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Introduction

In the summer of 1979 I began working on a research project in Denver, Colorado that involved interviewing battered women from six states about violence they had experienced in a relationship with a spouse or lover.1 The questionnaire used was 200 pages long, and took six to eight hours to administer. I would spend an entire day with one woman in a room equipped with a couch, a chair, and a tape recorder. We were on the second floor of an old building; all the windows stood open, and my most vivid memory is of the cadence of women’s voices backed by the distant sound of sprinklers running on the lawn below us.

In what was usually a quiet and steady manner, woman after woman told of attacks by loved ones whose level of brutality paralleled that which I had previously associated only with assaults by strangers or with torture inflicted on prisoners in concentration camps. I came from a home where not even voices were raised. It was hard to believe what I was hearing, except that the accounts of different women from different backgrounds and circumstances were so similar.

Fall came and the furnace stuck on high. Again the windows stood open and, in bad weather, the snow blew in. Having a desk on the hall side became a high priority. But the project staff continued to interview women and I stayed on—amazed that a problem so serious could have been so long ignored; drawn by the challenges of trying to understand a phenomenon so vast and so well-hidden; and captivated by the strength and hope of the women before me.

The next summer, I was still there beginning work as a consultant on legal cases in which abused women were charged with the death or serious injury of their mates.2 I remember some of what I was thinking the morning of my first interview with one of these women. What would it be like to spend the day with someone who had killed another person? How would she act? What would she say?

She turned out to be a lot like other women I knew—like friends or family, like women in general—except that she had lived through experiences that, even to her, seemed unimaginable. I began looking for books about women who killed their partners, or even about partners who kill partners. I found only two.3 It seemed that the place to learn was from the women themselves.

For the next three years I conducted interviews with accused women, read corroborating documents, worked with their attorneys, and followed the outcomes of their trials. Some of the interviews took place in jails, the woman and I sitting in wooden chairs at wooden tables marked with messages from other women who had been there before us. One interview was conducted in the house where the homicide occurred; bullet holes were visible in the stairway and the man’s coat still hung in the hall.

The evaluations now took 10 to 12 hours to complete, and many more to code and write up. But the extensive questioning was providing a wealth of information about the dynamics of little-studied relationships, from the perspective of victims who struck back in their own defense.

This book tells these women’s stories, traces how their relationships progressed from affection to violence, and describes a pattern of events that led them to feel locked in with danger and so desperate that they killed a man they loved. Examples are drawn from the lives of 42 women from 15 states who were charged with the murder or attempted murder of their mates. Many details of these accounts were corroborated by hospital and police records and by the testimony of relatives and other witnesses; although, in most cases, only reports by the women are recorded here.

I have attempted to remain true to the ways in which the women told their stories, in order to preserve a sense of how the situations appeared to them. The decisions a woman makes in an abusive relationship are based on her perceptions of patterns and alternatives, so it is important to understand these perceptions as thoroughly as possible. Thus, the scenarios have been edited only as necessary to shorten the accounts and protect the women’s identities. All the names have been changed.

I struggled initially with how much to say—that is, how graphic to be. My goal was to convey as nearly as possible the essence of the women’s experiences; therefore, the accounts have remained fairly explicit. I am aware that this will upset some readers and seem unnecessarily dramatic to others. Violence is popular in novels and movies, where we can tell ourselves it is just a story, that someone made it up. However, some things just aren’t supposed to happen in our homes and families, and when these “stories” are presented to us as real, we are tempted to turn away. It is my hope that, instead of being put off by the violence, readers will make an attempt to imagine what it might be like to live with such brutality and to understand both victim and perpetrator. For those readers who have had similar experiences, the vignettes will sound hauntingly familiar.

If the accounts sometimes seem to be missing logical connections—“I asked him what he wanted for dinner. He hit me and knocked me to the floor”—it is because I am relating what the women told me about the incidents, based on their perceptions. If you find it confusing, that is how it seemed to the women as well. A part of what makes abusive interactions so powerful is their seemingly random, non-contingent nature. Battered women often spend years trying to understand what went wrong, hoping that if they can once comprehend it, they can then fix it. In the homicide group, however, the women’s attempts to live with a violent and unpredictable mate eventually resulted in an act of violence on their part as well.

Obviously, the homicide cases are extreme examples of what can go wrong between partners. However, they have much to say to us about how men and women in our culture deal with intimacy and affiliation. We all resemble these individuals in some ways; with capacities for desire and fear and a need for possession, for inflicting harm on those we love, and for cutting ourselves off from an awareness of another’s pain—be it emotional or physical—in the interest of our own self-protection or comfort. And these tendencies often show up most strongly in our relationships with the individuals with whom we live or are romantically involved. The value of understanding these extremes lies in the insight it can give us in evaluating our own lives and interactions, and locating where we are on this unclaimed continuum of abusive behavior toward those we love.






CHAPTER 1 Setting the Stage


A woman calls the police emergency number begging for help. She says she just shot her husband. Officers arriving at the scene note that she is bruised and there is evidence of an altercation. While ambulance attendants work on the dying man, police locate the weapon and test the woman’s hands for traces of gunpowder. Then they wrap her hands in plastic and lead her to a squad car, wending their way past neighbors gathered on the sidewalk. The woman is taken to jail, where she is interrogated. She attempts to reply to the officers’ questions, although her responses are disoriented and confused and she will later remember little of what she said. At some point she is informed that her husband is dead. She is asked to strip to the waist, so pictures can be taken of her injuries, and is booked on suspicion of murder. Later, testimony reveals that she had been beaten and sexually assaulted by her mate on numerous occasions, and that he threatened to kill her shortly before the shooting took place. The woman has no prior criminal record; she has a family, and has held a steady job.

Neighbors are shocked by the killing; such things don’t happen in their part of town. Relatives are grieved and defensive. They struggle with what to say when questioned; what to say in court, when the private lives of their family become front-page news. The man’s family, who knew the most about his abusiveness, are in the worst position: Will they aid in this woman’s defense, when she has just killed their son and brother? Could they have prevented it? Was his drinking to blame? Or was it her fault, for staying with him? They knew he sometimes hit her, but no one ever dreamed she would kill him.

What leads a woman who has occupied the role of victim, and who usually has no history of violent or illegal behavior, to use deadly force against her mate? What factors—in her perceptions, in the relationship, and in our society—precipitate the woman’s committing a homicide? Why would a woman remain with a man who assaults her or threatens to take her life? And why are men the primary perpetrators of severe violence against their partners? What evokes this response in some men?

THE INCIDENCE OF VIOLENCE IN FAMILIES

Early studies on criminal victimization focused primarily on violent incidents occurring outside the home. Most of these studies were conducted with incarcerated offenders—individuals labeled as comfortably “different” from the “rest” of us. Their problems were seen as stemming from unusual family backgrounds that were “unique” in being violent or disordered; or as attributable to a medical or psychological condition that provided a pathological explanation for their behavior.

Newspapers and other media emphasized the more sensational crimes and criminals. Assaults were depicted as occurring on city streets or in barroom brawls; rapes and murders were committed on the unsuspecting by deranged strangers; bad things happened to good people only when they were where they weren’t supposed to be: out late at night, in a dangerous part of town, in a place of questionable reputation. An impression was formed that the risk of personal injury lay primarily in individuals outside one’s circle of intimates. Violence in the family—if recognized at all—was rarely considered criminal unless a death occurred. The average family, it was assumed, afforded its members nurturance and protection. Individuals who left their homes and families were sometimes stigmatized, forcibly returned, or punished.

Yet current evidence identifies a reservoir of victimization that has existed almost unnoticed and, indeed, has been given permission to thrive within our culture. Research in the 1960s first began to document an unsuspected level of assaults within the nation as a whole. In 1968, in a nationally representative sample of 1,176 adults, one out of every 12 reported that they had been threatened or cut with a knife; one out of every 17 said they had been threatened or shot at with a gun; and one in 17 admitted having used a gun or a knife on another person in self-defense. (These incidents included only assaults that occurred as an adult, and excluded military action.) In addition, one-fifth approved of slapping a spouse on “appropriate” occasions; the percentage increased with higher levels of income and education, rising to 25 percent among the college educated. Contrary to popular impressions, experiences with violence were not confined to the poor or the working class. Violence was equally common among all income groups and education levels. The researchers concluded that “the privacy of the middle-class life-style preserves an illusion of greater domestic tranquility…,” but that, apparently, this was “only an illusion.”1

The study of family violence, with an emphasis on child abuse, also began in the 1960s.2 At that time, there were almost no reports of abused wives, and those that existed attributed the assaults to personality disorders in both the women and the men. Violence in families was thought to be infrequent and to result from psychopathology in the individuals involved, rather than being seen as a society-wide problem of much greater proportions.3 It wasn’t until the early 70s that sociologists started to study these assaults on a wider scale, and shocked the nation with their findings on the percentage of American families in which such attacks occurred.4

In recent years, there has been an upsurge of inquiry into violence between intimates. Some researchers explain violence in families from the perspectives of stress theory, resource deprivation, conflict and aggression theory, structural inequality, and theories that attribute the occurrence of violence to the patriarchy and general discrimination against women in our society.5 Violence between romantic partners cannot be adequately understood, however, without consideration of the specific context in which it occurs: that of intimate relationships between men and women. Combining the more specialized topic of family violence with theories on relationships compels us to note the ways in which abuse by male partners and responses by female victims are extensions of our cultural expectations of romance and relating, and enables us to examine the similarities—as well as the differences—between relationships that include physical abuse and those limited to more “normal” interactions between couples.

In this country, a woman’s chances of being assaulted at home by her partner are greater than that of a police officer being assaulted on the job. Books that document such abuse and describe the nature of the attacks have been written about the so-called “battered woman.” Little is known, however, about the progression of such violence, or about those cases in which an abusive relationship culminates in death. Yet these issues surely deserve our attention.

Many spousal homicides are preceded by a history of abuse, and women jailed for the slaying of their mates frequently were beaten by them.6 Many of these women sought help from the police or others prior to the lethal incident but either the urgency of their situation was not understood, or the alternatives offered were inadequate to allow them to escape. A more adequate understanding of the dynamics of relationships marked by violence could enable us to avert at least some of the homicides that now occur in desperation, and identify and intervene with those couples at risk for severe and continued assaults.

VIOLENCE BETWEEN PARTNERS

How often does violence between partners occur? In a national survey of over 2,000 homes conducted in 1975 and published in 1980, Murray Straus, Richard Gelles, and Suzanne Steinmetz questioned married couples and found that more than one quarter (28 percent) reported at least one instance of physical assault in their relationships; 16 percent reported violent incidents in the year just prior to the study. Of these incidents, over one-third were serious assaults involving acts such as punching, kicking, hitting with an object, and assaults with a knife or gun. A follow-up survey conducted in 1985 found the exact same percentage reporting violent incidents in the twelve months prior to the study. These estimates are supported by the results of a Harris poll using similar questions, which found that 21 percent of women respondents had been physically attacked by a male partner at least once. This figure was much higher for those who had been recently separated or divorced; of these women, two-thirds reported violence in their former relationships.7

Other studies conducted in U.S. cities confirm these percentages. In a random sample in San Francisco, 21 percent of women who had been or were currently married reported at least one occasion of physical abuse by their mates.8 Similarly, researchers attempting to find a group of nonbattered women to compare with a sample of physically abused wives in Pittsburgh found that 34 percent of their control group also reported being attacked by a partner.9 Though the “majority” of respondents in these studies did not report violence, these figures mean that over a million-and-a-half women in the United States are physically assaulted by a partner each year.10 Of course, many people just don’t tell researchers about violence in their families, so these figures are underestimates of the true incidence of violence between partners. The true incidence of abuse between partners may be nearly double what people report in surveys.

HOW SERIOUS IS FAMILY VIOLENCE?

Because we think of families as safe and even companionable, the phrase “family violence” seems almost a contradiction in terms. When the words are linked together, the emphasis shifts to the family, and the meaning of “violence” is modified by our particular images of home. “Domestic violence” has a tame sound—like a household pet, no longer wild. A “domestic problem” sounds minor and uninteresting; perhaps trouble with bill-paying or disagreements over the division of household chores. Somehow, we devalue incidents that occur in the home. News accounts still report serious assaults and even murders between partners as “the result of a domestic argument,” masking the extremity of the acts and the history of threat and brutalization that frequently preceded such events.

Yet it would be a mistake to imagine that, although we now know more physical attacks are perpetrated by intimates than by strangers, attacks by family members are probably not as serious as those by outsiders. In comparing assaults involving intimates with assaults involving strangers, the 1980 National Crime Survey found that when the attacker was a stranger, just over one-half (54 percent) of the victims sustained injuries. However, when the attacker was related, three-fourths of the victims were injured. In addition, three-fifths of the attacks by relatives occurred at night, when most of the victims were “home safe.” We lock our doors at night to keep the danger out. However, many people are actually locked in with the danger: Their place of greatest risk is their home.

“MUTUAL COMBAT”

How mutual is the violence between romantic and/or married partners? When violent assaults occur in relationships, are men or women more likely to be the perpetrators? Are there differences between men and women when one looks at relatively minor physical assaults, versus more serious actions and injuries?

In the Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz study of American families, nearly half (49 percent) of the couples who reported violence said that both partners had used some kind of force; in 27 percent of the cases, only the husband had been assaultive; and in 24 percent, only the wife had been assaultive. However, Straus and his colleagues noted that, because of men’s greater average size and physical strength and their tendency toward greater aggressivity, the same acts frequently have quite a different effect in terms of pain, injury, and threat when performed by a woman and a man.11 Men are also better able to avoid physical victimization than are women. As Mildred Pagelow (1984) observed:


Men are, on the average, larger and muscularly stronger than women, so if they choose to strike back they can do greater physical harm than is done to them, they can nonviolently protect themselves from physical harm, or they can leave the premises without being forcibly restrained, (p. 274)



In the Straus study, assaultive actions were divided into categories of relatively “minor” (threw something at the other; pushed, grabbed or shoved; slapped) and “severe” (kicked, bit, punched, hit with an object, beat up, threatened with a knife or gun, used a knife or gun). Despite the seemingly equal appearance of assaultive behavior when looked at separately, when analyzing the results this way, Straus and his colleagues found that men had a higher rate of using the most dangerous and injurious forms of violence—such as physically beating up their partners or using a knife or a gun—and that when violent acts were committed by a husband, they were repeated more often than they were by wives. In addition, a large number of violent attacks against wives occurred when the women were pregnant, thus increasing the risk of injury and of miscarriage or stillbirth.

Although the Straus study has been cited often as evidence for the mutuality of violence, several other factors should be taken into account. First, the Straus sample was restricted to couples who were living together currently; recently separated or divorced couples were not included in the inquiry. Second, information on violent acts was gathered from only one member of a couple, without corroboration from the other partner or other sources, and without a means for ascertaining possible differences in the reports of the victims and the perpetrators of violence. Also, the study was not designed to ask about injuries sustained from the violence, nor about what proportion of the acts were in response to violence initiated by the other or in self-defense. Finally, questions about violence were set in a context of settling disputes in a conflict situation and, therefore, may not have elicited information about attacks that seemed to come “out of the blue.” These are crucial factors for assessing the mutuality of combat, and some of them have been investigated in more depth by other researchers.

As noted earlier, separated and divorced couples appear to have extremely high rates of violence, especially violence perpetrated by husbands. Thus, a greater impression of “mutuality” may result when one studies intact couples than when divorced or separated couples are included. In the 1982 National Crime Survey, for instance, 91 percent of all violent crimes between spouses were victimizations of women by husbands or ex-husbands, while only 5 percent were victimizations of husbands by wives or ex-wives.

The identity of the person doing the reporting also seems to be important in assessing what weight to give responses. Studies of crime victims show a surprising tendency to forget even fairly serious attacks. Experience with women victims of a partner’s violence confirms this. Battered women, especially those who have been victimized over a long period, tend to underestimate both the frequency and the severity of the violence they experience when their reports are compared to the reports of witnesses or to hospital and other records. Similarly, experts working with abusive men note that the men greatly underreport their violent actions; they minimize or deny assaultive behavior against their wives, and claim more involvement by the victim in justification of their violence than witness or police reports would support.12 Thus, in a study combining estimations of violence by male perpetrators on female victims, one is faced with the possibility that the perpetrators will sound less violent and more victimized, while the victims will appear to have been less severely assaulted and more likely to victimize their partners, than is actually the case.

When one looks at the results of studies overall, men seem much more likely to assault their female partners, especially seriously, than women are to assault male partners.13 For instance, in analyzing the records on almost 900 cases of family violence, R. Emerson Dobash and Russell Dobash (1978) found that when the sex of victim and offender was known, women were the victims in 94 percent and offenders in 3 percent of the cases. Almost the exact same proportions were found in records of the Minnesota Department of Corrections on 966 assaults; 95 percent were women victimized by a man they were currently or had been living with, and 5 percent were men victimized by women partners.

Undoubtedly, there are couples who engage in “mutual combat” with roughly equal levels of aggressivity. However, it seems likely that for a woman to physically assault a man involves some degree of confidence on her part that his reactions will stop short of a life-threatening response, i.e., that he will be able to control aggressive responses so they are not life-threatening, and that he will want to exercise that control where she is concerned. Studies of severely battered women suggest that they are not typically violent toward their mates, especially not in initiation and usually not in response. Their perception of danger is too great. It appears to be the “mildly battered” women who fight back. Even for those women, however, the husbands’ level of violence is typically higher than that of their wives.14 Women’s use of violence is also more likely to be in self-defense than is men’s violence toward their female partners.15

Another factor in assessing the mutuality of violence is whether or not injuries result. Partners may “trade punches,” but they rarely “exchange” injuries.16 Both national and city data show that, when assaults between partners occur, 94 percent to 95 percent of the time it is the woman who gets hurt. Research has found that, even when both partners are injured in an altercation, the woman’s injuries are nearly three times as severe as the man’s.17 Injury patterns also differ: Multiple injuries, abrasions, and contusions are reported frequently by female victims of a partner’s violence, but are not seen in their mates.18

One indication of the frequency of injurious assault by men on their partners is emergency room admissions records. Researchers on a National Institute of Mental Health project estimate that 21 percent of all women who use emergency surgical services are battered; almost half of all injuries presented by women to the emergency surgical service occur in the context of partner abuse; and half of all rapes to women over 30 are part of the battering syndrome.19 Extrapolating such figures to the United States would mean that between 1.5 and two million women seek medical treatment each year because of an assault by a male partner.

Although threatening or attacking another person is illegal, very few of the incidents come to the attention of authorities when it happens within a family. Even if the assaults are reported, they are often not accorded the serious treatment given to attacks by strangers. Harris found that 43 percent of the women who had been abused told no one and only 4 percent of the reported assaults resulted in court action.20 Even though these attacks tend to be more serious than attacks by strangers, the rate of prosecution and conviction drops sharply when there is a current or prior relationship between the victim and the assailant.21 It is usually only when someone is seriously injured or killed that strict action is taken. Women reporting assaults or threats by partners are familiar with being referred for personal mental health counseling, or asked why they don’t leave their homes, rather than being offered effective alternatives. Many of these women attempt to leave their partners, only to be caught and beaten for it; many try repeatedly without success to obtain protection. Left without adequate intervention, some of the altercations continue to escalate in severity until they result in death.

HOMICIDE BETWEEN PARTNERS

Nearly one-fourth of the nation’s homicide victims in 1984 were related to their assailants; 4,408 murders in that one year were committed by family members.22 The rate of homicide among families in the United States is quite high when compared to that of many other countries; it is higher, for instance, than the rate for all homicides in countries such as England, Denmark, and Germany. Of homicides occurring within the family, by far the largest category is that of a spouse killing a spouse. Nearly half (48 percent) of intrafamilial homicides in 1984, or the deaths of over 2,000 people, were between partners. Of these, the majority of the victims were women: Two-thirds (1,310) were wives killed by husbands, and one-third (806) were husbands killed by wives.

Women don’t usually kill other people; they perpetrate less than 15 percent of the homicides in the United States.23 When women do kill, it is often in their own defense. A report by a government commission on violence estimated that homicides committed by women were seven times as likely to be in self-defense as homicides committed by men.24 In his study of criminal homicide, Wolfgang (1967) noted that 60 percent of the husbands who were killed by their wives “precipitated” their own deaths (i.e., were the first to use physical force, strike blows, or threaten with a weapon), whereas victim precipitation was involved in only 9 percent (5 of 53) of the deaths of wives. A review of police records on spousal homicides in Canada also found that almost all of the wives who had killed their mates had previously been beaten by them.25 In such cases, it’s the abusive mate who becomes the final victim. A 1977 study at the Women’s Correctional Center in Chicago revealed that 40 percent of the women serving time for murder or manslaughter had killed husbands or lovers who repeatedly attacked them.26 Similarly, Jane Totman (1978), surveying women in a California state prison found that, of the 30 women who had killed their mates, 29 had been abused by them; 20 of the women indicated that the homicide had resulted from their attempt to protect themselves or their children from further harm.

In the majority of homicide cases between partners, there were many “cries for help” prior to the lethal incident. A review of homicide records in Detroit and Kansas City revealed that, in 85 percent to 90 percent of the cases, police had been called to the home at least once during the two years before the incident, and in half (54 percent) of the cases, they had been called five or more times.27 In the Chicago study mentioned earlier, all the women who had killed abusive mates reported that they called for police help at least five times before taking the life of the man, many said the violence they endured became more, rather than less, severe after their attempts at gaining assistance.28 Given their lesser physical strength and a history of physical jeopardy at the hands of the man, when abused women do strike back they typically use a weapon or an object as an equalizer.29 However, Wolfgang (1958) found that beating, not the use of a weapon, was the usual method when a man killed a woman (p. 162). Women employed fewer acts of violence during the homicide incident as well; men were likely to employ five or more acts of severe violence in the killing of their partners.

Women charged in the death of a mate have the least extensive criminal records of any female offenders. However, they often face harsher penalties than men who kill their mates. FBI statistics indicate that fewer men are charged with first- or second-degree murder for killing a woman they have known than are women who kill a man they have known. And women convicted of these murders are frequently sentenced to longer prison terms than are men.30 The following case illustrates the discrepancies in attitudes that may lead to this uneven sentencing:


In 1978 an Indiana prosecutor, James Kizer, refused to prosecute for murder a man who beat and kicked his ex-wife to death in the presence of a witness and raped her as she lay dying. Filing a manslaughter charge instead, Kizer commented, “He didn’t mean to kill her. He just meant to give her a good thumping.”31



In contrast, each of the women in the present study had a documented history of physical abuse by the man she slayed. In many cases, the files contained police photographs of the woman’s injuries at the time of her arrest and, in some instances, the woman was transported to a hospital for X-rays or treatment before being taken to jail. All of these women reported that the abuser had threatened them, and almost all had attempted to escape and had sought outside intervention against the violence. Yet of the 36 women whose husbands died, all but nine were charged with first-degree murder. None was charged with manslaughter. Their stories are unusual and little-known. But given the incidence of homicide between partners and the frequency with which a history of abuse is a factor, they cannot be called unique. Knowing the dynamics behind that final brief incident demonstrates how physical assault can gradually take over a relationship, and how women who find themselves trapped in a potentially deadly situation can become—suddenly—widows by their own hand.

STUDYING WOMEN WHO KILL

Results of the homicide study are based on interviews with 42 women who were charged with a crime in the death or serious injury of their mates.32 The women came from 15 states; seven of them were incarcerated awaiting trial at the time of the interview. Initial contact was made with the women when their attorneys requested an evaluation based on evidence that the woman had been physically abused by her partner prior to the homicide incident. Thirty-three of the women were charged with murder, three with conspiracy to commit murder, and six with attempted murder. (In reporting the findings, no distinction is made between cases involving attempted murder and the homicide cases, since the same dynamics applied to both types of events.) Of the women who went to trial after the interview, twenty (about half) received jail terms, 12 received probation or a suspended sentence, and nine were acquitted. In one case, the District Attorney’s office determined that the killing was justified on the grounds of self-defense and dropped the charges. Jail sentences generally ranged from six months to 25 years; one woman was sentenced to 50 years.

The purpose of the study was to understand more about the relationships of abused women who kill their husbands, and to identify the dynamics that lead up to the commission of a homicide. Thus, the inquiry focused on the women’s actions—e.g., the killing of a mate—in the context of their position as victims, and investigated the impact that violence and threat from a romantic partner, as well as other situational and societal variables, had on their perception of danger and of alternatives. In an effort to understand more about battered women who kill, and to identify the factors that characterize their relationships with their abusers, reports from women in the homicide group were later compared to those of 205 women who had been in abusive relationships but did not take lethal action against their partners.33

Women in the comparison group came from a six-state region, and from both urban and rural areas. They were recruited through public-service announcements, newspaper ads, and posted notices, as well as through referrals from physicians, emergency-room personnel, and battered-women’s shelters. The women in the comparison group were self-identified and self-referred (i.e., called up and said they had been battered), and were considered eligible to participate in the study if they reported being physically abused at least twice by a man with whom they had had an ongoing intimate relationship or to whom they had been married.34 Since nearly all the women in the homicide group were living with their mates at the time of the lethal incident or were only recently out of the relationship, women in the comparison group were limited to those either still with the abusive partner or out of the relationship less than one year.

Definition of Abuse

When studying violent relationships, it is important to define what is meant by the labels being used. The terms “violence,” “abuse,” “battering,” and “assault” are often used interchangeably, although the meanings may be quite different. Is a slap “abuse”? Is it battering? Could there be such a thing as a nonviolent assault? And what could possibly be meant by the phrase “minor violence”?

Actually, the word “violence” carries with it more of a connotation of physical force, whereas “abuse” can include meanings of misuse and may connote nonviolent as well as violent interactions. “Battering” and “beating” are more specific to physically forceful actions and actions that are repeated or that occur in a series. Thus, “battered women” are those who have been struck repeatedly, often experiencing several different kinds of physically violent actions in one incident, and usually, by the time they are identified, having experienced a series of such incidents, each consisting of a cluster of violent acts. Other issues that enter into the definition of violence in a particular context are whether there must be evidence of an intent to harm on the part of the perpetrator to call an act “violent,” whether violence is judged by the act itself or only if injuries result from that act, and whether acts of coercion and restraint are considered violence or abuse.35

In the present study, “physical abuse” was defined as any physically assaultive act by one person against another, with or without evident resultant physical injury. These acts were those considered assaultive on the part of the women; the list of acts included in the study—pushing, shoving, slapping, hitting, punching, kicking, hitting with an object, throwing bodily, choking, smothering, burning, using a knife or gun, trying to drown—would also be considered assaultive in a U.S. court of law. To be included in the study, a participant had to have experienced at least two incidents of physical violence at the hands of a partner. Coercive physical acts like restraint or a physical threat of violent action (such as an upraised fist) were considered abusive but were not, in and of themselves, sufficient for inclusion in the study.

Information on other kinds of behavior was also collected in the course of the investigation. Factors such as excessive possessiveness or jealousy, surveillance, extreme verbal harrassment, and threats—as well as actions such as playing Russian roulette or forcing a woman to watch while a pet animal was killed—were often reported as a part of the cluster of events that occurred during abusive incidents. Frequently, such actions seemed to have an even greater impact on the women than some of the physical violence they experienced. However, because the study was not designed to measure psychological abuse alone, all women participants had experienced at least two physically violent incidents. Therefore, the term “assault,” as used in this study, implies a physically violent attack. In both the homicide and the comparison groups, most women reported at least four occurrences of physical violence by their partner: the first occurrence of violence; a “typical” violent incident; one of the worst incidents, in the woman’s estimation; and the last abusive incident before the interview.36 For women in the homicide group, the final incident was frequently the one in which the tables turned and the homicide took place.

The impact on a woman of even a single incident of physical violence in a relationship should not be underestimated. Though women who are assaulted “only once” are rarely labeled as battered and still less often studied, any use of violence in a relationship can dramatically alter the balance of power, destroying a sense of openness and trust on the part of the woman and resulting in a permanent sense of inequality, threat, and loss.37 Repeated assaults by a partner seem to have a cumulative effect on women victims, building on the shock of the first assault and taking them through a progression of emotions and attributions as they attempt to reinterpret their lives and their relationships with others in light of a pattern of continued attacks.

It is at this point that a comparison between women in abusive relationships who eventually kill their mates and those who don’t becomes useful. Are there systematic differences between the women, or the relationships of abused women who kill and those who don’t, that might explain such a drastic difference in outcome? And, given that violent interactions between intimates are usually carried out in the privacy of the home, are there differences that, if known by helpers outside the home, could be used to identify those couples particularly at risk, as well as serve as a yardstick for the women themselves? It is these questions that the present work begins to address.

Issues of Self-Report

Of course, one question about studies based on victims’ or perpetrators’ self-reports is how seriously one should take an individual’s description of such highly charged events. This is of special concern in the homicide cases, where one can no longer learn the deceased’s version of the story and the survivor is facing criminal charges related to the incident. Would women in the homicide group overstate the violence—i.e., make the man “look bad”—in order to help their case? All these women were facing trial at the time they were interviewed. What effect might that have had on the accuracy of their reports?

Interestingly, it was usually easier to document the women’s stories in the homicide cases than in the comparison group, since private records became available and some witnesses came forward to testily because they were no longer afraid of retaliation by the abuser. All available police and hospital records were carefully reviewed, and the testimony of family members and other witnesses taken into account, as were reports on the men from past acquaintances, employers, or service providers. This information was then compared to the history given by the women to check for reliability. When discrepancies were found, it was usually in the direction of understatement: As noted by other researchers, women tended to underreport abusive incidents and injuries. They were sometimes reluctant to report their mate’s sexual abuse of a child or their own physical or sexual abuse in childhood, for fear of doing damage to other family members. And some women were reluctant to describe severe physical and sexual abuse by their mates out of a sense of shame, or for fear others would not believe them.

One of the cases in the homicide group—that of Karen and Hal Simon—was of particular interest in regard to self-report. A part of the documentation that became available after Hal Simon’s death was his account, written in an alcohol-detoxification program, of his physical assaults on Karen. Hal’s version of the incidents paralleled the narrative already given by Karen, except that, by Hal’s account, the violence was more life-threatening and more severe. Medical records on Karen’s injuries after specific incidents supported Hal’s version of the story.

Previous inquiries have investigated spousal homicides and found a history of abuse as a factor. The present study began with an investigation of abusive relationships, and focused on those that culminated in homicide. Earlier studies of homicides between partners typically gathered their data from individuals who were already convicted of a crime in the incident. Most of these individuals were incarcerated at the time they were interviewed, or had served time for the offense.38 Studying only those who have been judged guilty and sent to jail, however, may produce a bias in the results. For one thing, those who go to jail are disproportionately from economically disadvantaged and minority groups. In addition, those who are acquitted and individuals with mitigating circumstances who are not incarcerated are not interviewed in such investigations. In the present study, over one-quarter of the women who went to trial for homicide were granted probation or a deferred sentence, and just under one-quarter were acquitted. Thus, studying only those incarcerated for the death of a partner would have left out half of the present respondents and might give us a biased picture of homicides in which battered women are the perpetrators.

In the chapters that follow, one couple’s history is used to demonstrate the progression of an abusive relationship from courtship through an escalation of assault and threat that eventually results in death. (Although based on an actual case, some facts have been changed to protect identities. Details of the violence remain unaltered, however.) Vignettes from nine other cases are used throughout to illustrate factors found to be common to the homicide group. These were selected for their representativeness of the sample as a whole and their importance in illustrating specific dynamics of the homicide relationships. The number of case histories is limited to 10 so that readers can follow these couples as additional details are given. The combination of events in abusive relationships is often as important as the events themselves. Establishing a context for violent events allows us to increase our understanding of the dynamics of abusive interactions, as well as patterns typical of the unfolding of violence in a relationship.






CHAPTER 2 Childhood Roots of Violence


MEETING MOLLY

Molly Johnson was 35-years-old when I met her. Information on Molly indicated that she had been severely abused during the course of her marriage: medical records from a recent examination included notations of numerous scars from knife wounds and bite marks, marks on her forehead from blows with cleated boots, permanent damage to the joints of one hand, and a partial loss of hearing in one ear. When Molly arrived for our interview, I was prepared for someone whose appearance and demeanor reflected the severity of the abuse she had apparently suffered. Instead, I was faced with a very beautiful young woman. Bangs covered her forehead; she wore a high-necked blouse and a calf-length woven skirt. She kept her left hand hidden most of the time; later I saw that the fingers were bent out of shape and the back of the hand crossed with scars.

Molly was petite and fine-boned, with long dark hair and delicate features. Her voice was low-pitched, her manner poised and quiet. The initial impression was one of fragility. However, during the time I spent with her, Molly’s iron self-control became apparent. The evaluation took nearly 10 hours. During those hours, Molly recalled for me the most painful incidents of her life, yet she never broke down. She occasionally altered her breathing, sat up straighter in her chair, or clasped and unclasped the arm of the chair with her right hand; her eyes were often bright with tears, and at times I could see her shaking. But the tears never fell.

At one point, while describing the final incident, Molly ceased talking and sat trembling, both hands pressed against her face. Still, her back was perfectly straight and she made no sound. Another time, when a memory was particularly painful, Molly crossed the room and sat partially turned away from me, gazing out the window as she continued her account in the same soft voice. Only after the interview did I learn that Molly was suffering from constant severe headaches and continued weight loss, and was unable to sleep more than three or four hours a night. Jail personnel reported seeing her lying silent and sleepless on her cot as they made their rounds. But Molly held all this inside.

At the end of the last day, Molly shyly showed me a journal she had been keeping since she’d been in jail—beautifully written, but so full of pain as to be almost unreadable. I encouraged her to continue writing; perhaps to study writing. I don’t know if she has. The story Molly shared with me in those two days illustrates almost all the dynamics found to be crucial in the homicide relationships: frequency and severity of assaults, severity of the woman’s injuries, the interaction of the man’s substance abuse with the violence, sexual assault of the woman by the abuser, and the abusive partner’s threats to kill the woman, himself, or a child. The progression of the relationship over time, and Molly’s reactions to the continued threat and violence, is also illustrative of the patterns found in the homicide study.

Women Who Kill

Who are the people who become involved in such extreme relationships? Could you identify them if you met them? What about the women in the homicide group? Is there something unique about them, their backgrounds, their childhoods, that leads to this outcome in their lives? And do they differ in significant ways from women in the comparison group, or is it only their relationships that differ?

Women in the homicide group were an average age of 36 (the age range was from 19 through 58) and had an average of two children. Over half (66 percent) were caucasian; 22 percent were black, and 12 percent were Spanish-American or Chicano. Nearly half (46 percent) came from working-class backgrounds, by the women’s self-reports; one-quarter were from the middle class and one-quarter from the lower class; two women (5 percent) were raised in upper-class homes. Almost three-quarters (71 percent) of the women had finished high school, and 21 percent had attended college. Slightly less than half (48 percent) were employed most or all the time during their relationships with their abusers, while another 15 percent were employed sporadically.

Women in the homicide group had been involved with their partners an average of 8.7 years. Eighty percent were married to the abuser, and the average length of these marriages was seven years. The women tended to be with men from a lower social class than themselves.1 Forty-three percent of their partners were from working-class backgrounds, another 43 percent from the lower class; 8 percent were from middle-class homes, and 5 percent from the upper class. Their average level of education was also higher than that of their mates.2 Sixty-one percent of the men had completed high school, while 22 percent had gone on to college. Less than half (48 percent) were employed during most or all of their relationships with the women, while another 28 percent were employed sporadically. On this measure, the women and their mates were not significantly different.

When comparing these women to women in the comparison group, few differences can be found. Women in the homicide group were somewhat older at the time we interviewed them; the comparison group had an average age of 31, although they also had an average of two children.3 Women in the homicide group did tend to come from a higher social class background than women in the comparison group.4 Fifty-five percent of the women in the comparison group were from working-class backgrounds, 41 percent from the lower class, and 4 percent from middle-class homes. However, their level of education was not significantly different from women in the homicide group, nor were their employment patterns.

Women in the comparison group had been involved with their mates for approximately the same amount of time as women in the homicide group (an average of 8 years, versus 8.7 years—not a statistically significant difference). As with the homicide group, 80 percent of women in the comparison group were married to the abuser and the average length of those marriages was 7.7 years. Women in the comparison group tended to be from a similar social class as their mates. As with women in the homicide group, they were significantly more educated than their mates, although fewer of them were fully employed compared to their partners.5

There were no significant differences in the men’s class of origin between the homicide and comparison groups: Thirty-nine percent in the comparison group were from working-class homes, 55 percent from the lower class, and 7 percent from middle-class backgrounds. The men’s employment patterns were surprisingly similar, with only 55 percent of men in the comparison group employed during most of the relationship and another 20 percent sporadically employed. Men in the comparison group were significantly more educated than men in the homicide group, however; nearly three-quarters (74 percent) had completed high school, while 46 percent had had some college.6 Details on the life histories of both the women and the men provide a clearer picture of the composition of the homicide group, as well as a beginning look at the impact of violence on these individuals.7


Molly grew up with her mother, father, and two brothers. She was the youngest child of the family. Molly remembers that her father was very jealous and controlling of her mother all during Molly’s childhood, and didn’t want her mother—who was extremely attractive—to go anywhere without him. He was harsh and critical with Molly, telling her how stupid she was and that she couldn’t do anything right, but he never hit her. Molly thinks he was not physically abusive to her mother, either, but he did beat her brothers. Her eldest brother was too proud to cry, and her father would hit him harder and harder, trying to break him. Once Molly and her mother tried to pull her father off this brother, because the boy was being hurt so badly. The most critical thing Molly remembers about her childhood is the strictness of her father and how important it was to be good; to not displease her parents.

Jim’s mother left his father when Jim was young. At first, Jim lived with his mother, but she often left him alone without adequate food or clothing and the neighbors wound up taking care of him. When he was 10 years old, Jim’s father took him to live with him and Jim never contacted his mother again. His father was an alcoholic who had a difficult time keeping a job. He often beat the woman he lived with, and his methods of punishing Jim would probably have been considered battering by outside observers. Jim would never talk much about his childhood, except to say that his mother was “no good.”





EXPERIENCING VIOLENCE AS A CHILD

As with Molly and Jim Johnson, early experiences of being abused or witnessing abuse were often reported in the childhoods of both women and men in the homicide group. Nearly three-quarters of the women (71 percent) described some kind of physical violence in their childhood homes, including that of a father or other male partner abusing their mother, abuse of siblings, abuse of themselves by parents, and abuse from other relatives. (Even though these figures seem high, women in the homicide group were not significantly different from women in the comparison group in this respect: Sixty-five percent of women in the comparison group also reported violence in their home of origin.) Many of the women reported that their partners had come from abusive homes as well. In the homicide group, 18 percent of the women didn’t know that information about the childhoods of their mates, but of those who did, 91 percent believed there was physical violence in the man’s childhood home.

Much of the abuse reported for both the women and the men occurred in the context of “discipline” administered by a parent. (It is interesting to note, in this regard, the frequency with which abusive men rationalize the beating of their wives by saying, “I did it for her own good,” or “I had to teach her a lesson….”) Women in the homicide group remembered that, as children, they often accepted this violence as a legitimate form of correction. Mary Wheeler’s case is an example:


Mary was raised with her mother, father, and a younger sister. Her father worked at a grocery store and her mother stayed home; Mary always thought of her father as the boss of the family. Mary’s parents were quite strict and disciplined her harshly, but Mary thought this was the only way they knew. Her father beat her with a belt for talking back or disobeying; once, he caught her in the face with the belt buckle and permanently injured her eye. Another time, he hit her in the mouth with his fist for talking back, and cut her lip. Still, she feels he never really meant to hurt her and that he did the best he could.





Irene Miller’s childhood was characterized by many types of violence between different family members. Like Mary Wheeler, she accepted much of the violence as appropriate:


Irene’s mother beat her with a strap from the time she was in school, but Irene says this was meant as punishment and that she “probably deserved it.” She remembers that she “just stood there and took it,” because she thought she should. These beatings would leave welts on her legs and back that lasted several days. Her mother would also get angry with her and her sisters and slap them, or throw them in the shower. As they got older, the mother was less physical with Irene, but called her a “cheap whore” and “no good” whenever they disagreed. Irene’s stepfather beat her up once for coming in late, but usually he left the disciplining of the girls to their mother. He would “over-discipline” her brothers, however, causing them to have bruises and sometimes cuts. He was “physical” with his wife as well: On one occasion, he attacked her so severely she had to be hospitalized for several days.
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