participants in one city that 

aims at contributing to the dialogue about women perpetrators of domestic violence. It is 

unknown if the women in this study are representative of female domestic violence 

offenders as a whole, either in this city, or in the nation. The women in this study are 

predominantly white, and it may be impossible to generalize their experiences to women 

of color. While some demographic information was obtained, it would have been helpful 

to have obtained additional information, such as the income of the participants to better 

determine how these participants compare to those in other studies. 

While I did attempt to contact the participants, and did discuss and review the 

transcripts of the interviews with some of them, I regret not being able to conduct more 

thorough member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Offenders are, by and large, a 

transient population, and I was not able to locate some of the participants after the 

transcripts were completed. Additionally, because of the delicate nature of domestic 

violence, and the potential risk to participants if their violent partners find out they are 

revealing secrets, I consider it to be inappropriate to actively pursue those who did not 

respond to a written request to contact me. Completing transcriptions in a more timely 

manner would make locating participants for member checks more feasible. 

The qualitative nature of the study, with its flexible interview format, is congruent 

with my goals of giving voice to women perpetrators of domestic violence. However, 

that very flexibility led the interviews in a variety of directions, some productive, some 
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non-enlightening, making the analysis a complex and sometimes confusing task. The 

richness of the data is unequivocal; however, distilling them into meaningful patterns is 

daunting. Because of my experience as a service provider to domestic violence 

perpetrators and victims, my interpretation and analysis are potentially biased by my pre

conceptions. This potential bias is also present in my peer debriefer and auditor. Overall, 

I think my experience aids and informs my analysis, but it is possible that someone 

without training in domestic violence would see something different in these data. 

Directions for Further Research 

The direction of most field research to date on female domestic violence offenders 

seems to concern itself with the context and motivation for their violence, primarily 

whether women are acting in self-defense or as primary aggressors. (Dasgupta, 1999; 

Hamberger et al., 1994, 1997, 2002; Miller, 2001; Sommer, 1994; Straus, 1989; Watson, 

2000). Because of the heated political dialogue about this topic, I am sure that additional 

studies replicating the preponderance of evidence about their self-defense motivation will 

be conducted. However, I am already convinced the vast majority of women domestic 

violence offenders are also victims of partner abuse, and I would like to see energy 

invested in other types of research. 

I am particularly interested in learning more about childhood abuse and its effects 

on male and female perpetrators of domestic violence. Very few studies exist that address 

domestic violence and child abuse and few studies exist ofbatterers that examine their 

childhoods. By understanding these dynamics better, perhaps better treatment could be 
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provided to batterers, and more attention given to intervening earlier to prevent child 

abuse. Resistance emerges from feminist-based barterers' treatment providers and grass

roots domestic violence advocates to examining the childhood trauma of male batterers, 

on the premise that identifying their trauma issues takes the focus away from holding 

them accountable for their violent behaviors. I believe that understanding all the 

underlying dynamics of their abusive behaviors for women and men, not just the impact 

of patriarchy and sexism, will help treatment providers intervene more effectively. 

Additionally, I would like to see a pilot program developed to try to identify and 

intervene with teenage girls who are at risk for leaving home and entering abusive 

relationships. The link found in this and earlier studies between youth, age, and racial 

gaps between partners, leaving home before age 18, and cohabitation gives information 

about women who might be at high risk for becoming victims as well as perpetrators of 

domestic violence. Future studies should examine these factors and their prevalence in 

populations of female domestic violence perpetrators to determine their predictive 

validity as risk factors. 

Finally, I am fascinated by the potential link between being mothers of infants and 

being domestic violence offenders. It makes sense, intuitively, that becoming a mother 

increases stress and might lower the level of tolerance for abuse, predisposing new 

mothers to become violent to protect their new offspring. My sample is much too small 

to make meaningful conclusions, but I think this is an area worthy of additional 

investigation 
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A Personal Note 

Listening to these women as they generously spent an hour or two sharing their 

life experiences, I often am overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of violence and abuse 

many have experienced in their lives and the depth of their physical and emotional pain. 

As the stories of their lives and loves unfold in my office, their individuality emerges in 

their responses while recounting their pain. Some laugh, some cry, some are distant, 

almost detached and disassociated, as they describe dreadful childhoods of chaos and 

crisis, or blood and butchery, or neglect and numbness. The hardest for me to listen to are 

the impassioned strivers, the women whose pressured speech begs me to understand 

them, the depth of their love for their partners, and their desperation for that love to be 

returned. I ache for them as they describe girlhoods beset by betrayals of those they love 

the most, fathers who leave, mothers who tum to drugs and alcohol, boyfriends who 

pledge love and loyalty that somehow morph into jealousy and violence. I often emerge 

from these sessions shaken and nauseous, with a greater pain in my heart for their lost 

innocence and lack of wholeness. The youth of many of these women, and the amount of 

pain they experience at such a young age, amazes and appalls me. As a mother of teenage 

daughters, I go home from these sessions and hug my girls, beseeching them to make 

good choices in love, and fearing that they will somehow slip into abusive relationships. 

As I listen to their stories, it becomes increasingly clear that these women share 

more than their experiences as victims of abuse. They are truly survivors, and I am 

inspired by their strength and resiliency. These are women of passion who care deeply for 
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their partners and their children. In the face of physical or emotional abuse, rather than 

retreat into depression and despair, they make the decision to stand up for themselves. 

And in the aftermath of their violence, they are willing to look at their own behaviors up 

close and fearlessly examine its consequences. They do not run from facing their own 

violence any more than they run from facing their partners' abuse. And, as we untum the 

rocks of their past for perspective on the present and the violence that leads to their 

arrests, they are insightful and helpful, striving to understand themselves and the people 

they have love. 

Conclusion 

It is my hope that the stories of these women and my analysis can shed light on 

this murky area of theory, treatment, and intervention. These women, and their sisters 

still living in pain and violence, deserve more than a reductionist solution to their 

complex problems. I believe that only by embracing their complexity and the 

contradictions of being both victims and perpetrators can advocates and service providers 

help lead these brave and resilient women out of violence. 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY SUBJECT CONSENT 

TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: A Qualitative Study of Women Perpetrators of Domestic Violence: 

Comparison with Literature on Men Perpetrators of Domestic Violence 

Investigator: Cindy L. Seamans, MA, LPC 214-692-8295 

Faculty Advisors: Linda Rubin, PhD. 940-898-2314; Sally Stabb, PhD., 940-898-2149 

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study to learn more about the causes and 

maintaining factors of domestic violence by giving voice to a group that has not been 

heard in full, female perpetrators of domestic violence. By listening carefully to women 

who have been identified by the criminal justice system as domestic violence 

perpetrators, a more complete picture of this complicated subject will be obtained. This 

information can then be used by treatment providers to design treatment programs that 

more effectively meet the needs of women who have been arrested on domestic violence 

charges. 

Voluntary Participation: Participating in this study is voluntary and will in no way effect 

your entrance in to, or participation in the Family Place or New Beginning Battering 

Intervention and Treatment Programs. No information about your participation will be 

provided to anyone in the criminal justice system. 

Requirements ofParticipation: You are being asked to participate in a 1 to 1-112 hour 

interview with the primary researcher, Cindy Seamans, MA, LPC. This interview will 
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take place in a private office at either Family Place or New Beginnings, based on 

whichever location is convenient to you. The interviews will be tape recorded to ensure 

accuracy and the researcher will take written notes. When you agree to participate, an 

interview time will be arranged. You are invited, but not required, to review the written 

notes and transcription of the interview for accuracy and added input. Some participants 

will be invited, but not required, to discuss information and theories that arise out of the 

interviews with the researcher at a later date. 

The topics covered in the interviews will include: discussion of the domestic 

violence arrest, history of conflict and violence within the participants current and prior 

intimate relationships and childhood experience with violence. 

Confidentiality: Confidentiality will be protected to the extent it is allowed by law. Your 

participation will be anonymous. All record of your identity will be removed from the 

data. The interviews will be tape-recorded and transcribed. Notes and recordings of the 

interviews will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher's office. Only the 

researcher's dissertation committee members and two additional researchers who help 

with the analysis and audit the materials for completeness and accuracy, will have access 

to the notes and tapes. The tapes will be destroyed by taping over them immediately after 

they have been transcribed (within 30 days of taping). The transcriptions will include no 

identifying information. 

Limits to Confidentiality: If, during the course of the interview, you disclose that you 

intend to physically harm yourself or others, the researcher will not keep this information 
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confidential, but will notify the proper authorities to ensure your safety and the safety of 

others. Additionally, if any information about potential child abuse is revealed in the 

interviews, the researcher will contact Child Protective Services, as required by law. 

Risks to Participants: While it is believed that participating in this study will expose you 

to limited risk ofhann, it is possible that participating in these interviews may stir up 

thoughts and feelings that may cause discomfort. Participants experiencing this 

discomfort are invited to discuss it with the researcher, and can obtain free counseling 

from the domestic violence agency where they are obtaining services, i.e. Family Place or 

New Beginnings. To obtain counseling at Family Place, call214-692-8295; at New 

Beginnings, ca11972- 276-0423 . 

Compensation for Participation: Everyone who completes the interview will be eligible to 

receive a $10 gift certificate to Target. The gift certificates will be distributed by the 

researcher at the completion of the interview. The only other direct benefit of this study 

to you is that at the completion of the study, a summary of the results will be mailed to 

you upon request. 

If you have any questions about the research study, you should ask the researchers: their 

phone numbers are at the top of this fonn. If you have questions about your rights as a 

participant in this research, or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact 

Ms. Tracy Lindsay in the Office of Research & Grants Administration at 940-898-3377 

or e-mail HSRC@TWU.EDU. 

subject initials 
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Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time 

without penalty. If you have any questions,please contact the investigators at the above 

phone number. You will be given a copy of this dated and signed consent form to keep .. 

I,-------------hereby give my consent for participation in this 

research study. I have read the enclosed materials, and understand my rights to 

confidentiality and the limits to those rights. Date: _________ _ 

The above consent fonn was read, discussed, and signed in my presence. In my opinion, 

the person signing the said consent form did so freely and with full knowledge of its 

contents. ___________________________________ _ 

signature date 

D Check here if you would like to receive a summary of the results of this study and 

list below the address to which this summary should be sent. 

0 Check here if you do not wish to receive a copy of the results of this study. 
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Interview Guide 

I am interested in learning more about women who have been arrested for 

domestic violence. I would like to know about your perceptions and your experience 

both at the time you were arrested, earlier in your relationship with your partner, and after 

your arrest. I am also interested in some of your experiences with violence before you 

met your current partner. 

I will use this guide as a kind of check -sheet, so I may, near the close of the 

interview, tum to some questions we have not talked about as yet. 

I'd like you to begin wherever you would like in telling me about your 

experiences with violence, and we will just go from there. I want to know about your 

experiences, and what you think and feel. 

A. Arrest 

Tell me about the time you were arrested. 

Describe the situation. 

What were you thinking? Feeling? 

What did you do? 

What did your partner do? 

What do you think he was thinking? Feeling? 

Why did you choose those particular actions? 

What did you expect would happen? 
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How did the police become involved? 

What happened after the police arrived? 

How do you think being a woman affected your experience with violence? 

How do you think being a woman affected your experience with the police? 

B. Pre-arrest relationship violence 

What was it like in your relationship with this same man before you were arrested? 

Tell me about conflict in that relationship. 

How would a typical conflict get resolved in that relationship? 

What tactics and strategies did you use to resolve conflicts in your relationship? 

Describe how being a woman affected the way conflict was resolved in your relationship. 

What were your feelings during these conflicts? 

What tactics and strategies did your partner use to resolve conflicts? 

How did violence play a role in this relationship? 

When was the first time you used violence? 

When was the first time he used violence? 

What was the worst violence that ever occurred within this relationship? 

What were the consequences of using violence in that relationship? 

For you?. For him?. 

Do you think the being a woman influenced the consequences of using violence in the 

relationship? 
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If so, how? 

C. Previous relationship violence 

Tell me about conflict in your previous intimate relationships. 

How would a typical conflict get resolved in that relationship? 

What tactics and strategies did you use to resolve conflicts in your relationship? 

What were your feelings during these conflicts? 

What tactics and strategies did your partner use to resolve conflicts? 

How did violence play a role in this relationship? 

How did gender affect the conflict and violence in your relationship? 

When was the first time you used violence? 

When was the first time he used violence? 

What was the worst violence that ever occurred within this relationship? 

What were the consequences of using violence in that relationship? 

For you? For him? 

Do you think the fact that you are a woman affected the consequences from using 

violence in the relationship? 

D. Childhood experiences with violence 

What was your experience with violence when you were a child? 

Tell me about conflict in your home when you were a child. 

What happened when the adults in your home were angry with each other? 

How did your parents or caregivers resolve their conflicts? 
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How did the gender of the people who used violence in your home affect the impact of 

the violence or its consequences? 

How did violence play a role in your home when you were growing up? 

Did you see or hear anything that occurred between your parents that frightened you? 

How was discipline with the children handled? 

\Vhat were your feelings toward your father or step father growing up? 

What were your feelings toward your mother or step mother growing up? 

Were you touched inappropriately by anyone in your family when you were a child? 

How do you think your experiences as a child influence you in your adult intimate 

relationships?. 

Some people think men and women's violence is different. What do you think? 
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Interview 5 

A. As you were reading that I was trying to think where a beginning would be of the 

violence per se. And I'm going to distinguish between violence and abuse. Because I 

think in my situation, my father was abusive. His abuse, and we're talking way back in 

the past. His abuse was very quiet. It was about, I wouldn't call it neglect, he was not 

involved in my life. The way I think that has affected the rest of my life has been in my 

choices. And that's where if I had to call it violence, comes in . The first thing that 

comes to mind is a boyfriend. In '87 which would have made me 27 is the first time I 

recall being attack. And that was him going into a rage. In looking back I think he was 

alcoholic. And going into a rage at when he became jealous. We were in a group. He 

became jealous of me dancing with someone. By the time we got to the car, he was 

physically forcing me into the car, threw my head up against the side of the car, ended up 

with a big old knot on the back of my head. I ultimately tried to use some sense and went 

into my left brain and said, just be calm and be smarter. So, I called, I was never vocal at 

all during that whole thing. But I quit fighting him and got in the car and as he was going 

around the car to get in the car, I took off my shoes. and the moment he opened the car 

and started putting his body into the car, I opened my door and ran. Went inside and 

asked for help. What's interesting that after the apologies came, later on, I did have other 

dates with him. I look back and am surprised. I never put myself in that position again 

with him. To be jealous, but that's the first thing I can think of. We probably had three 
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or four more dates and then went on. I married when I was 25. This happened between a 

first and second marriage. And that husband was not in any way violent, my first 

husband. But we had B, so I was a single mother when that happened. I; remarried a 

very family-oriented, docile, hard-working blue collar type man. In retrospect I think I 

married him because of the family influence, he had a very close family. I had a very 

close family. Everybody liked everybody. Everybody was happy, but I don't think I was 

in love with J. I think I was in love with the white picket fence theory. And that was not 

a violent relationship until J quit a job after eight or 10 years being with drug emporium. 

And was going through a very difficult time at age 42 or 43. Quit his job, could not find 

another one. I was supporting the family. He became increasingly angry. I had never 

seen any signs of that prior to him quitting his job. When I seemed to have more 

responsibility in that relationship, and more control of the money and more control here 

came some things that I had never seen before. After therapy, they were called paranoia, 

some rage came up, and based on what the therapist said, it was based on feelings of not 

being in control on his part and losing me. And he knew that I was not in love with him. 

And he knew that we tried to solve these problems and create a situation of love. We 

were a tight family. We both loved our children. We just were not in love with each 

other. And the more apparent that became, the angrier he became. The violence came in 

verbally, emotionally and controlling money, controlling. He started to try to control. 

Then it went to slamming doors, I was slapped with a coat hanger in the closet once. 

Grabbing my arm, trying to get me to listen to him and hold on to him. The more I acted 
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as if I didn't care, the more, the worse it got. Trying to thing what else happened in that. 

Q. Let's talk a little bit about the conflict in that relationship. How would a typical 

conflict get resolved in that relationship. 

A. Resolved. I'm not sure they ever were resolved. We got to a situation where it was 

peaceful. And actually resolving the conflicts didn't happen, I think that's why it 

continued. J cared a lot about me, evidently, he said later, No, I think I was in love with 

you and you weren't with me and I think that's correct. But I loved J, and I didn't want to 

create conflict. But I realized what I thought was my personality was creating a conflict 

so I would just shut down. Nothing would ever get resolved. Conflicts mostly arose out 

of money issues. 

Q. So you would sit down and what would he do. 

A. He would ... what would he do? I think he shut down as well. It would go. We were 

distracted a lot by having a four year old and a 1 0 year old and he would shut down or he 

would go into rage. It was one of the two. It seemed to ·be, looking back, and quite 

honestly I have shut a lot of this out. Trying to remember. J pretended that nothing was 

wrong a lot. He would spend money, that was another thing. I think it was out of anger. 

His spending increased, or go into rage. And in that rage it was more emotional abuse 

than physical abuse. It was, things are coming back as I talk about it. It was, "you will 

never make it without me. And you will fall on you face on your own". There were put 

downs as far as my ability to be single, put downs, it was mostly emotio·nal. In retrospect 

and I went through therapy at the end of this marriage. Actually at the end of the 
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marriage I asked him to go and he went twice. And looking back on it in therapy I didn't 

realize how long that abuse had gone on. I had gotten accustomed to it. And it was about 

making him feel better by putting me down. It was about, so then when I had to get 

strong it was very difficult. I didn't realize I was beaten down. Most of it had to do with 

money, that was the biggest instigator. Or, me wanting to go do something on my own. 

He became controlling in that way. 

Q. What would he do? 

A. Accuse me of something. That I shouldn't be doing or that I was lying. At the end of 

that marriage he felt that I was a big liar. I didn't feel like I was a liar. I felt like I was 

becoming independent and trying to become strong. Our conflicts had to, I remember 

feeling at the time that I was constantly walking on eggshells. And I even spoke about 

that to him several times, "I'm tired of walking on eggshells." I'm trying to remember 

what that was about, but I remember doing that. More emotional than anything. 

Q. I wonder how being a woman affected the tactics and strategies you used. 

A. With him? I still do this. I was trying to make everyone happy. And that included 

extended family. His father was very abusive verbally to his wife. And I became very 

aware of how much J was like his father and I started watching that relationship. J 

abused money. One time J paid his father back some money above and beyond paying the 

house payment, for four months. This is what was the impetus for the end. When 

someone showed up at the door of my house and said I need to survey your house for 

foreclosure and I had no idea that the house payment had not been paid. There was 
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deception going on there. Yet he had the money, and he chose to pay his father back. 

There was a big family issues over in his family. Some of it was abusive, some of it was, 

I don't know. It went way back and he and his father had this mutual admiration society 

that I thought went into the realm of sick. It's hard to describe. They just constantly 

brought each other up and constantly put other people around them down. They were 

very close, strange. 

Q. Do you remember the first time he used violence in that relationship? 

A. Yes. It had to do with money. I had put some money on the counter. And I had T in 

my arms and she was four and B was standing there, that would make him 9. And we 

were in a verbal conflict over paying bills. And I was trying to, he was going into rage 

and I could see it. The therapist who helped me at the end of this marriage also saw it one 

time. I could see his eyes change. The therapist called it paranoia. His eyes, the moment 

they changed it was like he became another person. And I could actually see him change 

into that. And I saw that and I said I need to go and I reached down, because whatever we 

were arguing about was not resolved. And it was several hundred dollars I had put on the 

counter. And I picked that up and when I picked that up he came at my throat and I was 

holding T and B was standing right there. I picked it up with several things. It was 

sitting on top of a small CD player or something. And I picked it up and he grabbed it out 

of my hand when I backed away this way and threw it down on the back porch. And 

broke that and picked up the money and walked away. And B started to cry and T started 

to cry and I put them to the car and we went to my mothers' probably. No that time I 
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think we went to a restaurant. I was trying, my role in all this, which I didn't know at the 

time. My role in all this was trying to make all this normal. And that was, if I had to go 

back and do it all again. I would not ever have acted like this was normal, because what I 

understand now is that that normalizes it for the kids. They know that behavior is 

inappropriate. They look at dad inappropriate and they look at mom and go 'isn't that 

right?' and if mom goes, "everything is fine". They think, ok, I guess maybe I was 

wrong, maybe that is appropriate. And so the kids got caught up in this being normal in 

our relationship, this kind of behavior. To the point where toward the end of the 

relationship, T at four or five, every time J started yelling, that was his most common 

thing was to yell, and she threw a pencil at me and said, "here we go again" at that young 

age and I thought, 'no'. Because what they had learned was this is what marriage is. And 

that broke my heart and that wasn't what marriage is. And at that time I asked J for a trial 

separation. This was in January of 97 and he left for five weeks and we would talk and 

we could not talk without so many emotions that it started arguing. And I didn't, I would 

say, I'm not arguing and I would hang up. 

Q. Did you ever use violence in that relationship? 

A. No. I can say that the things I'm not proud of in that relationship are trying to get J to 

talk to me and he called it backing him into a comer. And that is something that I wish I 

could go back and redo, maybe. I think that was inappropriate. I would follow him frotn 

room to room. I have made that mistake in my relationship with G. I want to talk about it 
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so badly. I think that's a feminine .. .in response to your question .. .I think that's what 

females have a tendency to do that males feel corned, attacked. And I would follow. I 

remember one instance when I followed J into the bathroom. And say, you're not 

listening and you don't understand. Trying to get. And he said 'just go away from me' 

and I wouldn't do it. I think I would redo that. I never hit J. I threw a glass on the 

kitchen floor one time and broke it. And he accused, remembering all these horrible 

things. He accused me of trying to hurt my daughter. You obviously did that to scare and 

hurt your daughter who was down at the other end of the kitchen. And I said, No, that is 

a reaction. And I didn't throw it at you, I just let the glass go. And it was inappropriate. 

But it and I didn't hit him. I remember one time he pulled me off the bed onto my face. 

The time I, this was at the end, because I called his parents. He pulled me off of our bed 

and kind of nicked, it really didn't hurt that much, but nicked my head on the comer of 

my nightstand onto the floor because he didn't want to sleep with me. It bruised my head 

and he had bruised an arm, I guess, in doing that. And I called his parents the next day 

and I said, perfectly willing to talk with you about this, I will tell you every detail that I 

know, but you need to come get your son. I've asked him to leave the house. He wont' 

do it. You're a close family, that's why I'm calling you, not because he is a child. But 

maybe you can talk with him and maybe you can get him to leave. And they did come 

talk to him. And whatever he said to them, they would not ask him to leave. I had to do 

that myself. I eventually convinced him to leave. But that's where everything became 

sided. C's making this up. I'm the good guy. And they bought it. And eventually he did 
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leave. He agreed to the separation. But I did not ever physically hit or attack him. I did 

throw that glass. 

Q. What was the worst violence that ever occurred in that relationship? 

A. I think either when he pulled me off the bed or when I was backed into the closet. The 

most scared I was being backed into the closet. And I grabbed the coat hanger that 

ultimately was used on me. It was only one time. But I grabbed it, thinking that I needed 

it. And then he grabbed it and at some time my arm got hit with it. It wasn't a lash in the 

face. It was not cognitive that he was going to use that on me. But in the struggle, I got 

hit. I grabbed it feeling the need to defend myself. I think that is probably the worst. He 

would always feel very remorseful. Always. I remember that. He felt terrible about it. 

However, he did deny. no he didn't. When his parents confronted him about pulling me 

off the bed, he did not deny it. He always justified it, though. 

Q. So, what do you think the consequences were of using violence for him? 

A. He lost his family. And he lost, because B was a stepson, he totally lost contact with 

B. I asked him several times to go to counseling before it escalated into this. And 

because of the way it escalated, I got to the point that I wasn't willing anymore to try to 

solve the problems. So I think the bottom line is that he lost his family. The lack of 

respect on my part. 

Q. So you think if he hadn't chosen to use violence that you might have been willing to 

work harder at it, or to stay. 

A. I think so. I'm; not, in retrospect, I'm not sure that it would have maintained the 
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marrtage. But I'm quite sure that the violence escalated the end. It may never have 

worked, but I don't know that. I think. it was emotional abuse. After five weeks he said, 

'this is not going to solve the problems, I am coming home'. I did not want him to come 

home. I was afraid enough of him that I put a security system on the house. Our back 

door was sliding glass. Actually when the builders put it in our house, they put it in the 

reverse. It would have been very easy, somebody said, since this is backwards, they made 

an error, someone could actually lift the door out. I made sure that all those things were 

in place. So when he said I'm coming back, I said, 'that sounds like a threat to me 

because of what I've been through. That sounds like a bully.' He said, 'I don't care what 

you think, I'm coming home'. So, with that announcement, we sat down and I made a list 

of everything that I thought needed to be done. The counseling, I don't remember what 

was on the list at the time. There were like 1 0 things. This is what I need for you to do if 

you're coming back into this house. And we sat down and talked about it, like we had an 

understanding, but I didn't feel comfortable sleeping with him. And after two or three 

nights of that, maybe a week, he became enraged again over that, over the lack of sexual 

contact. He called it mistrust. It didn't go back to the way he thought it was going to. 

And the rage came back up. He started throwing things, the same behaviors started 

happening when he realized I was not welcoming him with open anns. So the rage came 

back up and the next tilne I called me mother . 

. Q. Did he touch you? 

A. No, he went into that, the eyes changed, and it was very bizarre, and he never did this, 

276 



he walked the house in his underwear and started making comments about me sleeping 

alone. Sand why, and you must, they were sick, they were about sexual things. And he 

picked up a movie that probably had explicit sex in it or something. I remember him 

having this film, and he threw it at me. And it was all very sexual. And his commenting, 

and his eyes had already changed, that scary rage, to the point where I had the phone, I 

had the phone. I was on the couch and I had the phone on the couch ready to dial. The 

next day, I hid the, I realized he had a gun, which I think he had had for a long time. I 

don't remember, I must have found it trying to pack things. And I hid the gun and I 

packed kind of secretly and called my mother and told her what I was doing. And before 

the evening came. I had put kids clothes in bags, and some of mine, and had taken the 

children to my sisters. It was, it's hard to describe, I was not dealing with somebody that 

I knew. After the therapy. He went twice. And the second time Steve, our therapist said, 

I saw him change. I saw the other. Because I had described it to him, and he said, I 

actually did see that. What prompted it was, 'I think C is finished in this relationship'. 

And he did the change and said, went into the shut down with Steve. And went into the 

paranoia, everything's right, and I'm fine. Did not deal with his feelings on that level, and 

the loss. And that's the last time we discussed anything really .... I pursued the divorce. 

Q. Talk about the boyfriend you were telling me about. 

A. K was a geologist. Very well educated, very intelligent. Irish. Worked with K at an 

oil and gas finn, small, medium sized oil and gas firm. And drank ·a lot, partied a lot, 

single. Trying to remember how old he was, he was older than ·n1e. I was 27 so he was 
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30. Never been married, considered himself a playboy. And the only time I saw that rage 

directed at me was that story I told you. I did see rage directed at other people if he'd 

been out drinking. He would go to bars by himself and sit and entertain people. K 

thought he was a standup comedian. And a lot of escapism in his world. I don't want to 

be me I'm going to be a stand up comedian. I'm going to be funny. I'm not going to be 

open. He would sit at bars at night and entertain everybody. And that relationship 

probably lasted, four months, it didn't last very long. 

Q. Do you remember how typically conflicts might get resolved in that relationship? 

A. There wasn't a lot of conflict in that relationship. Because I became, I was very needy. 

B was 2 and B, his father filed for divorce when he was one. And I was on my own and 

looking for stability. And looking for someone to approve of me and looking for a male 

figure in my life. And very immature and very scared. So K did whatever he wanted. K 

got whatever he wanted. I remember one time thinking, K didn't like the fact that I had a 

child, a two-year-old. And I remember thinking; I wonder ifB would be better off with 

B. And not me and that way, K would want me. Cause I didn't have a ... I went into it 

very terrified, and I caught myself, and I thought, you're insane, and realized how terrified 

I was. And turned and got closer to my parents and got away from K and got better at my 

career and started paying attention to me. But at the time I was looking for someone to 

love me. So, there wasn't much conflict, because K got to do and be whatever he wanted. 

Q. When there was conflict he would just do whatever he wanted? 

A. Absolutely. 
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Q. So conflict didn't really go anywhere? 

A. Exactly. There were no arguments. I found another girl. . .I dropped by his apartment 

one time and another girl answered the door. He's in the shower and her hair's wet and 

the phone had been off the hook. And that's why I dropped by and I had Bon my hip. I 

remember this. And I said, she said, oh, hello. And I said, I'm the neighbor. I kind of 

covered and I covered for him and I said, oh, his phone was off the hook and I wanted to 

tell him to put it back on. And she said, oh, it's off intentionally, we've been pretty busy. 

Very open about it, she had no idea who I was. This was after about three or four months 

of the relationship. I said, well, just tell him I came by. I would even do that so that I 

would not create conflict and so that he would not become angry with me. I was very 

needy. Really cared a lot about what he thought about me. Fortunately, that didn't tum 

into anything. 

Q. You talk about how he became violent when he became jealous. 

A. It was jealousy. And that's why I started getting strong at the end of the relationship. 

It was after the incident with the girl, after I started waking up to what C was doing. And 

my friendships, I kind of gathered around me. And we were at a function for the law 

firm, a social function with work people. And dancing with one of the guys who was 

single and he just snapped. He hated that. He said, we are leaving. And I realized on the 

way- to the car that he was squeezing me. And I became frightened at that point and I 

fought back, not physically. I just, I realized what was going on and I said, 'don't touch 

me in that \Vay, I don't know \Vhat your problem is'. And started I guess fighting back 
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verbally. And that, oh, I turned around and walked back in and that's when he grabbed 

me. Didn't want me to return to the building. And held me up against the car and I tried 

to move. And he threw my head back against the car. And I remember the bump, it was 

painful. Ok, ok, I got it, and my wheels are turning. You got to be smart, this man is 6' 

3 ". He must weigh over 200 pounds. Nice looking man, but just so tall and had big 

bones. And I thought, C, you're 5 1 112, you cannot fight with this man and win, he's 

going to hurt you. That's what was going through my head, he's going to hurt you. So I 

waited until he had to get away from me over to the other side of the car and I ran, I'm a 

pretty quick runner. And I made it back to the building and asked for help and somebody 

else brought me home. And that night he came to the door, banging on the door, please 

let me in and talk to me. I wouldn't even respond. I was told not to and I didn't. Don't 

open the door, don't respond. And I didn't. And I got roses, of course, the next day, and 

I'm sorry. After about two weeks we went to dinner. And then I think we attended 

another function after that and then it was over. 

Q. So when he was banging against the door, did you think about calling the police? 

A. I don't remember, but I don'tthink so. I don't know why. It was my first time in that 

kind of situation. 

Q. So \\'hat were you feeling? 

A. Terrified. Terrified of him. But I also felt safe in my apartment. My apartment had an 

alarm. I lived in a very nice place. Heavy doors and I knew my neighbors and I had 

telephone numbers of friends who were aware of the situation who had been at the work 
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function. I don't think I thought about calling the police. I was afraid of him, but it was 

more about what I was going to do and say when I saw him later. I was not afraid he was 

going to get into my apartment. I guess I felt safe, it may have been false security. 

Q. Talk about the time you were arrested. 

A. Humiliating. Absolutely humiliating. I thought, I guess I need to mention this because 

this went through my mind when I got arrested. In college I was, I guess they now call it 

date rape. I was date raped in college. And that came up. And I had forgotten, or put 

that away. And when I went through therapy after my marriage ended that came back up. 

I realized that fear was still in there. I was overpowered. I was not bruised, physically. I 

was overpowered, and emotionally I didn't deal with it at the time. And it came up later, 

and because of J and because of that situation and because ofK. In dealing with that in 

therapy, I had basically decided, I'm not ever going ... if I'm ever in a situation like that 

again, I will ask for help. In none of those situations, other than calling his parents, did I 

ask for help. And that came out in the therapy. And I thought, if I ever get into a 

situation where I'm going to get overpowered or if I'm in physical harms way, physically, 

I will ask for help. So, when G and I got in to the argument, 

Q. Talk a little more about the date rape. 

A. It really was just that and the worst thing that came of it was guilt I thought I invited 

that. And at the time there was a lot less talk this was in the 70s, mid to late 70s. And at 

the time I thought there was little talk about when a girl says no, that means no. It was 

before all that. So I took a lot of that on board and I thought that was my fault. So the 
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guilt came up in therapy however many years later. What I learned from it. I did take 

some positives from it. I did not put myself in that situation again. Whether I thought I 

was guilty or not the first time. I thought, I'm not going to do that again. I was never 

raped again. I don't think women control rape anywhere. But I was very careful. No I 

don't think I'll go to your dorm room because you're, I know we'll be alone. I was just a 

little more responsible. So someway maybe the guilt worked for me. Later on when it 

came out in therapy, I didn't feel badly towards myself, I just realized I had stuffed that. 

The only other thing I remember feeling about that, I remember thinking I wish I was 

ugly. I would .. .if someone wanted to be with me it was about me. Because I always 

weighed, until I was 38, about 100 pounds 105 pounds. I wore a size one. Blond hair, I 

was smart, nice features and I can talk to anybody. At one point in college I remember 

thinking I really wish I was ugly so that I knew when someone asked me out for a date, it 

was for me, not because I was 5 ' I", blond and weighed I 00 pounds. And I quit feeling 

that way when I became a mother, and that be~ame most important to me and I married. 

But all through college I felt that way and I think that rape did that. And at the time I 

didn't think I was raped. I was in denial about that. I thought, well, you put yourself 

there. It's your fault. And I felt kind of dirty about it. I thought, you need to learn from 

this. I think I got a little bit harder too. I think I got, I don't know, some husbands, 

boyfriends, people that know me in the last 10 years have said they have seen me soften. 

And I thought at first when that was said to me that I thought I was soft all along. But I 

think there for a while I was very bitter. I was bitter when I went through a divorce and B 
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was only 1 and I had only been married a year, two years. And then after a while I kind of 

let some of those things go. I still think I am, as some people will describe me, not as 

approachable as other people. I think some of that may come from those experiences. 

But I don't know, maybe it is partly my personality, or some just anger stuffed in there 

will create those barriers. Probably a combination of both. 

Q/ you were talking about if the situation came up again, what would you do? 

A. Right. I've always, my parents favorite story is first day of first grade when I walked 

to school all by myself with all of my supplies. So my personality, my mother tells that 

story to describe my personality. I will handle it on my own. And when I was faced with 

a divorce when I was 27 years old and a one-year-old child. I thought, fine, screw you, 

I'll handle it on my own. I keep doing that over and over again. And what I realized is 

that even in violent situations when they started coming up or in emotional situations I 

would not tell people. I will handle it on my own, that's fine. I can do this. At the end of 

the marriage and through therapy I realized that asking for help is not particularly a sign 

of weakness. And that had I asked for help in the situation with J at the time things were 

occurring, other people may have been aware of J's behavior. What they had to go on 

was my word later. And J is one of these, he really scared me, because J's one of these 

people, and still is, everybody likes J. He was the best neighbor. He is the best friend. 

He's the best golf pro. He's the best this, He's the best everything. And everybody loves 

J. It's not until you get into a male-female conflict with him that change occurs. So 

getting people to understand that I was afraid of J was very difficult. Including, 
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especially his parents. So there was that situation or that part of the situation. And the 

other part was discovering that asking for help and being attacked did not mean that I 

brought it to me, was no sign of weakness. So I promised myself in the future, especially 

when the children were involved, that I would ask for help. And this started talking about 

the arrest. G had done many, many things which I thought was emotionally abusive to the 

children. Including when we were in Paris, becoming enraged and I think it started with 

him cursing in the car, and the children were in the car. And I said to him; if you are 

going to talk like that, get out of the car. He then exited the car, and said I threw him out 

of the car. And stood on the side in a Paris street after dark with our passports and said, 'I 

have your passports, I will trade your passports for my luggage or you can't leave the 

country'. And T is hearing this and crying. And B is terrified. And G was drunk. Again, 

here we go with the alcohol. And this comes into play with G and he is very well aware 

of it, that's when his rage will kick in. So, that had happened. Slamming doors and 

waking them up in the middle of the night had started. And then the insults, on this 

particular day of the arrest, the insults about his wife, to me. HE said, how did he put it. 

"I've been thinking about my ex-wife and all of her redeeming qualities or some sort of 

qualities, none of which you could aspire to'. I turned around and slapped him. Fully 

aware that he could hurt me, but never thinking that he would retaliate at all. I've never 

spanked my children, I've never slapped anybody. I think in high school I threw my keys 

at a guy. But I have never done this Hollywood open-handed slap toward anybody. But 

he did say just the right thing. That was the first time. That was the only time. I slapped 
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him; and he hit me back and came at me with stuff on the counter, papers, I think a book, 

and shoved it into my chest. And because of the rape and because of J and because of 

him yelling at the time and knowing that the kids were upstairs hearing this. I think it 

was more mother bear than anything. I'm not sure I would have called the police if the 

kids hadn't been there. Which really I should have anyway. In retrospect, maybe not. I 

think the mother bear and the straw and feeling afraid. The first time, again, someone has 

just come at me who is a lot bigger than me. G is six foot. Weighs 21 0 pounds I guess. 

And I thought, I'm going to call for help and the other thing that went through my mind is 

that I don't want this ever to happen again in this relationship. And I know if I let this go 

that it is going to keep happening and it is going to keep happening. And I wanted 

someone to come scare him to death so that he would never ever do that again. I didn't 

know that the law had changed. To a certain degree and it was going to not work in my 

favor. But I called the police at that point. G made coffee, while I was calling the police. 

And then I called my girlfriend who lives across the street, catty comer. She and I have 

been friends for 22 years. And I said I need some help. I'm going to put the kids in the 

car. The police, the 911. I feel uncomfortable with the children in the house. I did not 

know what G was doing at that point. She said if you're uncomfortable, put them in the 

car and park the car on the street, the police are on the way. So that's what I did. And I 

had my cell phone and I call D from the cell phone and she carne and parked on the street 

as \Veil. Then the police arrived. Three of them. And got out of the car, D got in my car 

to stay with the children. And I spoke with them on the street. Told them my story. They 
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said, Mrs. S, the law has changed and you may not necessarily have to press charges. I 

can still, and probably will, take your husband to jail. And I said, OK. AT that point I 

didn't know what, I was just listening. I just remember saying OK. And thinking, what 

should I do. And he said, however, you can press charges. And then it's up to you. But 

if you don't, that doesn't mean I'm not going to take him. And I said, Ok. He said, what 

I'm going to do is go find, I'm going to go talk to him. And you stay here with the kids.

So he went inside and he talked to G and came out and said would you write down what 

happened. After I had already told him. So I wrote down what I told him. And said, and 

I told him I hit him first. I was very forthright about that. I was not there to try to make 

G look bad. This is what happened. I'm scared and I called you. That's all I know, and I 

know it's the right thing to do. So I wrote down everything. And he looked at my face to 

see if an imprint or anything had been left on my face. I said, I still feel it, but I don't 

know if you can see it. And he had already spoken to G. And he said, I tell you what, I'm 

going to ask you to stay here, and I'm going to take the kids in. And I'm going to ask D 

to come with the kids. I said OK. I didn't understand then. I do now. So whatever G 

told them, and I found out later that they had written it down when the lawyer pulled the 

file. And they said that G said that I hurt him and that created the aggravated in the 

aggravated assault. Because he said I hurt him.· And the police were very kind and said 

the law is clear. If you are the first one to hit, I have no choice. And your husband has 

said that you were the first one. And I said, Yes, I told you that. I was. But I called you 

because I was retaliated against by someone who can out power me two or three times. 
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And that's when I became afraid. And he said, I don't have a choice. So at that point I 

thought I am not going to argue this hear. Being in law I know. It's the wrong venue. If I 

argue with him it's going to get worse for me. So I cooperated and I asked to speak to D 

before they took me and I also asked them not to handcuff me there in the street. I said 

my children's bedrooms are in the front of the house. They told me that D was helping 

them with their homework, everything is fine indoors. The kids, he talked to the children. 

He told them that he wanted to speak with me. I said, did you tell them that you were 

taking me, that you were arresting me. He said no, I did not. And I said, I appreciate that. 

And I asked them not to handcuff me in the street. And he said he wouldn't, just sit in the, 

they use Suburban in Addison. Sit in the Suburban that we do have to handcuff you. I 

said OK> so they did and made kind of a, made a very, easy. And we talked on the way 

down to the police station. And I said I agree with this law. And I tell you why I agree. 

Because if I had to stand up to G and he was an abusive personality and it was the fourth 

or fifth time this had happened and he had blackened my eye I could not stand there and 

say to him, I'm pressing charges, because I would be afraid he would kill me when he 

gets out. And this way, it would have been your decision and not mine. And in the:~.t light, 

I agree with this. I don't agree with it in some other areas, but I appreciate the law. And 

that 's all I said to them. I cried the whole time. But I tried to be calm. It wasn't 

hysterical crying. Just uncontrollable. 

Q. When you slapped him, why did you choose that action? 

A. Why did I choose slapping him? That's a good question. I thought what he said was 
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vulgar, that's the way it felt, it was vulgar to say that, to compare me and to put me down 

in such a way and I thought my response, without taking into consideration the law, I 

thought my response was appropriate. 

Q. What did you think would happen when you did that? 

A. I thought that. .. I thought maybe he would get that it was vulgar. I don't know. Of 

course you are not really thinking. Reacting is not thinking in my opinion. I was reacting 

what seemed to be the normal reaction to a man who was being that vulgar and that ugly, 

trying to think of other words, to a woman that he supposedly loved. And promised to 

cherish, and help and support and be positive. Of course like I said, if it had been isolated 

and nothing had happened before, or after, nothing's really happened after, but before, 

then I'm not sure I would have responded that way. It felt like the straw. It was just a 

escalation of feeling powerless. I felt like I had, had enough verbal put downs and enough 

emotional put downs that someone was trying to render me powerless. And maybe part of 

it is just turning around and going, 'no, it's inappropriate, I'm not powerless, this is my 

opinion of what you just said, because there are no words for that kind of vulgar towards 

someone you supposedly love. I also think, looking back, at the time I'm not sure I was 

thinking. But looking back, that has been a very romanticized response. In movies, in the 

old comedies and romantic comedies, when a man insults a woman, he can expect to be 

slapped. I think that it seemed normal. That's why I said it was appropriate. In looking 

back it's really not appropriate to hit anybody. 

I know that. But I think our society kind of has romanticized a woman slapping a man 
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that she's emotionally involved with for being vulgar. So it seemed normal to me. And I 

never thought it would hurt him; sting, yes, surprise, yes. Get his attention which is what 

I was trying to do, his rage, but hurt him? No. And I still don't think I hurt him. I really 

don't. 

Q. Were you surprised by this response? 

A. Yes. I did not think a man would retaliate against a woman for slapping him in the 

face. I think if I had a weapon, if I had pulled out a pair of scissors or a knife, that he 

would have tried to get the knife, restrain me. But I think a slap in the face did not 

deserve retaliation or would not prompt retaliation. And maybe I don't think I deserved it 

either. G is from England and in that culture, that culture is a lot less good old boy and 

very refined and I think that surprised me because he is very proper in a lot other ways. 

And I grew up in Texas where men don't hit women. I wish that were true. That was my 

idealized way of Texas about growing up in Texas. And my brother was taught that, my 

father. Everybody, you just don't hit a woman, no matter what. So when I was retaliated 

against, it absolutely surprised me. And that set that fear in. 

Q. What was it like in your relationship with him before you were arrested? 

A. Ever, increasingly tense. Problems were not being resolved they were only being 

compounded. G was very unhappy in his job. There was a common thread between G 

and J in that regard, they were both very happy, successful men. And when they, in their 

forties, either made a job change or quit a job. Both of them very long-tern1 relationships 

with companies, became very insecure, became very frightened and in that I think the 
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women around them were victims. Gs' role models in the past, female role models 

growing up, were victimized. And to him, I think it was very natural to be able to tum 

into I don't know how to describe it, I see him now as a terrified little boy. At the time I 

saw an angry, enraged man. And that I was the natural one for him to take that out on. 

Q. When you say his female role models were victimized what do you mean? 

A. His mother, his father was very abusive. G was an abused child. At age five he went 

out of a second story window in England, took all of the skin off his face to get out of his 

room. In my opinion, if a five year old does that there's a reason. It's not a typical 

reaction. Gat times I would test G and ask questions. But what I've discovered is that 

he has shut a lot of it out. He cannot deal with it. What he does remember is the five 

year old incident and when he was 13, running away from home. He rode his bicycle 

from the south of England to the north of England in four days when he was 13. And 

when he got home, and he did it because he was beaten with a cane. To the point of 

blood. And that was the last time that happened and he remembers that. Especially when 

he's drunk, he'll talk to me. I say drunk, been drinking. And I said, do you remember 

another incidents and he said no. And I said, 'do you know if there were' and he said 

'yes'. So and he's never. in England, you don't go to :psychiatrists, you don't ask for 

help in that way. That is just something that you keep to yourself. And the family keeps 

to themselves. And they're not as open with therapy and help. And G has never sought 

that out. So even knowing this did not help me become the victim. But his mother was 

treated badly by this same man. His best friend. For years and years and years. The 

290 



mother was very submissive. The men actually ate without the women at the table. Even 

in England. Most of the time and they knew their role and it was very maternal and had 

to do with the children, but you certainly did not talk aback to the men and you knew your 

place. So his two major role models had kind of the same, not so much violence, but they 

were not held in high esteem or with much regard. 

Q. Tell me about conflict in your relationship with G before 

A. I want to talk about it and he has a difficult time doing it. For him it felt like, as he put 

it, putting him in a corner. Mostly verbal. I would stand up for myself. Which I have 

since going through therapy. I'd say, I feel this way, I feel that your being abusive, I feel 

lonely. I would try to describe what I was going through. But G took that all very 

personally. And I realized that after a period of time when it would come back to me. G 

is a scorekeeper. It would come back, and it would come back very twisted. Whatever I 

said to him. If I said I'm lonely, it would come back, I'm ignoring you. But what I said 

was I'm lonely. No. G and I had a communication problem since day one. No, that's not 

true. The first year was wonderful. And the communication was positive. I don't know 

why it changed, other than the fact that we married. Some of his friends will describe our 

meeting, dating, and then marrying, as I dated his representative. Who he needed to be in 

order to attain me. G is very goal oriented. I think that I was a prize to him at that time. 

And so once that goal was met, then he let down some of his guards and became very 

different. 

And I wanted to talk about it. And I wanted to get beyond it. And I wanted to confront 
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the issues and what I didn't realize, was that G wanted to do anything but confront the 

issues. So I thought I was doing the right thing by trying to communicate. And he 

stuffed, and stuffed and stuffed. And it just, the whole thing became a snowball and he 

would not talk about his feelings about it. He felt that I was critical of him. Even if I 

posed things without saying you did this. Just my being lonely or my being upset or sad 

meant he had done something to me, it was his fault. And instead of feeling and saying, I 

feel like I've done something wrong, he would just stuff it; and not do anything. So after 

a couple of years of that he started to resent me is the way I view this. He may have a 

different view, but recently in our discussions, I think he would agree with me. 

Q. What kind of feelings would you have during these conflicts? 

A. I would get so sad. I would get sad and angry that I wasn't being heard and that I 

couldn't find the tools and the words to help him understand. I kept trying to fix it. I went 

into a role of, just let me help you., I know what you're going through. I know if I just 

say the right words, I know if I just do the, I became very frustrated that I couldn't break 

through. I got him to therapy actually by being deceitful. I said, I need therapy. I didn't 

feel that way, so that was a deception. I need therapy, and if you go with me, then I think 

you' n understand better how we can transfer what is going on in therapy into the house. 

And he agreed to that. So I feel I went all the way into deceit to try to get him some help. 

But after two or three times of going, the therapist said. You can come and sit in the 

chair, but that's not the point. And G would just sit, he would not participate, because he 

wanted to be there. He was just going for me. So that didn't work. I thought just getting 
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him there would be it. But that didn't work. So mine was frustration, mine was sad, mine 

was trying to fix it and it just wasn't working, mine was angry that I felt. .. my biggest 

feeling was, not deceived, I felt like I was frauded against. This man portrayed himself to 

be one way and after a period of time was just about exactly the opposite in a lot of areas. 

And I felt deceived at that point that he for a year could be one person, and then almost 

immediately after marriage could drop that facade. 

Q. What do you think he was feeling during conflicts? 

A. He felt attacked. HE felt my verbal trying to solve the problem. And like I said at 

times I would made the same mistake, I would go from room to room. Don't tum your 

back on me. He would slam doors. He would say, I'm trying to tell you, to get away from 

me. Now, we came up with an agreement. In that I said, fine, I will not follow you. And 

I will totally leave you alone; he wanted to go into his cave. And that's fine. But you 

must come back at some point. I'm going into my cave, I need to be alone. Fine, that's 

fine. Go. But G would not come back. G would not come back. G is self-centered and 

arrogant enough that you had to go get him. After two, three, four days. You would have 

to say, 'can we talk'. And he would go back into the mad, whether he had dropped it or 

not, and he would make you apologize to him. He would manipulate it so that it was your 

fault. And once you apologized, then he was back in control. I did this for a year and a 

half, maybe hvo years. Then he agreed to come back instead of me having to come get 

him. Go in your cave, that's fine, but come back and announce that you're back. OK, 

I'm back. At that point can I ask you, can we discuss this? Because I need closure, I 
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need to talk about it; I need to get it out for me. Yes we can. But he wouldn't adhere to 

that. He would go away and wouldn't come back until I went and got him. And my 

threshold for that I found out is about three or four days, and I just get sick. Ofbeing 

ignored and walking around with someone. G becomes very visibly angry you know and 

his walk is louder and he can do this for days, I'm still mad. And go and go and go until 

you say, OK, I'm sorry. It just beats you down. And that had escalated into, I'm not 

going to play this game. I just felt I didn't have time for that anymore. I felt that it was 

abusive. I felt that it was way over the edge. G can go from 0 to 1 00 on the anger scale 

in about 2.10 seconds and there is very little in between. So again it was the walking on 

eggshells. And I just didn't want to play. 

Q. So what was the first time he used violence in that relationship? 

A. The first time he ever hit me was the night I was arrested. 

Q. What about the first time you used violence. 

A. Same thing. I broke a glass in that relationship. Actually, that's not true, I broke two. 

I get to the point of frustration that I can't get across what I'm trying to see and I 

communicate very well and I'm trying to have somebody understand my feelings and I'm 

getting attacks back and you're this and being called a bitch and it'sjust like. Not being 

listened to creates the most frustration, to the point of feeling the need to break 

something. I just want to. I don't think I would ever ... and I know because I've had the 

opportunity ... throw something at anybody it's just a need, it's a release. It actually doesn't 

help, but it seems like it will at the time. But the thing that frustrated me the most with G 
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was being ignored. And having him leave, slam the door, get in the car and leave. All of 

that would have been fine if he would have come aback and said Ok, now I've had my 

time, and I'm willing to listen to you. But that was never an option. It was about how he 

needed to deal with it and very little consideration was given to what I needed to do to 

move through things, to solve problems. I think I solve problems by talking about them. 

And as I'm talking the tn1th is coming up for me and I can identify it better. He says he 

solves problems by being by himself. He doesn't want to solve them with me. And I 

want a partner. Some of the things I keep saying in arguments are I want you to be my 

friend and friends don't do this to each other. I want a partner. Something equal, but 

mostly I want my friend. Before we were married I said I would fight for our friendship 

and I think it was about a year or so ago I said, I didn't realize I was going to be fighting 

you for it. And I really wanted to marry and to maintain my best friend. And we started 

out such close friends and able to talk about anything and hours would go by. It's the 

same, it's romanticized in movies, but truly in the beginning we could sit and talk for 

hours and have no idea and go oh, my gosh, it's two o'clock in the morning. And that 

once I started losing that and losing my friend it became very sad. When I mentioned sad, 

that's the sad part. And I became aware that now and I feel OK with it now, but it took 

me awhile, that I can't treat G like I do my girlfriends. He just responds differently. It's 

not as if it's a problem with him, he's a male and he just hears things differently. He 

responds differently, he won't understand that I just need to cry. He takes it personally. I 

have gotten to now I go and talk to my girlfriends about things. I really wish I could talk 
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to him about them but he just doesn't respond well. I wish he did, and so I'm sad that 

that change. But it's kind of the facts; it's kind of the way it is. 

Q. What were the consequences of using violence in that relationship were? 

A. It put a huge gap or distance between us. And it wasn't the violence it was the jail 

time it was the legal ramifications. G could not, G made only one comment that included 

him in the problem. And that was to D after the police had taken me away. D looked at 

him and said 'what are we going to do?" or some one sentence statement and G said 'I'm 

not, something like, I'm not at fault, I'm not faultless in all this,' that's not a quote, but it 

implied that, what it said was I had some involvement in this. And D said, OK, are we 

going to go, who's going to go get her out. The police told D to give them an hour. G 

went into, that's when he shut it down. I guess emotionally he couldn't deal with it. He 

couldn't deal with his own involvement. It was too embarrassing. However, he has never 

described it to me. Never talk about it. But he shut down and he said, "I'm inclined to 

leave her there'. So D said, well, I'm going to get her out. He said, you do what you 

have to do. And G went to bed. And from that day forward, the only other thing he has 

done. He did go down to the police station and file an affidavit of non-prosecution and 

appear with me, we were going to appear at one point, it got delayed. So he went down 

one time with me. And he was physically very angry, arms crossed, eyes shut, I am not 

here, this is not happening to me. I'm terribly embarrassed, I cannot deal with this. The 

whole thing he just wanted to go away. And from that point forward I handled 

everything. I retained an attorney, I went to the hearing, I did this, and I did that. And 
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I've never brought it up to him. HE didn't' even know I was in these classes until after 

the third one. Because he doesn't want to deal with it. And I want to be proud of me. So 

I did deal with it. And I kind of feel very, I'm kind of big into karma. And I think what 

G chooses to do, G will have to deal with and I think what C chooses to do C will have 

to deal with. Whether we're married or not. And I want to be proud of me, and be pro

active in my life and be happy and healthy. I can't make choices for him. So that's 

where we are. It put a big gap in the respect factor, too. I have a long road to hoe to get 

back to the level of respect that we started with, if we ever do. The reconciliation for me 

is about awareness of that, can I do that. I don't know yet if I'm going to be able to. It's 

coming. Slowly. We'll see how it ends up, I don't know 

Q. What was your experience with violence when you were a child? 

A. Very little I had a really good childhood. 

The only abusive thing, or thing I wish I could go back and change is my father being 

involved. My father had a lot of personal demons that he had to deal with, which he did, 

in his forties. Some abuse on him by his mother. Spanking him in the mornings just in 

case he did something wrong. Things like that. that after forty years he had to deal with. 

Because they were coming out and he was crazy. But what crazy was from my 

perspective when I was a child was I'm not getting any attention from this man. He was 

not abusive to anyone, he ignored us, and he ignored my mother. My parents are still 

married and he is much happier and much healthier and really did get some very very 
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good help. But as far as from a child's perspective, I had a great childhood. I had, my 

mother was very involved with all, she had three kids in four and a half years, girl, boy, 

girl and we fought as children but I wouldn't call it violence, I would call it normal 

sibling stuff. 

Q. What about conflict in your home? 

A. My dad's word was law. My mother did not; my mother has a very passive 

personality. She's very boisterous and vivacious in her own group and in her own 

personality. But her relationship with my father is very submissive. And she would 

protect our needs and interests, like if dad said, no, you can't have five dollars for 

whatever this thing is. She might sliOp it to you under the table. But she would not stand 

up and cross him in any way or suggest something else. We had the same vacation every 

year. My dad was into, what was normal to him was routine. We went to Colorado every 

summer for two weeks, since I was four. We ate at the same time every day. He went to 

our farm north of McKinney every Wednesday night because he was off on Thursday. 

Then he worked Friday and Saturday, he was; a veterinarian. Had his own practice. He 

was very anal, everything was in a box. And I was a little more artistic and kind of 

pushed the envelope a lot. Plus I was the first child. I had some spankings, but it was 

very normal spankings for the sixties. Or that time period, I was never abused. 

Q. How was discipline handled? 

A. When we were young it was spanking. When we got older, my parents took a very 

proactive role in new philosophies; they were into I'm OK, You're OK when it first came 
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out. At a very young age I read, a child is born. I took classes in parent effectiveness 

training in college. We were very proactive in learning about human nature, and human 

responses and human relationships. And my parents would actually use us as guinea pigs. 

So they would go to these classes in I'm OK, you're OK, and parent effectiveness 

training, and all these things and come home and talk to us about it. The gestalt theory, or 

whatever it was, and we had three chairs, and we had to sit, and I had to be I, me, Oh, yes, 

I was doing this at 10, 12, 14 years old. AND my dad would actually, it's the first time I 

ever saw my dad cry, was doing that exercise. Because he then became the child in the 

seat, and started to cry and I was just taken, I remember it vividly. Because my father 

didn't cry. But he was learning to cry. He was learning about that scared little boy in 

him. So he went through all of this process to show us how to do it. And my sister and I 

talk about it frequently, how fortunate we were. To get a lot of this information at such a 

young age. Discipline went from spanking to my parents' intentional level of awareness 

and trying to communicate better, not only with each other, but with us. So then we went 

into I don't know, different forms of learning to communicate. And all the spanking 

stopped. 

Q. Were you touched inappropriately by anyone when you were a child. 

A. The only .. .I guess it was inappropriate. But he was a year older than me; it was more 

experimentation with my cousin who is a year older than me. And he's male. And it was 

I'd show you mine if you show me yours. I remember it in my mind. I don't know if I 

felt it \Vas inappropriate at the time and that's why I recall it, or a combination. that's the 
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only thing. 

Q. Did you ever see or hear anything between your parents that scared you? 

A. Scare me, no. As far as violence, or ... the only time I remember being frightened, my 

dad had an apartment for a month. And I remember at one time being frightened that they 

might get divorced. Of course the other 90% of me thought that it might be better. 

Because they didn't seem to have .. .I always longed. And maybe that's why I'm so 

adamant about it now .... I always longed for my parents to have a balanced relationship. 

And he was so domineering. And I thought that maybe it would be better for her. He 

controlled the money and he controlled her and he controlled us and we couldn't talk to 

him before dinner, we had all these rules. I think maybe part of that was selfish on my 

part when I was 12 or 13; I probably wanted him to leave the house. When he wasn't 

home everything was peaceful. · When he was home we were all kind of a little edgy. We 

didn't want to piss him off. He didn't ever strike anyone, he was just ... 

Q. What happens if you pissed him off?' 

A. Go to your room and create tension, trying to remember, he didn't act angry, his 

whole demeanor put everyone ill at ease. We couldn't laugh, you're too loud, of course 

mother normalized all that and she would say, shhhh, your father's trying to. It just was 

tense. It just wasn't fun from a kid's point of view, we wanted to relax. And I think 

that's why I'm going through what I'm going through now with my kids and G. G has 

that same demeanor. And the kids, shhh, and I find myself quieting them, and you know 

it's their house too. You know, so, I think it was just the tension. We were kind ofhappy 
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to have that break from the tension. But he came back. 

Q. How do you think your experiences as a child influence you in your adult intimate 

relationships? 

A. There we go, kind of seguewayed. I try to make G happy like my mother did. I've 

seen more and more of my mother in me the older I get. Of course I think I've heard that 

from every woman I know. It's terrifying. I'm trying to keep the peace and keep 

everybody happy. And I know my mother did that. I watched her do that and I vowed 

not to so what its creating in me, while she was peaceful with that role, I'm in conflict 

with that role. Because I've seen you do it and I don't want to do it. I want G to be 

responsible for him and I don't want to protect the children from his outbursts or his 

slamming the door. And I'm tired of being in the middle and my mother still feels she is 

in the middle. I have a brother who is still on drugs and alcohol at age 40 and can't get 

his act together. And he calls my mother and my mother has to talk to my father about it, 

and he needs money and he is nearly 40 years old. She is-still playing that role and that's 

why I told you yesterday I guess it was, that I'm trying to release myself from that role. 

And I'm also asking for my family for help to get released from that role. I don't want to 

play; I don't want them to manipulate me into that. And I want to take responsibility to 

kind of cease that behavior. I think that is the biggest link between my childhood and 

this. I'm trying to create the perfect family where everybody is happy. And it's 

backfiring; it doesn't work at all. 

Q. Some people think men and women's violence is different. What do you think? 
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A. I think it is different. I have not put it into words yet, but let me see if I can. I think 

women, I think violence for women is a final straw. I think it comes after taking a great 

deal of abuse after a long period of time. Maybe that's why the violence with women is 

with their partner. It's not with the grocer, it's not with the babysitter, and it's not with 

anybody outside. 

Because it takes a long time to get to that point. And I think it is very specific to the 

partner. I think men's violence is almost like a pressure cooker. That it doesn't matter 

who laid the demons in there. And the demons may be from age 2, 5, 7, you know, 30, it 

doesn't matter. But every once in a while the steam has got to be let out of the pressure 

cooker and you just hope your not around when it happens. That's the way it feels from 

my perspective cause G is going to and working on and hopefully going to be successful 

at learning what those demons are, but I didn't put them there. And he is aware of that. 

And he has taken them out on me. I don't think women do that. I think, I deal with my 

demons totally differently. I deal with growing up and making hard choices, and life 

stresses differently. I feel horrible if I even take it out on G and say, please just leave me 

along. I say, no honey, I'm sorry, it's not directed at you. I compartmentalize better. I 

can tell its work. G, after four or five months looks back and goes. you know, I was 

probably unhappy in my job. And I want to say, No kidding. And it just builds up and 

builds up and your there. It may not have to do with me. And most of the time it doesn't. 

But with me, if I really, if I was going to slap G again it would be very much about G. It 

would not be about work and it would not be about a hard day with the kids. And it 
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would not, I'm just, I'm a little smarter about my anger, I'm a little smarter about my 

frustrations. And I don't take them out on my friends. I've seen G be right at the edge of 

the pressure cooker and everything is building up and he will spout off at a male friend. 

Had nothing to do with the male friend. It's a release. And for me it is trying to solve a 

problem, it is very specific. And frustration in not being able to do that. Does that 

distinguish between the two at all? G's anger, I also think women are more open to 

looking within and solving those problems. I don't think they walk around with as much, 

I think it is terrifying to men to look in there at the demons and at the old, old, stuff that 

they have been carrying around. And I don't think they are as willing to do that. So I 

think that G is very well aware of his anger, I think he is well aware now, in his forties, 

how it is manifesting itself. And he would rather live with it and contain it than look 

inside of it. And ifhe continues to do that and it gets worse, the consequences of that are 

going to be huge. He already lost his family once and he knows that that is a possibility. 

Yet he still wont' go get individual therapy. It's just too scary and I don't think women 

are that frightened of their self search. 

Q. Some of what I hear from women has to do with that frustration of being heard. 

A. Absolutely. I think when you try and try and try to be heard. That's where it comes to 

the friendship. I see G paying a great deal of attention to his friendships and listening and 

rm not up there in that elite group. I feel put down by that. And I'm not being heard and 

I want to, I want so desperately to be his friend and on the same level and have a mutual 

respect. And if someone is willing to call me a name and tum around and walk off, 
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simply because I'm expressing my feelings and I happen to cry through them, then I feel 

that I'm sub-him and I'm not being heard. And that is very, very frustrating. I've never 

been called to violence by that, but I think when I slapped him, that was more such a put 

down. But I was at the end of my rope, I had not been heard. The biggest thing with G is 

I felt like, in addition to this, when women don't feel like they can be themselves, and be 

loved as themselves, that is, I don't want to have to become someone else so that he can 

be happy. And I find myself doing that. I want to be able to be C, and someone instead 

of saying, 'that's just silly', instead of saying, 'well, yeah, honey, I can see how you feel 

that way'. Or think that my remark was comical even. If I say something, I'm trying to 

think of a good example, this happened recently, what was it? I can't recall the instance. 

But I really think hat it would be the greatest act of love if G would allow C to be 

whoever she wanted to be and accept whatever that is. And if I felt that that was the kind 

of relationship I was in. That when I walked into my house, and was so at peace, because 

that person loved me no matter what. And if I was having a bad day, or a good day or a 

quiet day or whatever I wanted day that that would be accepted, and there would be a lot 

of peace in the house. And I can't ever, ever, imagine violence entering that stuff, from 

my perspective. Ever. If I was accepted. But I find myself having to become someone to 

keep the peace, to accommodate him, to and I'm just kind of getting too old to do that 

anymore. 
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Interview 7 -additions 

Notes from telephone conversation after participant responded to my letter 

Q. What has been going on with you since we last talked? 

A. I got in a hit head-on car accident. I was in a, wheelchair three or four months. I was 

in the hospital three days and I was getting evicted from my home His father owned the 

house, and I got evicted. I met a man in AA. We lived with his mom. 

(Current partner not abusive, very supportive. Been together for a year. Rough year.) 

A. I have had to fight to get my medication. I have brain damage from the head injuries. 

They are treating it as if I'm bipolar. I have not been violent. I have had relapses 

(alcohol). I haven't been violent in two years. I'm really into AA. I got five years 

probation for the felony charge, they dropped it to reckless injury to a child. I've been in 

Green Oaks. ( psychotic episodes with alcohol.) I also have seizures. The key to my 

anger is don't drink. Don't black out. 

Q. After reviewing the tapes I wanted to ask you about your childhood, specifically your 

relationship with your mother. 

A. Mom to this day calls me her bad daughter. My sister is in the Marines. My mom 

would admit I was the practice kid, and they screwed up with me. They didn't know how 

to raise me. She labeled me as the bad child. I'm now in drug rehab, 1st step. My 

childhood was pretty damn good, but kids are kids. I never did anything bad. 

My mom was quite the lush, I had absolutely no respect for her when I was a kid. I'm not 
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going to listen to no drunk. The only reason my dad would get me to listen was ifhe took 

that belt off, that would get my attention. 

Q. When did you leave home? 

A. I left the state at 19. I finished high school. My mom and dad walked out on my high 

school graduation. They left, they didn't wait for the rest of the ceremony. Going 

through motherhood now, I can relate to my mom a lot. I get a whole 3 hours a week 

with my kids. My new son was born March 31. A couple of times I've heard my ex

husband start to raise his voice with my kids. If I ever catch him verbally abusing them. 

He'll wish he never heard of me. 

Q. Do you feel like your dad abused you? 

A. The verbal and mental. If dad raised his voice, you better hit the floor (when I was a 

kid). 

Q. Talk some more about the first time you were arrested. 

A. My first adult charge, I maced him, shortly after I got my head injury. He was going 

to hit me, I didn't allow him enough time to hit back. He was wearing the evidence, his 

word against mine. I can't remember the next three or four years. I remember waking up 

in the hospital with a priest over me thinking I was dead (after the car accident). I lost 

my smell and my taste for years, but I got it back. I'm so grateful. I got married at 22. 

About S, I do know this much, even on my sober days, I used to throw things at him. One 

time I threw a Betty Crocker book at him. Mentally and emotionally he was abusive. 

Without even saying a word he could antagonize me. He was at Hope's Door for a year 
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with anger management. Typical example, I'm still having seizures, we'd get into a fight, 

and he would use this term "take five." I'm not an idiot, he would take five days, and go 

on a drinking bender and he'd come home and I'd be flaming mad. He'd hold a grudge. 

Not the fact of leaving to cool off, but the staying gone for five days and not being able to 

reach him or talking things out. I'm always more of a talker. He'd just walk out, not say 

goodbye. He was less than a mile from his mom and dad's lake cabin and he would go 

over there. He would not answer the phone. I would leave messages on his voice mail. 

To this day, he is still real disappointing. I'm hoping I get my shit together soon and am 

in my kid's life. 

I was a drunk for a couple of months, and why? I didn't want to deal with his family. 

Q. How did your childhood affect your intimate relationships? 

A. I really didn't have intimate relationships. I got raped when I was 13. Drunk at a 

party, date raped thing. Anything after that wasn't a good experience. I would use sex as 

a type of attention, because if I was with a boy, I got attention and I required it. My dad 

was a workaholic. They never had time for me. They were always doing their trips and 

doing things. They were wealthy. I got babysitters, I got grandparents to watch me. If I 

didn't get attention at home, I'd get it. Home was not a nice place. I tried not to be at 

home by being in school activities. Actual emotions and feelings, pretty much all 

alcohol. I didn't loveS. We'd deny it to our dying days that we were boyfriend and 

girlfriend. We got along when we were drinking a drugging. Bonnie and Clyde sums it 

up. Honestly, love, that's a tough one. This is the first good relationship I've been in and 
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it's the first time I've told a man I love him. I was very cold-hearted, chew them out, spit 

them out. It was always a tum of£ I would always get the psychos who would stalk me. 

I'd rather screw a stranger than be with someone I knew. Because that way there would 

be no attachment. I've been stalked too much. By boyfriends in high school, work, you 

name it. I just had a job three months in McKinney, and I even got stalked by one of the 

customers. 

Q. I'm a little confused about what happened the night you were arrested. 

A. Who wouldn't flip if your children were in another room, and you couldn't get to 

them. S had shut the door and locked it. They dropped the charge. I just don't see it 

happening the way he said. We' 11 never know what happened that night. 

I'm getting my memories back. Drinking around the holidays. I don't like what I'm 

remembering, about other people. 

I've been raped six times. The worst time was in Miami when I had my car stolen. I was 

found on the pavement. I thought I was doing a line of cocaine, it ended up being PCP, 

and I set myself up to be raped again. Allowed me to keep my eyes open and not move. 

After he's done with me he gets in my car, and I couldn't do nothing. I'm laying on the 

sidewalk. (this was someone she new) I don't even call it rape. I was a stupid fool, doing 

drugs. My first time, I passed out a party. I've been violated so many times, it's like, stay 

away. Even when I used to dance in the nightclub ... Before, you tap me on the shoulder, 

I'd deck you. You did not touch me. I was very funny about it. 

I've got the ankle bracelet on. I can only leave the house four times a day. 
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Coding Categories First level 

Alcohol/drug abuse 101 
Asked for help without success 102 
Children as witnesses 103 
Child Abuse 104 
Childhood emotional abuse 1 05 
Childhood physical abuse 1 06 
Childhood sexual abuse 107 
Childhood therapy 108 
Childhood violence 165 
Communicaiton Problems 109 
Consequences for using violence: getting hurt 110 
Control 111 · 
Depression' 112 
Disregarded by dad 113 
Discipline as a child (none/inconsistent) 114 
Don't take shit/ not a victim 115 
Effects of violence on partner 116 
Family instability (childhood) 117 
Father relationship disconnect 118 
Father physically abusive to mother 119 
Gender effects: pleaser 120 
Ignoring partner incites conflict 121 
Interracial couple 122 
Memory lapses 123 
Minimizing partner's violence 130 
Money problems 125 
Mother's bad behavior/neglect 128 
Mother depressed 163 
Mother relationship/disconnect 129 
Mother physically abusive to father 124 
Mutual combat 126 
Myth that men don't hit back 127 
Non-partner violence 131 
Not trusting/hypervigilence 132 
Parents not solving conflict 133 
Partner's emotional abuse 134 
Partner's parents violence 13 6 
Partner shut down/refuse to talk 141 a 
Partner inviting violence 140 
Partner jealousy 135 
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Partner not listening 141 
Partner's physical violence 137 
Partner's physical strength/intimidation 138 
Partner restrains/blocks subjects 139 
Partner shut down/refuse to talk/leave 141 a 
Police retaliating against women 142 
Post-partum violence 143 
Protecting mom 145 
Protecting kids 144 
Rage (subjects) 146 
Rage/partner's 14 7 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse 149 
Throwing things/slamming doors 150 
Unwanted pregnancy 151 
Using weapons 153 
Violent Acts 154 
Youth Immaturity 152 

Coding Categories First level 
With additions 
Grouped by themes I Childhood 

Childhood 
Childhood emotional abuse 105 
Childhood physical abuse 1 06 
Childhood sexual abuse 107 
Childhood therapy 1 08 
Childhood violence 165 
Disregarded by dad 113 
Discipline as a child (none/inconsistent) 114 
Family instability (childhood) 117 
Father relationship disconnect 118 
Father physically abusive to mother 119 
Father emotionally abusive to mother 158 
Father violent (general) 164 
Mother's bad behavior/neglect 128 
Mother depressed 163 
Mother relationship/disconnect 129 
Mother physically abusive to father 124 
Mother depressed 163 
Protecting mom 145 
Sibling violence 168 
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Parents not solving conflict 133 

Mom 
Mother's bad behavior/neglect 128 
Mother depressed 163 
Mother relationship/disconnect 129 
Mother physically abusive to father 124 
Mother depressed 163 
Protecting mom 145 

Dad 
Father relationship disconnect 118 
Father physically abusive to mother 119 
Father emotionally abusive to mother 158 
Father violent (general) 164 

Violence 
Childhood emotional abuse 
Childhood physical abuse 1 06 
Childhood sexual abuse 1 07 
Childhood violence 165 
Father physically abusive to mother 119 
Father emotionally abusive to mother 158 
Father violent (general) 164 
Mother physically abusive to father 124 
Sibling violence 168 

Neglect 
Disregarded by dad 113 
Discipline as a child (none/inconsistent) 114 
Family instability (childhood) 117 
Father relationship disconnect 118 
Mother's bad behavior/neglect 128 
Mother relationship/disconnect 129 
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Coding Categories First level 
With additions 
Grouped by themes I 

Partner 
Age differences 162 
Alcohol/drug abuse 101 
Control 111 
Effects of violence on partner 116 
Fearing Partner 155 
Infidelity 158 
Ignoring partner incites conflict 
~utualcombat 126 
Interracial couple 122 
Partner's emotional abuse 134 
Partner's parents violence 136 
Partner shut down/refuse to talk 141 a 
Partner inviting violence 140 
Partner jealousy 135 
Partner not listening 141 
Partner's physical violence 137 
Partner's physical strength/intimidation I 3 8 
Partner restrains/blocks subjects 139 
Partner's sexism 172 
Partner shut down/refuse to talk/leave 141 a 
Rage/partner's 14 7 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse 149 
Threaten to call police 170 
Communication Problems I 09 
Gender effects: men's violence as a release 161 
Youth Immaturity 152 
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Demographic Factors 
Age differences 162 
Interracial couple 122 
Youth Immaturity 152 

Partner's Physical Violence/Intimidation 
Fearing Partner 155 
~utualcombat 126 
Partner's emotional abuse 134 
Partner's physical violence 137 
Partner's physical strength/intimidation 13 8 
Partner restrains/blocks subjects 139 
Rage/partner's 14 7 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 

Partner's Non-validation/shut down 
Partner's emotional abuse 134 
Partner shut down/refuse to talk 141a 
Partner not listening 141 
Communication Problems 1 09 
Partner's motivation 
Control 111 
~utualcombat 126 
Partner inviting violence 140 
Partner jealousy 135 
Partner's sexism 172 
Rage/partner's 14 7 
Ignoring partner incites conflict 

Coding Categories First level 
With additions 
Grouped by themes I 

Women 
Age differences 162 
Interracial couple 122 
Youth Immaturity 152 
Asked for help without success 102 
Child Abuse 104 
Depression' 112 
Don't take shit/ not a victim 115 
Consequences for using violence: getting hurt 11 0 
Consequences for using violence: losing your family 156 
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Gender effects: pleaser 120 
Gender effects: violence as the last straw 160 
Isolation 171 
~erno~lapses 123 
Minimizing partner's violence 130 
~oney problems 125 
~yth that men don't hit back 127 
Non-partner violence 131 
Not trustinglhypervigilence 132 
Police retaliating against women 142 
Post-partum violence 143 
Pre-emptive strike 166 
Prior relationship normal 1 73 
Throwing things/slamming doors 150 
Protecting kids 144 
Rage (subjects) 146 
Trying to change partner 169 
Protecting kids 144 
Remorse for violence 167 
Unwanted pregnancy 151 
Using weapons 153 
Violent Acts 154 
Prior relationship normal173 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse 149 
Control 111 

Violence 
Child Abuse 104 
Gender effects: violence as the last straw 160 
Non-partner violence 131 
Post-partum violence 143 
Pre-emptive strike 166 
Throwing things/slamming doors 150 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse 149 
Rage (subjects) 146 
Using weapons 153 
Violent Acts 154 

Battered woman effects 
Depression 112 
Isolation 1 71 
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~erno~lapses 123 
~inimizing partner's violence 130 
Not trustinglhypervigilence 132 
Prior relationship normal 1 73 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse 149 
Control Ill 
Asked for help without success 1 02 
Gender effects: violence as the last straw I60 
Not trustinglhypervigilence I32 

Depression/PTSD 
Depression 112 
~erno~lapses 123 
Isolation 171 
Not trusting/hypervigilence I32 
Post-partum violence 143 

A tttitudes/M otivations 
Retaliating for partner's violence 148 
Retaliation for emotional abuse I49 
Control Ill 
Don't take shit/ not a victim 115 
Gender effects: pleaser 120 
Gender effects: violence as the last straw I60 
Minimizing partner's violence 130 
Not trusting/hypervigilence 132 
Pre-emptive strike 166 
Protecting kids 144 
Rage (subjects) 146 
Trying to change partner 169 
Protecting kids 144 
Remorse for violence 167 

Demographics 
Age differences 162 
Interracial couple 122 
Youth Immaturity 152 

Not a victim 
Retaliating for partper' s violence 148 
Retaliation for emotion.al abuse 149 
Control 111 
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Coded responses 

Childhood sexual abuse 107 
(2) That would be my mom's younger brother. He's six years older than me. I was seven 
and lie was 14. I never considered it being molested until I started going to counseling; 
and I told them and it was like ... you feel mine and let me feel yours kind of thing. 
fondling kind of thing. But I just thought, we were kids. But when I spoke with my 
counselor, she said, "how old was he" at 14, he knew better than to do that to you. I've 
been dealing with that, too ..... I was trying to figure out where it came from and I just, 
kept thinking of that uncle, that did that to me. That I hated him. I wished I could kill him 
for what he did to me. 
(1) p. 14 But I lost my virginity when I was 12. I didn't know any better. I thought that's 
what I was supposed to do at that age. 
Q. How old was the guy? 
A. 16. He didn't know I was 12 and a virgin. He thought I was 16 and had already had 
sex before. But I lost my virginity when I was 12. I didn't know any better. I thought 
that's what I was supposed to do at that age. 
# 1 p. 23 ... even things that shouldn't have been cool, was cool. My dad would talk to 
mea bout his woman friends. Didn't need to hear anything.he never treated me as a 
daughter. For years therapists have thought that there was some kind of inappropriate 
abuse there. But I have no memories of it. I knew ... well the light went off, kind of when 
I was 16. My dad would pat me on the bottom and kiss me on the lips. which lots of 
parents kiss kids on the lips that should be a normal thing but it never felt right. But 
there's no memory of abuse, there's just the memory of him not treating me as a daughter. 
You know. 
#3 p. 3 I remember my father, he molested my sister. She had a different father than I 
did. 
p. 4. My father tried to molest me. But he didn't' touch me I was 16. This was when he 
first came home from prison. And it was just him and I there. And I was taking a shower. 
I had soap all over me, I was washing my hair. And he came banging on the door and 
told me to get out. I said I had soap on me. And he said he didn't care, get out of the 
shower. So I had to get out with soap all over me. So I went to my room with a towel 
wrapped around me and he came in my room and he asked me to remove my towel. And I 
said no. And he said, well, I'm your daddy. He said, you can do it. And I said no, daddy 
that's wrong. And he got up and walked out of my room. . .. Oh, I wanted to tell you that 
my stepfather molested me. Yes. He used to put his tongue in my mouth and kiss me. 
Q. How old were you? 
A. I was probably about 10. 
Q. This was after your dad \Vent to prison, before he came back? 
A. My mother didn't know about it, I didn't say anything to her. I wanted to, but what 
would be the use of telling her? 
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# 3 p. 12 Q. So he would stick his tongue in your mouth, did he touch you in other ways? 
A. Uh huh, but that was it. Even when he stuck his tongue in my mouth, I really 

didn't think there was anything wrong with that. I thought it was normal. 

#5 p. 12. I was date raped in college. And that came up. And I had forgotten, or put that 
away. And when I went through therapy after my marriage ended, that came back up. I 
realized that fear was still in there. I was overpowered. I was not bruised, physically. I 
was overpowered, and emotionally I didn't deal with it at the time. It really was just that 
and the worst thing that came of it was guilt. I thought I invited that. And at the time 
there was a lot less talk this was in the 70s, mid to late 70s. And at the time I thought 
there was little talk about when a girl says no, that means no. It was before all that. So I 
took a lot of that on board and I thought that was my fault. So the guilt came up in 
therapy however many years later. 
#8 p. 1 .I guess the experiences with violence all dates back to when I was a kid. My dad 
started to abuse me when I was about eight years old. Since I was an adopted child, they 
treated me like I was the black sheep ofthe family ... p. 24 Q. Overall, what were your 
feelings toward your mom when you were growing up. 
A. I wanted her to believe in me. Honestly, for her to believe me. After I told her what 
my dad did to me, she didn't believe me. In fact, she slapped me. My sisters beat me up 
and all of my brothers, except for ... didn't believe me. I loved her so much (tears). That 
it broke my heart when she did all those things. It broke me in half worse when she told 
me she'd never be proud of me. 
Q. So you said you were sexually abused by your dad when you were growing up? 

A.I was sexually, mentally, and emotionally abused. 
Q. Starting when you were eight? 

A. When I was eight until I was 15. 
Q> until you moved out? 
#1 0 p. 1 When I was a child I was sexually abused. Is that violence? 
Q. Yes 
A. Once by my uncles from ages of four to six and pretty much I had a great childhood. 
p. 21 My uncles sexually abused me and told me it was real important not to tell, you 
know about this touching, feeling kind of thing. But then one day we were taking a bath 
and my uncle masturbated in front of me. And I told my mom. And then the whole story 
started coming out. I didn't tell while they were touching me, it was just the masturbation 

thing. And everything else. 
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Reflective Journal 
Interview 5 

C is an attractive, well-groomed white woman who has a professional job. She is 

petite with blond hair and blue eyes and projects an air of having it all together. She is in 

her third marriage and has two children. She is early in her marriage to a powerful, 

wealthy man who may not be entirely enamored of her children. For all the self

confidence she projects, C has a history of being abused by several men, and appears at 

times desperate to keep her marriage intact, willing to put up with a lot -possible 

infidelity, insults, drinking problem, etc. 

She's older than most of the other women. And has a longer history of partner 

abuse. 

She is very articulate and describes being physically abused by her first two 

husbands, and a prior boyfriend in addition to being date raped in college. The abuse was 

not ongoing, but was serious enough to cause her to develop a heightened sense of fear, 

and the resolve to 'do something next time' rather than just putting up with it again. This 

is similar to the 'don't take shit' attitude of many of the other women, but perhaps 

because of her SES, she translated don't take shit into asking for help instead of pulling a 

weapon. She has a lot of insight, and has spent a lot of time thinking about why she got 

into these situations with men. She identified in herself the attitude of taking care of it 

herself, rather than asking for help. And she thought that this was what caused her to 
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keep getting hurt, so she resolved to ask for help the next time she felt threatened by a 

man. 

Ironically, the fact that she asked for help is what got her arrested. The Addison 

police, in what I think is a total misinterpretation of the law, arrested her when she called 

for help. Although her husband outweighed her by 100 pounds, and she was terrified of 

him, they arrested her for slapping him. This is the reductionist cop crap about looking 

for a wound, and arresting the other party. Her husband's face had a hand print. This is 

the same stuff that gets women arrested because their nails leave marks, while the bruises 

their partners have inflicted have not shown up yet. She had the attitude that many of the 

women had, the myth that if they slapped or hit their partner, that he would not hit them 

back. She was shocked that her 'genteel' husband went after her physically after she gave 

him a 'Hollywood slap'. This was an example of her retaliating for emotional abuse 

rather than physical abuse. Slapping the cad because he was 'vulgar'. 

C articulately describes her frustration with all of her partners because of their 

refusal to communicate and feeling shut down and shut out, treated as less than and 

disrespected. Her desperate need to be validated by these men emerges as a theme, 

inciting her to push them verbally, to the point where they attacked her physically at 

times. She is very needy now, and describes being even more needy when she was 

younger. She has the insight to relate this neediness to her father's rejection and the 

disconnect in their relationship. She describes her father as dominant, ruling over the 

entire family, anal and controlling. She was the artistic child who pushed the envelope 
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and was not validated by him. 

She strikes me as trying sooo hard. Trying hard to be a good mother, good wife, 

good person. Trying hard to be sane. Going to therapy. Working on the relationship, 

working, working to be what these men want or what somehow she should be. I relate a 

lot to her. I see myself in her, always striving, always accommodating. Getting angry and 

frustrated about not being heard, but putting myself last. Putting myself in my mother's 

place at the same time I devalue my mother for her subservience. C devalued her mother 

and hated her father for his domineering, controlling ways, yet finds herself struggling in 

relationships with men who feel entitled to the same control her father exhibited. Yet she 

enables them to take that control. And when she tried to take that control back, by 

retaliating for abuse and calling for help, she ended up in jail. 
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Peer debriefing memo 9-13-02 

Met with Abhi Kang and reviewed and discussed some of the preliminary findings of the 

study. 

Re: findings on Alcohol abuse tie-in: This is similar finding to Gondolfs male batterer 

study. Gondolffound that their were two major predictors for men re-assaulting: victim's 

prediction that he would and his pattern of drunkenness, alcohol abuse, not necessarily 

alcoholism. 

Re: mother relationship disconnect: Related to the finding that many of these women left 

home early. How early? I need to pull that data out of the interviews and see how it 

connects to the childhood violence and adult violence. Perhaps mother was disconnected 

because she was a victim of domestic violence as well? A number of them were. 

Perhaps it is because mother is depressed. We know that some of their mothers were, in 

fact one tried to commit suicide. It's safer to blame mom, scarier to blame dad. Because 

dad may be an abuser, or otherwise in power. These women are so intent on not being a 

victim, they can't identify with mom who is a victim. It's not safe to be connected to 

mom. 

Re: several women saying they were daddy's girls,: Was dad using her as a substitue for 

mom. Sexually abusing her, or emotionally using her as a surrogate for a wife who is 

depressed or otherwise unavailable? 

Re: the youth finding: Is this similar to the stuff we know about male batterers, that they 
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are stuck in perpetual adolescence, if not real adolescence. Maybe it has more to do with 

the victims of sexual abuse- stuck at whatever developmental stage they were in when 

they were sexually abused. Of course this is a finding about actual youth. These girls left 

home early because they were being abused?? Then they were taken advantage of by their 

partners after they moved out of their parents homes. 

Re: He doesn't listen: If you have grown up discounting youself, or being discounted or 

disregarded by mom and or dad, and you identify yourself as 'not a victim' -it becomes 

imperative not be discounted in an intimate relationship. She becomes desperate for 

validating. He HAS TO listen. 

Re: Jealousy: Parnter's jealousy classic tactic of power and control used by male 

batterers. 

Re: Women's rage: Perhaps this is just what she does when she finally has the moments 

of clarity about the unfairness of her life, and her abuse. These women have no real role 

models for intimacy, their parents for the most part have failed relationships. 

Re: Mutual combat: It's just about not being a victim. Fighting back fits with the mindset 

of refusing to be a victim. 

Re: Postpartum violence: It's about protecting my child. It's the last straw. He won't do 

this when I have a child. Also about depression, being overwhelmed, not receiving help 

or support from him. 

Re: Depression: our sense as mental health providers that these women under-reported 

depression. More of them were depressed. It may not have naturally emerged as a 
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finding in every interview, but many more of them were depressed. 

Re: Family of Origin theory: One of the women was a replacement child. Lots of times 

these women were IP's as children. Some of them were institutionalized as adolescents. 

Lots of times the families were chaotic, and the women were labeled as problems. 
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Auditor Debriefing Memo 

Meeting with Deborah Cosima, 9-30-02 

I met with Deborah Cosima, the auditor for this study, and brought her all the transcribed 

interviews, coding and memos that exist on the project at this time. She reviewed the 

materials and discussed some of the findings with me, as well as some of the 

methodology. We discussed my concerns about re-contacting these women regarding the 

safety issues. While the women have given consent to be contacted again, she shares my 

concerns that time has passed, we do not know who these women are living with at this 

time, and we need to be careful with all contact. The concern is that if they are living 

with their perpetrator, that he might become angry that she is revealing information to an 

outsider, and this might put her at risk. It was agreed that I would send a very neutral 

note to the women, inviting them to contact me. 

Regarding the women who participated in general violence as well as DV, 

suggested that I break that down to distinguish between those who had been violent with 

strangers, or just with other family members, ie siblings, mom, etc. The women who 

experienced more generalized violence-have they had more contact with social services 

over the years? I believe at least two of them were institutionalized as children, as a 

consequence of their juvenile acting out, perhaps as a referral from the juvenile justice 

system. Deborah felt it was important to distinguish that these women had been 
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identified as needing therapy, rather than that they definitely needed therapy. I think there 

is something to the fact that they were often the Ips in their families of origin, and were 

labeled the problem, to be sent away and 'fixed'. Were these women at the age where 

they would have been adolescents in the 80s when there was a lot of sending adolescents 

to treatment centers? Yes, I believe so. 

Deborah raises the question of why these women wanted to talk at all. I 

responded that I think they have a real need to be heard, to tell their stories. I think part 

of the reason they act out with their partners is because they do not feel heard or 

validated, and many if not most of them did not feel validated by their parents. This 

opportunity represented a place to be heard and validated. I also think some of the 

women participated because they needed the $10 participation fee. 

Discussed #4 as a potential negative case analysis. #4 is the client who shot her 

husband, but denies any prior physical abuse, or abuse as a child. Deborah doesn't 

believe she wasn't abused as a child. It is possible that it is out of her awareness. I told 

her about my theory that severe, ongoing psychological abuse, such as the abuse that this 

woman experienced, could cause the same type of reaction that prior physical abuse 

does., i.e. fighting back, retribution, etc. Deborah believes that this woman probably 

experienced more physical abuse than she reports, that she is minimizing. That is 

certainly possible, but I really tried to clarify it with her at the time, and throughout group 

she denied any physical abuse. 

Discussed the fact that women who had been physically abused as a child 
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experienced more partner violence. Related that to the potential age difference of when 

women left home. Need to quantify that. Most of those women who experienced severe 

abuse as a child left home very early, then were victimized by their partners. Did any 

who left home early not experience physical abuse as a child? I don't think so. 

Deborah was interested in the fact that the population is not primarily lower SES, 

but is mixed including middle class. Most studies ofDV perpetrators have more lower 

SES, higher proportion of minorities. While my groups over the years have been pretty 

heavily minority, this population was not. That is in part because the sample was pulled 

from both New Beginnings as well as Family Place clients. New Beginnings is located in 

a more white area of town, and has a larger proportion of white clients. Perhaps fewer 

minorities chose to participate in this st\ldy because I am white and they were not 

comfortable sharing their stories with me?? Male DV perpetrators are typically lower 

SES, more minorities. 

Talked about the fact that these women did not express jealousy of their partners. 

How does this relate to patriarchal terrorism? Can we do a typology of these women that 

says they are not patriarchal terrorists? I do think that control is not an issue in the same 

way. There is more mutual combat that terrorism. How many of the women whose 

partners were jealous of them experienced violence at the hands of those partners?? I 

need to look at that, but I'm sure it is most of them. They describe the jealousy as a 

precursor to violence. 

Deborah is working with the data from the Gondolf study of battering intervention 
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programs, looking at their partners. These women had not sought victim services prior to 

their husbands entering BIPP programs. They are a different population. Deborah 

wonders if the partners of the women in my study, the male victims, are also a different 

population that hasn't come to light before. I'm not sure. I think many of them have 

come to light before as perpetrators of domestic violence, or in other forms as offenders. 

Talked about how many women have to endorse a position in order for it to be 

significant. I knew what Deborah would say before I asked her-advocate that she is--

that if one woman endorses it, it is significant. She talked about discussing this at a 

research conference with other psychology researchers as well. 

She is interested in a discourse analysis of the tenns and words these women use 

and what they really mean to them. It would be interesting. 

Referred me to Neil Jacobsen's study with Babcock (pitbulls and cobras) talking 

about when women were fighting with their partners they were not what we would think 

of as victims. Of course this relates to what I have termed "don't take shit, not a victim' 

stance that my subjects often take. 

Discussed the fact that the women themselves only occasionally labeled their 

partner's abusive behavior as having anything to do with sexism. Is this the younger 

women? Younger women don't seem to get the sexist thing. 

Regarding the women often asking for help and being turned away: pointed me to 

the Tammy Sutterfield study of women incarcerated for spousal homicide-they had not 

asked for help. 
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Post partum violence and the evolutionary psychology perspective: Keep him 

straight so she can keep the nest together. Being violent as a response to protect the 

children, or maybe just getting fed up, at the end of their rope. Depression, overwhelmed. 

Suggested putting more of the data onto charts, doing a distribution chart. 

Referred me to the National Institute of Justice database for more current crime stats, 

although current stats are hard to come by. 

Deborah thinks that expressing themselves, being heard may not be a true motive. 

It may be a descriptor of how these women feel, but not their true motive for violence. 

She is a die-hard that these women are responding to violence. I'm not sure, but it is an 

interesting perspective. 

335 



APPENDIX J 

Analytical memo example 

336 



Analytical Memo 
1-28-03 

Discussion with Dr. Stabb about the emerging theory from the study. Discussed 
how the data from the study fit the nested ecological theory of domestic violence. Also 
talked about how to present this theory, talking about how the themes and patterns that 
emerged from the study fit with this over-arching theory. She suggested looking at how 
the levels interact with each other in mutual and reciprocal ways, and how, perhaps they 
are directional in certain areas. Also talked about looking at something more specific to 
my study, less general. Considering how the ecological theory fits well with the data, but 
may be so general that it is not particularly informative. Talked about how my data fit 
with the typological theory (Johnson) that divides into patriarchal terrorists, mutual 
violent reisters, common couple violence, etc. 

In thinking more about the data and how it lends itself to the ecological model, I 
find myself less than comfortable with the way Carlson lays out the levels as Individual, 
family, sociostructural and sociocultural. She includes FOO factors in the Individual 
level, and talks about Family of Procreation factors on the family level. Dutton's theory 
breaks down to macro system (broad culture) exosystem (subculture) family 
(microsystem) and ontogeny (individually learned characteristics). In terms of how they 
interact, Dutton believes that macrosystem influences such as patriarchal structure have 
little effect on rates of wife assault, exosystem factors, especially subcultural norms for 
assaultiveness have a somewhat stronger effect, whereas microsystem and ontogenetic 
factors seem strongest of all. "Powerlessness rather than power seem to be implicated in 
male use of intimate violence and intimacy itself rather than gender politics seems to be 
the most crucial factor in such violence" p. 177 (Dutton, 1994). I'm not so sure about the 
way he has weighted it, either. His stuff emphasizes individual pathology, yet there are 
lots of people with axis 1 and 2 diagnoses who are not violent with their partners. I think 
I believe (and my data support) that there is a cumulative and interactive effect of 
experienced violence, childhood violence, prior partner violence, experience with 
violence in general, that interacts with violence in current relationships and individual 
pathology and individually experienced stressors to create battering behavior. There is an 
interactive effect of individual pathology and being the victim of childhood or adult 
abuse. In other words, victims of violence may have PTSD symptoms that may make 
them more hyperaroused, and likely to respond violently to perceived partner threat; 
victims of childhood abuse may have higher levels of depression and anxiety that make 
them more likely to be either victims or perpetrators of abuse. Battering behavior is then 
mediated by sociostructural factors such as arrest laws, probation, social service 
intervention, etc. The legal system and its attitudes about DV do not cause DV, but can 
reinforce it when it is disregarded, or decriminalized. Perhaps they can prevent it as well, 
by taking it seriously, and punishing offenders. Sociocultural factors such as patriarchy 
influence individuals by promoting power and control, and justifying wife abuse. Yet I 
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doubt that for most men, those underylying issues of male privilege and patriarchy are not 
at the front of their awareness when they are violent with their partners. For those who 
have never been arrested for DV, the police and court system response are not in their 
minds, either, when they strike out. 

I see individual factors (individual pathology, individual attitudes, individual 
resources, individual level of maturity, individually experienced stressors, experience 
with prior partner violence) 

Family of Procreation relationship factors (couple conflict patterns, self-defense, 
role conflicts, retaliation, power struggles, need to be heard, children/ step children 
factors, relationship to extended family, other support systems, divorce, child custody 
issues) 

Family of Origin factors (intergenerational transmission of violence, observing 
parental violence, experiencing childhood abuse, neglect, divorce, parental abandonment, 
learned attitudes about relationships, learned attitudes about patriarchy, gender roles, 
·family rules) 

Sociocultural factors: Including sociostructural factors such as police, courts, 
prison, systems, arrest policies, divorce and child custody laws and policies also societal 
attitudes about domestic violence, gender roles, societal attitudes about violence in 
general. 

In terms of overall impact, I believe the Family of Procreation relationship factors 
are the most important. Given the right situation, i.e. a violent partner and a survival 
instinct, almost anyone could become violent with their partner. 

Perhaps it depends on the level of pathology on each level, as to which one is 
more influential. For example, if an individual is violently psychotic, then the individual 
level is more important in predicting his violence. If the family of origin was extremely 
dysfunctional, with much abuse and witnessing of parental violence, then it may be the 
most important predictor, influencing a partner to become violent with very little 
provocation on the family of procreation level. 

While this all takes place with the backdrop of society's norms and rules, I don't think 
they are the predominant influencing features. Which of course bring into question 
feminist models of intervention with batterers ... 

I have this concept I keep coming back to as reaching the end of the rope, the end of the 
road, being backed into a comer, having no recourse but to fight, with the end of the road 
being reached by a number of paths, through family of origin abuse, current partner 
violence, etc. 
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So the nested levels are: 
Individual 
Relationship 
Family of Origin 
Societal 

This gives a greater emphasis to Family of Origin factors, which I think is valid, and de
emphasizes, to some degree, the societal level by collapsing it into one level. 
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