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Battered women's perceptions of gender roles within the family were 

studied. Twenty White, working-class women who were victims of domestic 

violence were interviewed. It was determined that battered women have very 

traditional views of gender roles in the family and these views affected the 

choices that they made within their relationships and their ability to escape 

these abusive relationships. 

By accepting traditional gender roles in the family women voluntarily 

give total power and control to their husbands and put themselves in 

vulnerable positions for abuse. Once conflict arises in the relationship the 

abusive partner will try to maintain his position of power and control through 

physical force. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of domestic violence has come to the fore in studies of the 

family as well as in women's groups in the last two decades throughout the 

nation. Domestic violence is not a new problem but was previously 

perceived as a private matter to be worked out within the family unit. Now 

that battered women's shelters and support groups have been established 

women are speaking out about wife battering. Also, through the media 

coverage of high profile cases of wife abuse the public is now more than ever 

before aware of the wide spread problem of domestic violence. One needs to 

understand domestic violence, if one is to understand the nature of family life 

in the United States. The family has been a source of socialization and 

emotional support, but in recent decades the negative aspect of domestic 

violence among women has received attention in the social science literature 

as well as in the broader society at large. 

This study examines domestic violence among twenty, White, 

working-class women who find themselves in physically abusive intimate 

relationships. For the purpose of this thesis, I shall draw upon the work of 

Gelles and Straus (1988) for the definition of violence as "an act carried out 

with the intention, or perceived intention, of causing physical pain or injury to 
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another person" (p. 54). Wife beating then is a pattern of violence against the 

wife by the husband (intimate partner) to intentionally inflict pain (Loseke, 

1992) and "to coerce her to do something he wants her to do without any 

concern for her rights" (Walker, 1979, p. xv). Family violence affects all of 

society. It is represented in all ages, races, religions, educational levels, and 

socioeconomic groups (Hoff, 1990, Statman, 1990, Loseke, 1992, and 

Walker, 1979). Domestic violence often includes verbal, 

emotional/psychological and sexual abuse as well as physical abuse. In 

extreme cases, physical violence can lead to homicide, but this is not the 

focus of this study. 

In light of the increasing importance of domestic violence, this study 

will add to our sociological knowledge regarding violence in U. S. society. 

Inasmuch as all levels of family violence cannot be studied herein, I shall 

examine the following research questions in this study: 

1) What are battered women's perceptions of gender roles within the 

family? 

2) How do their perceptions of marital gender roles affect their 

acceptance of abusive behavior and their willingness to change 

their situation? 

3) How have their gender roles changed as a result of the abusive 

relationship? 

Abuse begins in battered women's relationships in subtle ways. The 

abuser exhibits manipulative and controlling behaviors that accelerate over 

time. Small battering incidents, such as pushing and shoving, soon begin to 



take place. Emotional, verbal, and physical abuse take on a snowball effect 

and increase in frequency and severity during the course of the relationship. 

The study of domestic violence is of the utmost importance for 

understanding family life in the United States. Rarely does a day go by that 

tiie media does not report a violent tragedy between intimates. Researchers 

estimate that no less than twenty-five percent and as high as fifty percent of 

all women will be battered, by someone they are intimate with, at some point 

in their lives (O'Leary, 1988; Stark & Flitcraft, 1988; Straus & Gelles 1986; 

Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Statman, 1990; Van Hasselt et al., 1988; 

& Walker, 1979). Straus et al. (1980) have further concluded that over two 

million wives are battered every year by their husbands and that at least one 

battering incident occurs each year in sixteen percent of all married couples. 

From ten to fifteen percent of women will suffer serious and repeated 

assaults from their husbands (Straus et al., 1980). Battered wives are 

assaulted on an average of three times per year (Gelles & Straus, 1988). 

Statman (1990) reports that, in the United States, a woman is battered every 

fifteen seconds in her home. 

As dismal as these statistics may be, the lives of abused women are in 

danger. Note that throughout the following discussion the terms abused 

women and battered women will be used interchangeably. The severity and 

frequency of the physical attacks to women escalate over time during the 

abusive relationship (Dobash, R. E. & Dobash, R. P., 1979, Pagelow, 1981, 

Straus et al., 1980, & Walker, 1979). All too often domestic violence 

escalates to the point of homicide. Approximately twenty percent of all 



homicides are committed by family members (FBI, 1988) with thirteen 

percent being husband/wife killings (Van Hasselt et al., 1988). Thirty percent 

of all women murdered are killed by their husbands or boyfriends (FBI, 

1988). Statman (1990) reports that two to four thousand "women are beaten 

to death each year" (p. 4). Acting in self-defense, many wives kill their 

husbands. Our society is extremely violent; "during the five-year period from 

1968 to 1973, murders per year in the United States jumped from 13,720 to 

19,510. Some 100,020 persons were killed during that period—twice the 

number of Americans killed in the Vietnam War" (Martin, 1976, p. 9). 

The family is the most violent institution in society. People are more 

likely to experience violence by family members than anyone else. The risk 

for men to experience violence by a family member is twenty times greater 

than the risk of violence by a nonfamily member and for women the risk of 

experiencing violence by a family member is two hundred times greater than 

the risk of violence by a nonfamily member (Straus et al., 1980). Seventy 

percent of all emergency room assault cases are women and twenty percent of 

all hospital emergency room visits by women are attributed to battering 

(Statman, 1990). Battering is considered the number one cause of serious 

injury to women and causes more injuries to women than auto accidents, 

muggings, and rape combined (Stark & Flitcraft, 1988, Statman, 1990). 

Pregnancy does not exempt women from wife abuse and oftentimes 

increases their risk for battering. One out of every twelve pregnant women is 

battered during pregnancy. This phenomenon results in battered women 

having four times the normal risk of low birth weight babies and twice the 



normal risk of miscarriage (Statman, 1990). There is also an increased risk of 

abuse to children in homes where wife battering exists. 

Battering has adverse affects on women's mental health. Stark and 

Flitcraffc (1988) conclude that as many as twenty-five percent of women 

psychiatric emergency room patients have a history of domestic violence. 

They further state that battering is the number one cause of female suicide 

attempts and that battering is disproportionately associated with substance 

abuse and mental illness. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Historical Overview. I shall provide a historical overview of wife 

abuse as it relates to domestic violence among women who find themselves in 

physically abusive intimate relationships and discuss the causes as well as the 

effect of gender roles on spousal abuse, particularly women. This overview 

will be presented topically and will include historical data from other nations 

as well as from the United States. Within each topical discussion the 

literature will be presented in chronological order. 

Wife abuse or wife battering is not a new phenomenon. It has existed 

for centuries. Wife battering was not successfully challenged as unacceptable 

behavior until twenty years ago. "Conjugal assault remained legal in some 

states through the early 1970s, although it is currently recognized in all states 

as a criminal assault" (Okum, 1986, p. 7). The first battered women's shelter 

opened in England in 1971 and the first shelter in the United States opened in 

1974 (Okum, 1986). 

I shall proceed by discussing some anthropological studies. Many 

anthropologists have determined that our patriarchal society was created and 

not natural (Martin, 1976). Previously people were thought to live in groups 

or clans. Paternity was unknown and lineage was determined through 
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women which afforded them a great deal of power and control. Engels 

(1948) speculates that replacing the group marriage and extended families 

with the nuclear family destroyed the mother right and enforced monogamy. 

Furthermore, it was assumed that women entered a monogamous relationship 

in order to be protected and consequently gave up the influence and power 

that they enjoyed in a polygamous society. The protection that women 

desired through monogamy was protection against rape (Brownmiller, 1975). 

Martin (1976) contends that domestic violence occurred when monogamous 

relationships replaced polygamous ones. 

A double standard soon developed in which monogamy was imposed 

on the wife to guarantee paternity of the children while the husband continued 

to have extramarital relationships. A man would obtain a wife by kidnapping 

a woman and raping her thereby laying claim on her body. This practice was 

common and an acceptable form of bride selection in England as late as the 

fifteenth century (Brownmiller, 1975). Women no longer had control over 

their own bodies or over their children. They were the property of their 

husbands and treated with no more regard than chattels. The word family is a 

derivative from the Roman word familia which means the total number of 

slaves that belong to an individual. The Master had the power to have his 

slaves put to death if they displeased him. Wives were bought and sold just 

like slaves or cattle (Martin, 1976). 

Men started to pay a bride price or dowry to the father. Marriages 

were arranged and the woman had no say in the matter. In a sense, women 

were enslaved into marriage. "If a woman showed any signs of having a will 
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or a mind of her own, it seemed only natural that she be beaten as a 

strong-willed horse might be whipped and finally subdued" (Martin, 1976, p. 

27). During, the Middle Ages, European squires and noblemen regularly beat 

their wives and the peasants emulated the example of their lords (Martin, 

1976). 

Laws and religious doctrine were instituted which legitimized wife 

battering. With wife abuse being legal within the marital relationship, men 

were able to avoid taking responsibility for their actions (Martin, 1976). 

During medieval times, the church dictated the laws of the times and 

controlled the civil courts. Judeo-Christian doctrine lent approval to domestic 

violence by establishing men as superior and women as inferior and in 

submission to men (Martin, 1976). 

In 753 B.C. Romulus established laws in Rome that consolidated the 

authority to the husband which made him the sole head of the household. A 

wife was considered a possession and inseparable from her husband; she did 

not exist legally as an individual. Husbands were held liable for their wives' 

crimes; wives were not considered legally to be individuals. Therefore, 

husbands had a legal right to physically punish their wives. Punishment was 

practiced to prevent wives participation in criminal acts for which the 

husbands could be held responsible (Okum, 1986). Also, a Roman "medieval 

wife could be burned at the stake for such offenses as adultery, prostitution, 

permitting sodomy, masturbation, lesbianism, child neglect, miscarrying a 

pregnancy, or talking back to or refusing a priest" (Okum, 1986, p. 4). 



A double standard existed in Europe where husbands could legally 

chastise their wives but wives were not allowed to chastise their husbands. 

"Wives faced the death penalty for offenses such as adultery and drinking 

wine, while husbands risked no punishment at all for these same activities. 

Women also had no property rights, even widows" (Okum, 1986, p. 2). 

The common phrase rule of thumb was derived from English common 

law that made it legal for a husband to discipline his wife as long as the whip 

or switch that he used was no larger than the width of his finger (Gondolf & 

Fisher, 1991, Okum, 1986, Martin, 1976, Statman, 1988, Straus et al., 1980, 

Walker, 1979 ). During the sixteenth century in Russia, the state church 

issued a Household Ordinance that gave instructions on how a man should 

beat his wife. As long as it was for discipline purposes, a man was allowed 

to kill his wife or serf (Martin, 1976). As late as the 19th century in 

England, husbands could kill their wives without punishment (Okum, 1986). 

European laws were brought to the United States and husbands "were 

legally and morally responsible for their wives' actions, and the use of 

physical force was acceptable for certain offenses, so long as it did not cause 

serious physical injuries" (Anderson, Boulette, & Schwartz, 1991, p. 304). 

For example in 1824, a Mississippi court set the precedent that husbands 

could chastise their wives. This law was not challenged until an 1864 ruling 

in North Carolina that overturned the rule of thumb (Martin, 1976, Okum, 

1986). Martin (1976) added the following: 

This news sounded too good to be true, and so it was. The court went 

on to say, 'If no permanent injury has been inflicted, nor malice, 
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cruelty nor dangerous violence shown by the husband, it is better to 

draw the curtain, shut out the public gaze, and leave the parties to 

forget and forgive.' As a result of this ruling, a lower court in North 

Carolina twelve years later declared that a criminal indictment could 

not be brought against a husband unless the battery was so great as to 

result in permanent injury, endanger life and limb, or be malicious 

beyond all reasonable bounds (p.32). 

Alabama and Massachusetts followed suit and in 1871 both states overturned 

the law which allowed the husband to chastise his wife (Okum, 1986). 

However, wife beating still was not a crime, unless there was permanent 

injury to the victim. Maryland was the first state to pass legislation and make 

wife beating a criminal offense in 1883 (Okum, 1986). In 1890, the North 

Carolina Supreme Court eliminated its restrictions on the husband's liability, 

from its 1864 ruling, and made wife battery of any kind illegal (Martin, 1976). 

Women did not fare any better in other countries. According to Martin 

(1976), England passed a law in 1885 to prohibit husbands from selling their 

wives and daughters, under sixteen years old, into prostitution. Also, there 

was a need in 1891 for a law to prevent a husband from keeping his wife a 

prisoner locked in the home. Furthermore, a French court waited until 1924 

to rule that a husband could not beat his wife. But it was not until the early 

1970's that Scotland and Iran passed such laws prohibiting wife beating. In 

1975, Brazil proposed a penal code which prohibited "husbands from selling, 

renting, or gambling their wives away. And in 1975, after seven long years of 

debate, a new family law went into effect in Italy" which included legislation 
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that overturned the husbands right of "wife-beating, previously allowed by 

law as part of the husband's 'correctional power' over his wife" (Martin, 1976, 

P- 33). 

Although it is now illegal to batter one's wife in all states, the police 

and judicial system have been slow in enforcing the law. In the United 

States, until recently, it was unlikely that one would be arrested for wife 

abuse. "Until it was changed in 1977, the training manual for 

domestic-disturbance calls published by the International Association of 

Chiefs of Police essentially recommended that hitting a spouse be treated as a 

'private matter' and that arrests should be avoided" (Straus, 1991, p. 27). 

Gelles and Straus (1988) report that the results of their survey indicate that 

less tihan one in ten police interventions ended in an arrest. Even when an 

arrest is made it is unlikely that the offender will ever go to court for his 

crime. The continued sentiment of society is that battering is a family matter 

and should be worked out by the family. 

Causes for Wife Abuse. Many causes have been reported for the 

phenomenon of wife abuse. From the previous discussion, we can determine 

that, for hundreds of years, wife battering was an accepted practice in our 

culture. It was legally and religiously sanctioned and was not only considered 

acceptable but was deemed morally right and for the good of the wife and 

society. Attitudes are slow to change and for many people wife battering is 

still an accepted practice. Martin (1976) reported that researcher Howard 

Erlanger found that 25% of American adults actually approved of 

husband-wife battles and that the greater the level of education the greater the 
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level of acceptance of spousal violence. Martin (1976) also reported that a 

National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence survey 

showed that many people approve of spousal violence and that a 1968 Harris 

poll showed that 20% of their 1,176 interviews of Americans approved of 

husbands and wives slapping each other. According to Gelles & Straus 

(1988), many people believe that a husband should hit his wife under certain 

circumstances. 

"Simply stated, the more normal hitting is perceived to be, the more the 

people doing Hie hitting and being hit view the act as legitimate, normal, and 

useful, the less likely those persons are to define the behavior as 'violent'" 

(Gelles & Straus, 1988, p. 53). The degree of violence that people are willing 

to tolerate is changing. It is tied to the degree of injury received. A slap or 

shove is considered to be more normal than a punch or kick. The greater the 

chance of injury then the more likely that the action would be considered 

abuse and not normal (Loseke, 1992). Circumstances and intentions of the 

perpetrator also determine whether or not the action is considered abuse. 

Loseke (1992) points out that few Americans consider parents spanking 

children as abuse. 

Some Americans do not consider actions such as slapping violent but 

are considered normal. Having distinctions as to normal and not normal 

violence can only encourage the small battering incidents to snowball into 

severe beatings (Gelles & Straus, 1988). Once the line has been crossed to 

use any kind of violence against a mate the danger exists for severe battering 

to follow. Lenore Walker (1979) describes a Cycle of Family Violence in 
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which the abuse escalates over time in severity and frequency. Walker 

(1979) explains as follows: 

Controlling someone's behavior through the use of violence only works 

temporarily, while the battering or the threat of battering is actually 

present. Then, too, over a period of time more violence is necessary to 

accomplish the same results. Violence as a discipline does not cause a 

permanent change in the way someone will behave unless the victim 

believes that the possibility of violence is always present (p. 148). 

Americans' tolerance of spouses slapping one another is partly responsible for 

the persistence of domestic violence (Straus, 1991). 

Many men believe that women behave better and actually enjoy being 

physically disciplined. Furthermore, it is believed that women desire a 

submissive role with a male dominant partner (Martin, 1976). These myths 

allow batterers not only to be able to abuse their wives without a guilty 

conscience but to feel good about giving their wives what they really want 

anyway. 

There are personal benefits for the husband to abuse his wife. For 

example, if wife-battering is acceptable to society, then husbands can abuse 

their wives with a clear conscience. "Repeated violence tends to beat down 

victims to the point where they will do anything, or say anything, to please 

their batterers and avoid violence" (Gelles & Straus, 1988, p. 34). Besides 

the obvious reason of having a mate that will try to meet his every demand 

out of fear of physical assault if she refused, wife abuse gives husbands 

power and control over their wives and children. The feeling of power and 



14 

control over another person increases the self-esteem of the batterer. This 

ability to control one's family and home life is even more important to a 

person who feels out of control in other aspects of his life. There is also an 

immediate reward in wife-battering of working off momentary anger (Gelles 

& Straus, 1988). 

Historically women have worked in the home as unpaid laborers and as 

temporary and full-time workers in society. Husbands benefit from their 

wives' unpaid labor in the home. Capitalism benefits as well from a 

patriarchal system which pressures women to stay at home and do unpaid 

work. This cuts the paid labor market in half and therefore cuts the job 

competition in half as well (Martin, 1976). Men are able to maintain an 

economic power that is unattainable for the majority of women. However, 

when women are needed in the workforce they are considered heroines such 

as Rosie the Riveter during World War II but after the war women were 

considered a drag on the economy and in competition with men, returning 

from the war, for jobs. Then women were dismissed from their jobs or 

pressured to quit their jobs and return home to be housewives again. A 

similar fate happened to Russian women. After the Russian Revolution, 

women were encouraged to become independent as workers. When it was 

deemed that the country needed a population growth, women were pressured 

to return home to rear children. The socialist principles of equality were 

forgotten (Martin, 1976). 

Men enjoy economic power over their wives since women who are in 

the workforce, work for less pay than their male counterparts. Also, women 
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do not have the same opportunities for advancement that are available for 

men. Women are considered as temporary workers and are not taken 

seriously since their main occupation is believed to be to care for their 

children and homes. The child care and household work that wives perform 

have negative consequences toward their economic attainment. "Wives 

devote two to four times as many hours as husbands to domestic labor. They 

perform about three-quarters of all the household chores, regardless of wives' 

employment status, or couples' education, income, or sex-role ideology" 

(Coverman, 1989). Women's work in the home is held to be of little value in 

today's society. In this society, the value of our work is measured by our 

earnings. "The more money one earns, the more highly regarded is that labor 

and that person" (Martin, 1976, p. 40). 

Economic power is not only a benefit for men but also a condition 

which allows husbands to batter their wives. Since wives are usually 

economically dependent on their husbands, they do not have the means to 

leave an abusive husband and to support themselves and their children 

(Gelles, 1976). Men can batter their wives without fear of any economic 

costs to themselves since they control the financial wealth of the family 

(Gelles & Straus, 1988). Because men earn more money than women, 

husbands are considered the head of their households. This means that the 

husband has final decision-making power in the family. However, sooner or 

later the wife will decide that if an issue is important enough to her she will 

not yield to her husband's decision. This conflict will put her in danger of 

assault or the threat of assault in order for the husband to regain his perceived 
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loss of power and position. Not only must he regain his position as head of 

the house but he can justify his violence by rationalizing that his wife is 

getting what she deserves for not conforming to her rightful subservient place 

and trying to usurp his authority (Straus, 1991). 

Husbands can use their economic power to control the behavior of their 

wives. Economic deprivation or the threat of economic deprivation becomes 

a tool for wife abuse. According to Walker (1979), this form of abuse will 

only stop when women accept their right to economic freedom, are accorded 

credit for their work, and share in the decision-making and financial 

management in the relationship. 

Sociologist William Goode (in Gelles & Straus, 1988) states that all 

social systems are power systems and there are four major resources that 

people can use to control the behavior of others. "The four sets are: (1) 

economic factors (giving or withholding economic rewards or services); (2) 

prestige or respect; (3) likability, attractiveness, friendship, or love; and (4) 

force and its threat" (p.33-34). Wife abuse may involve the threat or use of 

physical force and economic deprivation. 

Disparities between men and women are not only economically, 

politically, and socially oriented but physical disparity exists as well. 

Husbands are usually bigger and stronger than their wives (Gelles & Straus, 

1988). "Even small girls in many working-class homes already know that 

men's greater strength is one source of male domination over women" (Rubin, 

1976). Physical size and strength put women at a terrible disadvantage when 

couples use physical force to solve conflict. Straus et al. (1980) reported 
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from their national survey that women and men were about equal in the 

number of violent acts that they reported committing against their spouses 

during a year's time. Besides it being morally wrong, wives run a great risk of 

physical injuiy when they hit their husbands, due to the size and strength 

differential when their husbands hit back (Straus, 1991). However, we 

cannot determine that wives abuse their husbands as often as husbands abuse 

their wives from this survey. Gelles & Straus (1988) comment on their own 

findings from the survey as follows: 

...those who report that husband abuse is as common as wife abuse 

overlook two important facts. First, the greater average size and 

strength of men and their greater aggressiveness means that a man's 

punch will probably produce more pain, injury, and harm than a punch 

by a woman. Second, nearly three-fourths of the violence committed 

by women is done in self-defense. ...more often than not a wife who 

beats her husband has herself been beaten. Her violence is the 

violence of self-defense. On some occasions she will strike back to 

protect herself; on others she will strike first, believing that if she does 

not, she will be badly beaten (p. 90). 

Wife-battering is perpetuated by the lack of social control due in part 

to the privatization of the family. Americans hold a belief that they should 

give and receive privacy within their homes. Therefore, wife-battering is 

considered a family matter and should be worked out within the family and 

not through outside interference or prying eyes. Family violence is tolerated 

in part to insure privacy in the home (Okum, 1986, Martin, 1976). Beatrice 
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Whiting (in Gelles & Straus, 1988), a cultural anthropologist, concluded from 

the societies she studied that family violence did not occur in communal 

societies but resulted when the families began living in separate houses. 

Also, the presence of children or other household members may deter the 

occurrence of spousal abuse as they sometimes have the ability to intervene 

(Gelles & Straus, 1988). 

The very nature of families makes for a high level of conflict. There 

are a large number of activities and interests within families, gender and age 

differences, a sense of shared identity and to a certain extent, involuntary 

membership. There is nothing off limits due to the intimacy involved with 

family members. A high level of conflicts are bound to arise which may 

develop into violence as a way to resolve these conflicts or as anger in 

response to the conflicts (Straus, 1991). 

Researchers have determined many factors which affect the likelihood 

of wife abuse. Work stress, employment dissatisfaction, unemployment, and 

economic stress are found to be associated with family violence (Rosenbaum, 

Cohen, Forsstrom-Cohen, 1991, Straus et al., 1980, & Margolin, Sibner, & 

Gleberman, 1988). Moreover, family violence occurs across all 

socioeconomic lines. 

Stress can be considered as one cause of domestic violence. It is not 

the only cause of domestic violence. Violence is only one possible reaction 

to stress. Other reactions would be to dissociate yourself from the situation, 

substance abuse, or to internalize the stress which may become evident 

through depression, anxiety, or developing physical ailments (McLeer, 1988). 
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Many people go through high stress situations without resorting to spouse 

abuse. Thus, we can conclude that stress is associated with a higher 

probability of domestic violence, to the extent that it may be the blame for 

isolated incidents of abuse, but certainly cannot be attributed to a pattern of 

abuse over a period of time. Straus (1980) suggests that the relationship 

between violence and stress is really a product of the belief in male 

dominance and the cultural acceptance of violence between intimates. 

Alcohol abuse has been associated with domestic violence. Research 

indicates that 50% of all couples who engage in domestic violence indicate 

that alcohol was used by one or both partners (Gelles & Straus, 1988). 

Loseke (1992) states that people are likely to forgive or tolerate domestic 

violence when the abuser is considered to be drunk. We cannot determine 

that alcohol use is a direct cause of domestic violence since not all abusers 

drink and of those that do — victims report that they are abused whether the 

offender is drunk or sober. However, alcohol use does lower inhibitions and 

gives abusers an excuse for their behavior, thereby, increasing the frequency 

and severity of the abuse. 

Effects of Family Gender Roles on Spousal Abuse. Inequality within 

marriages, due to traditional marital gender roles, is a determining factor for 

the probability of wife-battering. Straus et al. (1980) found that "power, 

decision-making, and sharing of household tasks indicated that inequality in 

the home is a prime contributor to violence between family members" 

(p.237). Straus and Gelles (1986) report that the most violent marriages are 

male-dominant and the least violent are egalitarian. The traditional marital 
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gender roles ascribe economic and decision-making power to the husband and 

the wife is subservient to her husband. This imbalance of power from rigid 

sex-role stereotyping is a causal factor in spousal abuse (Martin, 1976). The 

greater the inequality between spouses and the more one person has all the 

power then the greater is the risk of spousal abuse. 

"Violence between husband and wife is often a power confrontation" 

(Straus et al., 1980, p. 190). Power is "the ability of persons or groups to 

impose their will on others despite resistance" (Straus et al., 1980, p. 192) 

and "the ability to sanction or punish the person who resists the attempts to 

be controlled" (Straus et al,. 1980, p. 192). The most powerful family 

member (husband) may use violence to maintain and legitimize his dominant 

position while the less powerful member (wife) may use violence out of 

frustration from her lack of participation in decision-making. Furthermore, 

we will not be able to eliminate spousal abuse until we "eliminate the norms 

and values by which it is tolerated, legitimized, and glorified" (Straus et al., 

1980, p. 237). 

Martin (1976) states simply that sexism is "the underlying cause of 

marital violence" (p. 101). Certainly sexism fosters the perpetuation of the 

traditional family system and the inequality, between husbands and wives, 

which lies therein. "Statuses and roles in the family are assigned on the basis 

of age and sex rather than interest and competence as is the case in most 

social groups" (O'Leary, 1988, p. 36). The roles of husbands and wives did 

not develop out of any biological reality but are a result of the patriarchal 

family system. These roles are defined by the concepts of masculinity and 
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femininity which are the expectations of how men and women should behave 

(Martin, 1976). "Men are seen as dominant (and thus strong, active, rational, 

authoritarian, aggressive, and stable), and women as dependent (and thus 

submissive, passive, and nonrational)" (Martin, 1976, p. 42-43). Conflict 

occurs when men and women are unable or unwilling to live up to these role 

expectations and when violence is chosen to solve these conflicts women, due 

to their physically weaker status, will certainly suffer significantly more than 

their mates (Martin, 1976). 

The husband's dominant sex-role has provided him with a belief of 

possessiveness of his wife and a perceived right to control her (physically if 

he deems it necessary). Most batterers believe that they have the authority to 

make all the decisions and to physically control those who question their 

decisions. The hierarchical structure of the family with one member dominant 

and one submissive must change in order to eradicate spousal abuse. 

Changing our traditional sex roles is necessary to change the domination and 

control of women (Dobash & Dobash, 1979, Fleming, 1979, Martin, 1976, 

OLeary, 1968). 

Bersani and Chen (1988) describe resource theory as a possible causal 

alternative to wife abuse rather than a societal belief in the patriarchal family 

system. This theory states that husbands contribute more resources to the 

marriage than their wives and they gain power through their contributions. 

The resources which affect power include: "success; prestige; and position 

outside the family; age; gifts; job and services; political authority; intelligence 

and relevant knowledge; friendship; love; and attraction" (p. 61). Since one 
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person has more resources and therefore more power than the other, conflict 

from this power struggle turns into domestic violence. Certainly the husband 

usually has more resources at his disposal and therefore more power than his 

wife, however, it is through sexism fostered by the patriarchal family system 

which allows him to have access to these resources in the first place. 

Some sociologists believe that as women seek equality that they will be 

in more danger of spousal abuse. While seeking equality women will 

challenge the husband's authority and he may use violence to maintain 

dominance within the family. Traditionally men have had a higher level of 

education and income than their wives, however, when these roles are 

reversed the women may become victims of domestic violence due to their 

husbands' low self-esteem. That is, the husband may feel a loss of status and 

dominance in the relationship (Bersani & Chen, 1988, Martin, 1976). 

Research has shown a relationship between higher levels of wife abuse in 

homes where the wife's income exceeds her husband's income( Hoff, 1990, 

Rosenbaum et al., 1991). However, Martin (1976) states that as women seek 

paid employment their power within the marriage increases and gives women 

the economic means to leave an abusive marriage. According to Loseke 

(1992), the battered wife has been socialized to be "docile, submissive, 

humble, ingratiating, non-assertive, dependent, quiet, conforming and 

selfless" (p. 25). She maintains her identity through her service to others in a 

traditional feminine role. Women are slow to give up traditional family roles 

as their identities are tied to these roles (Shaevitz & Shaevitz, 1979). This 

socialization makes it easier for men to batter women as they are not taught to 
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physically defend themselves. Also, women are socialized to be less 

competitive, assertive and achievement oriented than men. This passive, 

cooperative and self-denying role that women are socialized into teaches 

them to endure the abuse rather than to fight against it (Okum, 1986). 

Traditional values regarding women form a "foundation for both victim 

blaming and self-blame" (Hoff, 1990, p. 229). 

Straus et al. (1980) state that full-time housewives are more likely to be 

abused than wives who work outside the home. They propose that paid 

employment of wives will decrease the likelihood of violence. Straus and 

Gelles' (1986) surveys show a decrease in spousal abuse from 1975 to 1985 

and they attribute this decrease to a societal change which is leading to 

equality between husbands and wives. According to McDonald (1980), the 

more power resources and decision-making power the wife has the more 

family roles are shared and the less traditional is the task allocation. 

Blumberg (1984) relates that economic power is the most important variable 

affecting the overall position of women. 

Changes in society are slowly occurring to combat the subordination of 

women. However, these changes have not had any significant affect on the 

patriarchal make up of the family (Bersani & Chen, 1988). According to 

Dobash and Dobash (1979), the two key factors which produce patriarchy are 

the routine reinforcement of male dominance and control and the 

sanctification of a family system in which spousal abuse may erupt. Our 

socialization is the most important factor in making a male dominant and 
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female subordinate relationship seem natural and acceptable to men and 

women. 

The patriarchal society is built upon the domination of women by men 

and one way for men to maintain their dominant position is through violence. 

For domestic violence to decrease men and women must accept an egalitarian 

family system (Margolin et al., 1988, Dobash & Dobash, 1979, Walker, 

1979, Martin, 1976). Straus (1991) found that egalitarian couples had the 

lowest rates of violence and the more couples leaned toward husband-

dominance the higher their rate of violence. Brinkerhoff and Lupri (1978) 

found that "husbands who are happy in their marriages are more equahtarian 

while those who are unhappy report greater husband dominance." 

Gelles and Straus (1988) state that "people hit family members because 

they can" (p. 20). They base this proposition on social exchange theory 

which assumes that people will pursue rewards and avoid punishments. "The 

principles of exchange theory suggest that people would only use violence 

toward family members when there are rewards for violent behavior and 

when the costs of violence do not outweigh the rewards" (p. 23). 

The criminal justice system is very little threat to the average batterer 

(Hoff, 1990, Gelles & Straus, 1988). Some police officers are socialized to 

believe that husbands are dominant, wives are submissive and domestic 

violence is a personal family matter (Martin, 1976). When battered women's 

situations were compared with police officers' perspectives regarding 

domestic violence, the victims most often preferred the arrest of the batterers 

but the majortiy of the officers did not believe arrest was the best solution. 
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Also, officers prone to victim-blaming were found to have traditional attitudes 

about gender roles (Andersen et al., 1991). The likelihood of domestic 

violence occurring increases when the offender does not believe that arrest, 

exposure or any costs are likely to occur (Straus, 1991). Along the same 

vein, Gelles and Straus (1988), state: 

The social and family structures that are most important in reducing the 

costs of intimate violence and, to some degree, increasing rewards 

are: (1) the social attitudes concerning violence and, more 

specifically, family violence; (2) the private nature of the modern 

household; and (3) the structural inequality that exists in the modern 

family ( p. 25). 

According to Andersen et al. (1991), husbands that abuse their wives 

have more traditional views of women's roles than nonabusive husbands. 

When their wives fail to behave in what they believe is their traditional role 

then the husbands use violence to maintain dominance and bring them into 

line. Batterers usually refuse to do any housekeeping chores because they 

view it as women's work, even when the woman is the only person in the 

household employed (Okum, 1986). Abusive husbands may try to find wives 

who will willingly take on traditional female roles making them easier to 

control (Andersen et al., 1991). 

The Cvcle of Domestic Violence. Sociologists, Andersen et al. 

(1991), Straus et al. (1980), and McLeer (1988) have found that a significant 

number of abusive husbands were physically abused as children or saw their 

mothers abused by their fathers. Domestic violence becomes learned 
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behavior which is handed down from one generation to the next. "Children 

who witness family violence not only learn specific aggressive behaviors, but 

are also more likely to believe that violence is a legitimate way to solve 

personal problems" (Button, 1988). Straus et al. (1980) found that men were 

three times more likely to hit their wives when they had seen violence 

between their parents growing up. We learn as children that violence is the 

ultimate resource to use when all else fails and the issue is important. Not 

only is physical force against a family member considered acceptable but in 

some situations it is considered morally right. 

Straus et al. (1980) contend that family violence becomes a cycle 

which moves from generation to generation. The more violent parents are 

with their children then the more violent the children are in their adult lives. 

Also, these children were more violent with each other and with their parents. 

Conversely, they found that children of non-violent parents tended to be 

non-violent with each other and once grown they were more likely to be 

non-violent with their mates and children. 

Children who saw their parents hitting one another was a greater 

predictor of them becoming violent adults than children who were themselves 

hit (Okum, 1986, Gelles & Straus, 1988). Gelles and Straus (1988) explain 

domestic violence as learned behavior as follows: 

Experiencing, and more importantly observing, violence as a child 

teaches three lessons: 1. Those who love you are also those who hit 

you, and those you love are people you can hit. 2. Seeing and 

experiencing violence in your home establishes the moral rightness of 
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hitting those you love. 3. If other means of getting your way, dealing 

with stress, or expressing yourself do not work, violence is 

permissible (p.91). 

A person is more likely to use violence when reacting to stress if that person 

learned as a child that violence is an appropriate response to anger or 

frustration (Andersen et al., 1991). 

We witness the effect that family violence has on children in the 

battered women's shelters. Children often tend to be withdrawn and 

frightened during the first few days in the shelter. Before long they start to 

act out their anger by aggressive and abusive behavior toward other children 

in the shelter and toward their own mothers. 

Walker (1979) states that children who grow up in homes with rigid 

stereotyped gender roles learn that boys are stronger than girls and that boys 

deserve the best of everything. Girls are taught to be nurturers and to be 

supportive to boys in their achievements. "This is translated to mean that it is 

really all right for men to coerce women into doing what they want them to 

do, because men know best" (p. 146). Boys are socialized to be tough and to 

believe that women enjoy physical force from men. Girls are socialized to be 

passive, submissive, docile and dependent. This socialization teaches boys to 

be batterers and girls to be victims (Martin, 1976). 

Husbands who abuse their wives receive positive reinforcement from 

their wives in the form of compliance and submission. They also release 

tension through their violence which becomes a positive reinforcement of 

their behavior (Okum, 1986). Whether abusive husbands learn to use 
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violence to control others and settle conflicts as children or through trial and 

error, they continue to use it because they get desired results from physical 

force. 

Seeing your parents use violence against each other or being abused as 

a child may be a factor in being a party to domestic violence as an adult but it 

is not a guarantee. The majority of people who experience physical abuse as 

a child do not become violent as adults (Straus, 1991, Gelles & Straus, 1988). 

Experiencing domestic violence as a child is a possible contributing factor to 

becoming an abusive adult but it is not the ultimate cause of wife battering. 

Why does she stay? Some believe that we should not ask why does 

she stay but why is the batterer allowed to stay (Hoff, 1990)? Since the 

battered woman is the victim why should she be the one to leave her home 

and the offender be allowed to continue to stay in the family home? 

There are many reasons as to why women stay in abusive relationships. 

One reason that they stay is out of fear. Batterers commonly threaten their 

victims by telling them that if they try to leave they will be killed. Battered 

women are commonly so fearful of their abusive husbands that they are 

immobilized by the fear (Gelles & Straus, 1988, Martin, 1976). Their fears 

are not unwarranted as the news media frequently reports of wives being 

killed by their spouses after separation. Women are in the greatest danger of 

harm when they leave their abusive spouses (Pagelow, 1984). Abusive 

husbands view their wives as their property and are enraged that she would 

dare to leave, they would rather see her dead than to see her with another 

man. 
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Many women are socialized to believe that men are naturally 

aggressive and violent. Therefore, you have to live with the violence because 

all men are that way (Martin, 1976). According to Hoff (1990), women 

accept the authority and power of men. Women conform to the traditional 

role of the wife and take it for granted that their husband would have the last 

word on all matters. In accepting this subordinate position wives are unlikely 

to try to leave the situation since women are socialized to believe that they 

should not go against their husbands in any matter. The women see an 

inequality between husbands and wives within the marriage as inevitable and 

many times do not feel that they have the power to leave the relationship. 

Also, women are socialized to keep the family together at all costs (Dobash 

&Dobash, 1979). 

Women are socialized to believe that they are responsible for the 

success or failure of relationships. Therefore, when their husbands abuse 

them, wives often blame themselves and wonder where they went wrong to 

cause their mates to treat them in this manner. This self-blaming notion is 

reinforced when their husbands blame them with statements like "I wouldn't 

have to hit you if you would act right" (Hoff, 1990, Statman, 1990). The 

woman's self-esteem is destroyed through the battering process and she may 

come to believe that she does not deserve anything better (Loseke, 1992). 

Also, there is an added stigma attached to divorced women that they are not 

only failures at marriage but as women as well since their identities are tied to 

being a wife and mother. Some women believe that they have no value as 
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individuals and believe that being with an abusive man is better than no man 

at all (Loseke, 1992, Martin, 1976). 

Batterers when faced with the notion that they have gone too far will 

promise their wives that they will never harm them again. Their wives 

believe them and want to give them another chance (Deshner & McNeil, 

1986, Hoff, 1990). The husbands may even promise to go to counseling or 

give up drinking in order to keep their wives. The women want their 

marriages to work out and given this ray of hope will continue to give their 

mates chances to stop the abuse. "Women rarely quit their violent 

relationship after the first separation. It generally takes repeated beatings, 

preceded and followed by repeated promises to reform, before the victim 

becomes disappointed and scared enough to give up on the relationship" 

(Okum, 1986). 

Women are often not financially able to leave their husbands. They 

may not be able to support themselves or their children (Gelles, 1976) or they 

may not have access to the family's finances. Women not only do most or all 

of domestic work in the home but those who work outside the home only 

make 65 cents to every dollar earned by men (Hoff, 1990). According to 

Gelles and Straus (1988), "women who stayed in violent marriages were less 

educated, had fewer job skills and were more likely to be unemployed than 

women who sought help, called the police, or left their violent partners. One 

explanation for this finding is that women who have few resources are more 

entrapped in violent homes" (pp. 143-144). Pagelow (1988) states the 

following: 
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Employment leading to economic independence for women is not 

always a possibility, because regardless of education and job skills, 

women consistently have higher unemployment and underemployment 

rates than men. When employed, women tend to cluster in lower paid 

job categories, their opportunities for advancement are more restricted, 

and they suffer higher layoff rates. Wives with less than twelve years 

of education can expect to earn only 56% of what husbands with the 

same education can earn. Even when women have earned college 

degrees or had postgraduate education, they can expect to earn almost 

$2000 less than men who are high school dropouts. The median 

income for women with four or more years of college is $8,360 less 

per year than men with the same level of education (US Bureau of 

the census, 1980) (p. 218). 

Even when the wife works outside the home, she often gives her earnings to 

her husband, at his insistence of course (Pagelow, 1988). Women often stay 

because they have no where else to go. When battered women's shelters are 

available they usually can only house women and their children for thirty days 

and where are they to go when their time is up at the shelter? 

Isolation of the women is another factor in their staying in the abusive 

relationship. Battered women are normally cut off from any support system. 

This isolation may be self imposed as the woman may be embarrassed by 

visible injuries or her husband's behavior or it could be imposed by the abuser 

(Rosenbaum et a!., 1991, Dutton, 1988). Some men move their families to 

isolated areas and leave their wives without a telephone or a car. Others call 
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their wives every hour to make sure that they have not left the home or are 

not on the telephone with someone else. In extreme cases, husbands literally 

lock up their wives. 

To stop this epidemic of family violence we need to stop blaming Hie 

victim and start understanding her in order to help her. Understanding the 

cycle theory of violence will help us to understand why battered women do 

not leave their situations. Denzin (1984) argues that there are "negative 

structures of experience that flow from domestic, family violence are 

embedded in interactional structures that may be termed negative symbolic 

interaction. The schismogenesis that produces stable structures of negative 

symbolic interaction locks the family of violence in a circuit of violent 

selfness that attaches and connects each subject to a web of violence that is 

chainlike in its grip." Battered women are not just economically dependent 

upon their abusers but they are emotionally dependent as well. From the 

alternation of kindness and threats the abused wife is in a state of 

disequilibrium and confusion rendering her in a state of helplessness 

(Andersen et al., 1991). She soon loses her self respect and hope creating a 

situation where she is without the strength to free herself (Martin, 1976). 

"The battering cycle appears to have three distinct phases, which vary 

in both time and intensity for the same couple and between different couples. 

These are: the tension-building phase; the explosion or acute battering 

incident; and the calm, loving respite" (Walker, 1979, p.55). 

During Phase I (Tension-Building phase), minor battering incidents 

occur. The woman usually tries to calm the batterer down in order to avoid 
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an explosive battering incident. During this phase the woman tries to cope 

through denial. "She is not interested in the reality of the situation, because 

she is desperately attempting to prevent him from hurting her more" (Walker, 

1979, p.56). She begins to feel guilty that maybe she is to blame for his anger 

and that if she were a better wife, mother, etc. he would not hit her. 

The battered woman then tries to control her environment so that the 

abuser will not become angry. However, by her passive and compliant 

behavior she unwittingly sends messages to the batterer that she accepts his 

abusiveness as legitimately directed toward her. The minor battering 

incidents become more frequent and the woman feels helpless to control the 

situation. Tension and anger continue to build until an external event or the 

internal state of the man triggers phase n. 

Phase II (Explosion or the Acute Battering incident) usually lasts for 

two to twenty-four hours and is distinguished from phase one by the lack of 

control and major destructiveness exhibited by the batterer. "When the acute 

attack is over, it is usually followed by initial shock, denial, and disbelief that 

it has really happened" (Walker, 1979, p. 62). 

Phase in sometimes called the honeymoon stage is "characterized by 

extremely loving, kind, and contrite behavior by the batterer. He knows he 

has gone too far, and he tries to make it up to her" (Walker, 1979, p. 65). 

The batterer may beg for forgiveness, promise never to do it again, shower 

her with gifts and affection, and promise to get help in order to keep her. 

Walker (1979) further states: 
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The battered woman wants to believe that she will no longer have to 

suffer abuse. The batterer's reasonableness supports her belief that he 

really can change, as does his loving behavior during this phase. She 

convinces herself that he can do what he says he wants to do. It is 

during this phase that the woman gets a glimpse of her original dream 

of how wonderful love is. His behavior is her reinforcement for 

staying in the relationship (p. 67). 

The cycle repeats itself. The woman learns that she cannot predict or 

control the batterer's behavior. The psychosocial theory of learned 

helplessness is a state where a person believes that she does not have any 

control over a response-outcome, whether she does or not. Thus a person 

becomes passive and does not believe that she has any control over her life. 

According to Walker (1979): 

Once we believe we cannot control what happens to us, it is difficult to 

believe we can ever influence it, even if later we experience a 

favorable outcome. This concept is important for understanding why 

battered women do not attempt to free themselves from a battering 

relationship. Once the women are operating from a belief of 

helplessness, the perception becomes reality and they become 

passive, submissive, 'helpless.' They allow things that appear to them 

to be out of control actually to get out of their control (p. 47). 

When battered women enter a shelter they sometimes try to transfer the 

control of their lives from their husbands onto the caseworker. They expect 

shelter employees to make the simplest decisions for them and are constantly 
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asking someone else to tell them what to do. They are still operating from a 

state of perceived helplessness. 

The problems of the battered woman are more than economic 

independence, having a safe place to go, single parenthood, etc. Although 

these problems are not easily solved, the battered woman must overcome 

guilt, fear, low self-esteem, and a sense of helplessness in order to escape 

violence. 

In summary, wife battering is a complex problem and the cause has 

many contributing factors. One underlying cause is sexism. Domestic 

violence is one way to control and oppress women. It is legitimized by 

political, legal, and religious institutions. Traditional gender roles within the 

family socialize women to be subordinate and men to be superordinate. 

These traditional roles place women in a vulnerable position and sets the 

stage for them to be physically abused. 

Husbands and wives must have equal positions of power within the 

family in order to abolish wife battering. Since people adhere to gender roles 

based upon their beliefs as to what those roles should be, it is important to 

determine battered women's perceptions of appropriate gender roles within 

the family. Therefore, it is important to reiterate the guiding research 

questions in this study: 1) What are battered women's perceptions of gender 

roles within the family? 2) How do their perceptions of marital gender roles 

affect their acceptance of abusive behavior and their willingness to change 

their situation? and 3) How have their gender roles changed as a result of the 

abusive relationship? 



CHAPTER m 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

In this chapter I will provide an overview of the research design and 

will discuss the sample and data collection procedures for this study. I draw 

rather heavily on Lofland and Lofland (1984) for the discussion of the 

research procedures. 

The research for this study was conducted in the Dallas Metropolitan 

Area. The respondents were selected on a voluntary basis from the three 

programs at a battered women's shelter in the region. The three programs 

included the emergency shelter, an aftercare program for clients who had 

been residents of the shelter and an outreach program which offered 

individual and group counseling for battered women in the community. 

Interviews were conducted with twenty White, working-class women 

who were victims of domestic violence. These women were residing in/or 

receiving counseling services from the women's shelter. The sample was 

drawn from women who volunteered to participate in this study. The age 

group was 21 to 40. Respondents in the study ranged from 21 to 38 years 

old. Eight women were in their twenties and twelve were in their thirties; I 

did not encounter anyone 39 and 40 years old. 

36 
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Education was used as a key indicator of social class for this study. 

The sample was drawn from women who had at least five years of formal 

education and less than a college degree. Respondents in the study had 

obtained an eighth grade education to some college courses. More 

specifically, one woman had an eighth grade education, one a ninth grade 

education, two went through the eleventh grade, three graduated from high 

school, three had obtained a GED, and nine had some college level courses. 

All the respondents identified themselves as belonging to the working class. 

This study included only battered women who were currently or had 

been in a physically abusive intimate relationship. Many of these women 

were married and had children, however, marriage was not a criteria for the 

study. One of the respondents did not have children and two did not have 

their children with them at the shelter. Three women did not have all of their 

children with them because they either did not have custody or had 

voluntarily sent them to live with other relatives on a temporary basis, four 

had one child, eight had two children, and five had three children. 

Overall, I interviewed twenty women who volunteered to participate in 

this study. These women were clients of the shelter and it's outreach 

counseling programs. However, a total of twenty-four women were 

contacted. Four women declined to participate in the study. One woman did 

not indicate a reason. Three women who had volunteered to be interviewed 

did not show up for the interview. I unsuccessfully tried to contact these 

women by telephone. I assumed that after they reflected about the study, they 

felt intimidated and thus failed to keep their appointments. The respondents 
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were informed that they could cancel their participation at anytime during the 

study without penalty or loss of services from the women's shelter. Also, 

each respondent signed a consent for release of information form. 

The occupations of the respondents varied. Five were housewives and 

two were nurses aides. Among the other occupations represented were 

financial officer, student, seamstress, business owner, social services 

worker, customer services worker, data entry clerk, waitress, secretary, 

assembly line worker, computer technician, administrative assistant, and 

computer analyst. 

I am a former counselor at a women's shelter, thus I had the social 

contacts that were necessary for this study. The data were collected from 

March 1,1994 to June 23, 1994. With regard to the interviewing procedures, 

this study was exploratoiy in nature and was not dependent on stated 

hypotheses. My intent was to collect descriptive data from women who were 

victims of domestic violence. As I have emphasized three major research 

questions guided this study. Thus the data were collected through interviews. 

I developed an interview guide (Appendix) which included questions 

concerning the issues examined in this study. All of the questions in the 

interview guide were asked but not necessarily in the order listed. In 

addition, one question sometimes elicited a whole series of responses. 

Therefore, I did not have to ask some of the questions listed in the interview 

guide. However, I made certain that all the relevant questions in the 

interview guide were asked of each respondent. When appropriate, I asked 

probing questions that were not listed in the interview guide. These questions 
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were not included in the interview guide because probing questions varied 

according to the respondents' experiences and responses. Furthermore, 

probing questions were asked in an effort to elicit more descriptive data as 

well as to check the initial responses. 

I contacted the shelter at least three times a week. When there was a 

client that met the sample criteria, I made arrangements with the shelter staff 

to come to the shelter and I introduced myself to the client. I informed the 

client about the research project and explained that I was looking for 

volunteers to participate in the study. If the client agreed to be a respondent, 

then I asked her to meet me at her convenience in an office that the shelter 

staff provided for the interview. As for the respondents in the two outreach 

counseling programs, the coordinator asked clients, who met the sample 

criteria, if they would like to volunteer to participate in the study. If they 

agreed, the coordinator gave me their phone numbers and I called the 

respondents. A time and place convenient for the respondents to conduct the 

interview was arranged at this time. 

I asked each respondent for their consent to use a tape recorder and all 

respondents in this study agreed to have their interviews recorded. The tape 

recorder was placed on the desk or table beside the respondent and was not 

given much attention in order not to intimidate the respondent by its presence. 

Also, the respondents permitted me to take notes during the interviews as a 

backup measure in the event of a possible malfunction in the tape recorder. I 

had to rely on my notes in two particular cases. In one case the interviewee 

held her baby during the interview and the baby cried on and off during the 
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interview and some of the responses on tape could not be heard due to the 

crying of the child. In the other case the tape ran out without my knowledge 

and the last two questions were not recorded on tape during the interview. 

The interviews were conducted in an informal manner. That is, the 

questions were asked in a conversational manner in order for the respondents 

to feel at ease. At times the respondents volunteered information about issues 

that had not been asked during the interview. On average the interviews were 

one hour in length with several interviews taking up to one hour and forty-five 

minutes. All of the interviews were completed during the initial interview. 

To reiterate, the respondents who were shelter residents were interviewed at 

the shelter. Outreach clients were met in a public location for safety reasons 

with the exception of one outreach client who requested to meet in her home. 

(There were no concerns of danger in this particular case.) In all instances 

privacy was maintained during the interviews by being away from the hearing 

distance of other persons. 

Since I had been a counselor at a battered women's shelter for over 

four years, I was experienced in interviewing battered women and was 

sensitive to their needs. Thus, I believe that my role as a female researcher 

was an asset during the interviews. That is, I was an insider (Merton, 1972) 

with respect to gender. I believe that the respondents felt at ease with me 

during the interview because I am a woman. Women often feel at ease 

speaking to other women and are more open to discuss their life experiences 

in detail. In my judgment, the respondents agreed to be interviewed because 

they wanted to help other women who are in battering relationships. 
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The respondents were informed that I would be the only person to 

transcribe the tapes, analyze the data, and write up the findings of this study. 

It took an average of three hours to transcribe each taped interview with some 

taking up to six hours. I supplemented the data that was recorded with the 

notes that I had taken during the interview. The data for this research project 

were recorded with a code number and an alphabet letter. No one else had 

access to the codes that identified the interviewees. At the end of the study, 

the list which contained the code numbers of each interview was destroyed. 

The presentation of the analysis is similar to Lillian Rubin's work in Worlds 

of Pain (1976). 

Anonymity was guaranteed to each respondent. Thus names are not 

used and any other identifying information about the respondents has been 

changed in order to honor the guarantee of anonymity. Also, the number, age 

and sex of some of the respondents' children have been changed in order to 

further protect their identity. When a researcher is dealing with qualitative 

data, special precautions are necessary to protect the anonymity of the 

respondents. Thus, in analyzing the data, I have constructed composite cases 

(Sjoberg and Nett, 1968) of the respondents in order for it to be impossible 

for anyone to identify the responses of any respondent. Meaning that two or 

more similar responses were intertwined and then edited. The voices of the 

respondents are heard in this study and their experiences are examined. 



CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS 

Symbolic interactionism is used as the framework for analyzing these 

data. "How persons define themselves and others is a product of ongoing 

interaction with others" (Williams, 1990, p. 140). The interaction described 

in this study is that of persons living together as families. Specifically, it is 

interaction between intimate partners who are in a physically abusive 

relationship. Battered women are given a voice and their words are used in 

this analysis, unlike Loseke (1992) who only interviewed shelter staff and did 

not interview any battered women in her study. 

According to Ritzer (1988), there are three critical points for symbolic 

interactionism: "(1) a focus on the interaction between the actor and the 

world; (2) a view of both the actor and the world as dynamic processes and 

not static structures; and (3) the great importance attributed to the actor's 

ability to interpret the social world" (p.291). Mead (1934) discusses 

symbolic interactionism in terms of mind, self, and society. Since humans 

have a thinking mind and can create and use symbols to communicate the 

mind then is a process of this interaction. The self is comprised of the I and 

the me, with the me as individual awareness and the I as unawareness. Then 

society is the result of "patterns of interaction" (Ritzer, 1988, p. 299). 

42 
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Turner (1991) sums up symbolic interactionism in the following: 

Humans create and use symbols. They communicate with symbols. 

They interact through role taking, which involves the reading of 

symbols emitted by others. What makes them unique as a species—the 

existence of mind and self—arises out of interaction. Conversely, the 

emergence of these capacities allows for the interactions that form the 

basis of society (p. 394). 

Symbolic interaction considers how the violent act is defined and the 

individual's view of the violent relationship. "Not just the interaction itself 

but also the symbolic interpretation placed on the act must be considered" 

(Steinmetz, 1987, p. 743). 

William Goode (1982) takes the definitions of the situation into 

account when he states that men resist the changing of gender roles toward 

equality of women in order to hold on to their dominant position. "They 

enjoy an exploitive position that yields them an unearned profit in money, 

power, and prestige" ( p. 202). Furthermore, not only do men resist giving 

up their privileged position and the advantages it affords them but also that 

they are hurt to learn that their women have harbored resentment toward them 

and do not express gratitude for the gifts that they bring to the family in their 

breadwinner role. One of the ways men resist is by not contributing to 

domestic duties. According to Goode (1982), "The massive fact is that men's 

domestic contribution does not change much whether or not they work, and 

whether or not their wives work" (p. 213). 
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Another form of men's resistance to change in gender roles is through 

domestic violence. Men try to control the behavior of their wives and one 

way to do this is through physical force or the threat of force. The men in this 

study tried to keep power and control over their wives by battering them. 

Background information. To reiterate, participants ranged in age from 

21 to 38 years old, and the average age was 30. All participants were victims 

of domestic violence at the hands of an intimate partner. Seventy-five 

percent of the respondents were legally married to their abusers and the 

remaining 25 percent had been living with their abusers. At the time of the 

interviews all but one respondent was not living with the abusive partner. 

Seventeen of the respondents had children with them. The respondents had 

between an eighth grade education and some college courses and 15 had at 

least a GED or High School diploma and 9 had some college courses. Their 

abusers had between a sixth grade education and college graduate and 16 of 

them had a GED or High School diploma and 7 had some college courses. 

Five of the respondents described themselves as housewives and 11 

were office workers while the remainder were blue collar workers. Nine of 

their abusive partners were in white collar occupations while the remaining 11 

were in blue collar jobs. 

Ten of the respondents were reared through their teen years by both 

biological parents, four were reared by a single parent, three were reared by 

both parents until they were nine or ten years old, and three were reared by 

their mothers and stepfathers. All the respondents described a very 

traditional upbringing with regard to gender roles within the family. 
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Cycle of Domestic Violence. This study provides evidence for the 

theory of learned behavior as a cause for domestic violence. All respondents 

stated that family violence was witnessed and/or experienced in their families 

and/or their partners families while growing up. Seventy percent of the 

respondents stated that there was violence in their family while growing up. 

Seventy percent of the respondents stated that they were abused as children 

and of these one-half stated that they were sexually abused as children (35% 

of total respondents). Several of the respondents stated that they left their 

abusive partners and sought help from their families but were physically 

abused, as adults, by family members and that is how they came to the 

shelter. Some others told me that they had no contact with family due to the 

abuse that they suffered as a child. 

Seventy-five percent of the participants in this study stated that there 

was violence in their abuser's family while growing up and twenty percent 

said that they did not know if there was abuse. Also, sixty percent of the 

respondents reported that their abusers were abused as children and fifteen 

percent stated that they did not know if their abusers were abused as children. 

While discussing the abuser's family, a twenty-nine year old mother of three 

stated: 

His father is a tyrant. He hurt all the kids and his Mom. He said that 

his Dad would whip him with electric cords and if he asked hirn to do 

something and he didn't move fast enough he would knock him across 

the room. 

...and other family members: 
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His aunt and uncle were always fighting too and all his brothers turned 

out the same way. They abuse their wives too. 

[Thirty-year old Secretary] 

Many of the women turned to the abusers family for intervention but 

found them to be unsympathetic and unwilling to get involved: 

Once when my husband was beating me and I was crying and his 

Father came in and looked at it like it was normal and what's the big 

deal. I told his Mother about his abusing me and she said 'oh what did 

he actually do. Oh y'all were just drinking and it's tit for tat.' They 

don't see it as any big deal. They think it's normal but I don't think its 

normal. 

[Twenty-eight year old mother of two] 

Many of the women were unable to get any help from their family or his 

family. Forty-five percent of the respondents stated that there was abuse in 

both their families and their husbands' families growing up and they were both 

abused as children. 

Gender roles within the family. Participants in this study described 

very traditional gender roles within their relationships. When asked who is 

responsible for housework and home maintenance, the response most often 

given was: 

I do it all; cooking, cleaning, maintenance, everything. 

[Thirty-five year old housewife and mother of three] 

Even in the homes where the battered wife was the only one working outside 

the home: 
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I did everything. It was all my responsibility and he would never help 

me and then he would complain that I never did it good enough. 

[Thirty-eight year old Administrative Assistant] 

The few women who reported that their mates would occasionally do some 

household chores indicated through their language that housework was their 

own responsibility and when their husband contributed he was helping them: 

Very rarely he would help with housework. [He helped] only if I 

begged and pleaded. 

[Twenty-one year old waitress and mother of one] 

or... 

Sometimes he would help. It didn't happen often mind you and it 

depended on if he was having a good week or not, but most of the time 

I did it. 

[Thirty-five year old nurse's aide] 

Since most respondents were renting, the question concerning who did 

home maintenance and yard work did not apply. 

All of the respondents stated that they were the primary care givers for 

the children. Most of the respondents stated that they provided care for the 

children without any assistance from their mates and the few who reported 

that their husbands assisted them indicated that it was minimal care while 

they were at work leaving baths and sometimes meals for their wives to do 

when they got home. A twenty-nine year old data entry clerk and mother of 

two stated: 
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I did everything. I got them to bed, gave them baths, and got them 

fed. If I'd ask him to watch the kids so I could do something, he 

would say I don't baby-sit. 

Respondents in this study did not report in any significant number that 

one gender provided the discipline for the children over the other. However, 

several of the women, who solely provided the children's discipline, 

expressed that they did so to protect the children: 

I mostly tried to handle all the discipline to avoid him handling it 

because I was afraid of what he might do. 

[Twenty-seven year old assembly line worker and mother of three] 

The women in this study readily accepted the role of primary care 

giver in the home. When asked if they felt that women with small children 

should work outside the home, more than one-half said "no." Some of the 

women said that if it was a financial necessity then it would be all right to 

work outside the home, but the preference was for the mother to stay at home 

with the children. 

Ninety percent of all the respondents stated that their mates had control 

over the money in the family and made the bulk of the buying decisions. 

Many of the respondents stated that they were not allowed any access to the 

family money. In some cases the participants stated that they paid the bills 

but their husbands would demand money for various things including drugs 

and alcohol. They were coerced into giving money to their husbands whether 

the bills were paid or not. Even though they tried to manage the money and 

pay the household bills, their husbands still had ultimate control of the money: 
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He has control of all the money. I work but he takes all the money 

and if he's in a giving mood then he'll give me some of it. He used to 

give me money for groceries but now he doesn't want to give me any 

money because he says 'you don't spend it right' and I'm frugal. I don't 

buy any extras, [I buy] milk and diapers and that's it. 

[Thirty-seven year old nurse's aid and mother of one] 

and... 

He would bring his paycheck home for me to pay bills but then he 

would say I need ten dollars or a hundred dollars and before long he 

had spent all the money that he had given me. He would demand 

money and I would either give it to him or have it taken. One way or 

the other, if you didn't give it to him then he would beat you and then 

you would give it to him. 

[Thirty-one year old housewife and mother of two] 

Many of the women stated that their spouses made all the buying 

decisions. Some stated that they bought groceries and clothing for the 

children but their husbands made decisions on big ticket items and always 

had veto power over anything that they wanted to purchase: 

His money was his totally. He would give me grocery money but I got 

to the point that I was timid to buy feminine hygiene tilings and hose. 

That's how controlling it was. 

[Twenty-six year old financial officer] 

and... 

Anything that costs say more than twenty or thirty dollars then we 
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would discuss it but it usually went his way. Usually we got what he 

wanted. I'd usually give into what he wanted and not get what I 

wanted. 

[Thirty-seven year old student and mother of two boys] 

The respondents were split as to whether or not they thought the man 

or both husband and wife should provide an income for the family. Many 

respondents were resentful that they had to carry the load of housework and 

child care and work too. A thirty-three year old customer services worker 

reports: 

He should have taken care of me. I really resented that he wasn't man 

enough to do that. I had to do all the housework and cooking and 

everything and I felt like if I had to provide all that then he should 

provide the family income. 

All of the respondents agreed that it should be the woman's decision as 

to the type, location, and hours of her employment. Many of the respondents 

stated that they believed that the woman should take the welfare of her 

children into consideration in making this decision: 

It should ultimately be her decision but it should be based on what's 

best for the kids. 

[Twenty-seven year old seamstress and mother of two] 

When asked who is head of the household the respondents stated that it 

was their husbands. They credited him as being head of the household and 

stated the following reasons: because he was the man, he was the bread-

winner, and/or he had control over the other members in the household. For 



51 

example a thirty-three year old housewife and mother of three girls stated: 

He was head of the household because he was the husband and he was 

the one working and paying all the bills. 

and... 

He was head of the household because he made the rules and he 

controlled everything. He made all the decisions and told everybody 

what to do. It was his way or else. 

[Twenty-nine year old nurse's aid and mother of two girls] 

Respondents were asked who had the most authority in the family and 

responded in terms of who had control and decision-making power in the 

family which was ultimately the husband: 

He has the most authority. When I make a decision that he doesn't 

like, he overrules me. 

[Thirty-year old housewife and mother of one] 

and... 

Whatever he said to do was done. He had the only say so on 

everything. You didn't disagree or argue, whatever he said went. I 

didn't have an opinion. 

[Twenty-seven year old mother of three] 

All of the respondents expressed very traditional perceptions of gender 

roles within the family. One-half of the respondents stated that their 

perceptions of a wife's role in the family did not change after being in this 

relationship and held to traditional gender roles within the family: 
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I was raised that the wife was suppose to take care of the house and 

the kids and I still think that there is certain things that a woman should 

do and certain things that a man should do. 

[Thirty-six year old housewife with three children] 

Several of the women were angry that their spouses were not fulfilling 

their traditional role as breadwinner for the family. They resented the fact 

that they were totally responsible for housework, taking care of the children 

and then had to work outside the home too: 

I did my thing but he didn't do his thing and I guess that's why it didn't 

work. He wanted me to do it all. I thought a wife's role was suppose 

to be a helper and be taken care of but in this relationship I'm not the 

helper, I'm the lead and I'm the one that's doing it all. 

[Thirty-seven year old secretary and mother of one] 

The rest of the respondents reported that their perspective of a wife's 

role within the family had changed since they were in this relationship and 

they no longer held with the traditional viewpoint: 

[That's] the way I was raised — my Mom wouldn't let my Dad lift a 

finger — and so I just sort of fell into those roles. I've realized that a 

woman does not have to be a slave and she has something to offer. 

[Twenty-seven year old computer analysts] 

and... 

When I first got married I first thought that a woman did all the 

traditional things, all the housework and that she would always be 

there to support her husband and make sure he had clean clothes and 
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something to eat. Provide him all the comforts and let him make the 

decisions. Now I don't think that's fair. I think it should be fifty fifty, 

you know I've got a lot to offer and a man doesn't really have anymore 

to offer than a woman. Women work also and I don't think it should be 

so stereotyped. 

[Twenty-six year old nurse's aide and mother of two] 

The women in this study stated that their mates held a traditional view 

of gender roles in the family. More specifically they believed that the man 

should make all the decisions and the woman should be submissive to the 

man and should have full responsibility for housework and the care of 

children. Also, one-half of the respondents stated that they were pressured to 

work outside the home as well and several of the respondents were sole 

providers for the family. Whether the women worked outside the home or 

not they felt that they should have a part in decision-making. The women 

who worked felt that their husbands should relieve them of some of the 

burden of housework and childcare. These differences in view points of 

gender roles within the family often caused conflict and sometimes violence 

in the home: 

He thinks males are dominant and females are submissive and women 

are suppose to do what the men tell them. My husband is boss; no ifs, 

ands or buts about it. It was his way on everything and the woman 

should just stay at home and be quiet and the man could do whatever 

he wanted. That's really how the violence would get started because I 

didn't agree with him. I would say that's the primary reason for our 
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arguments. 

[Thirty-eight year old housewife and mother of three girls] 

and... 

He would say you are my maid and this is what I say. He wanted 

control of me and what I did. He thinks a woman should work, have 

kids, take care of those kids, and take care of the house too. I don't 

agree. I think that if the husband wants the wife to work then they 

need to work on the things at home together. 

[Thirty year old Administrative Assistant and mother of two] 

and... 

He believed that the woman should do everything and bow down to the 

man. The man is King. This caused problems all the time. I was 

working and he was staying home and he wouldn't keep the house 

clean, I still had to come home and clean. Oh, and I had to pick up the 

baby from daycare too even though he was sitting there and he had a 

car. 

[Twenty-one year old computer technician and mother of one] 

When the respondents were asked what characteristics they believed 

men wanted in their wives, they tended to respond with functions or roles that 

the wife would perform rather than personality characteristics. They believed 

their husbands would prefer these roles, but when speaking of men in general 

or as they put it normal men then it was more admirable personality traits 

listed. When they responded to the question: what characteristics do you 

believe women want in husbands? The reply included personality 
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characteristics. For example a thirty-three year old waitress and mother 

states: 

Slavery. They want control. They want you to do everything, work, 

cook, clean the house, wait on them, and sex whenever they want it. 

and... 

I think they go for looks. They want someone who will clean the house 

and take care of the kids and not talk back much. 

[Thirty-one year old housewife and mother of two] 

and... 

My husband wants a mother figure, servant, and personal slave. I think 

a normal man wants someone who is intelligent, strong, a good 

companion and able to make a decision. 

[Thirty-eight year old business owner] 

...and what characteristics do women want in their husbands: 

I want someone who can listen, is loyal, trustworthy, honest and a 

good provider. 

[Thirty-seven year old housewife and mother of three boys] 

and... 

Someone you can communicate with. Someone who respects women 

and is loyal, responsible, dependable, intelligent, and faithful. 

[Twenty-six year old secretary and mother of one] 

The abuse. All of the women in this study stated that they have been 

emotionally and physically abused by an intimate partner. The emotional 
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abuse was reported to have been a daily assault by most of the respondents 

and the physical abuse was stated to have occurred anywhere from a daily 

occurrence to a few isolated incidents. As horrible as the physical abuse 

appeared to be many of the battered women reported that they felt the 

emotional abuse was much worse in that the pain lasted longer and was 

harder to forget. 

The women described the emotional abuse that they were subjected to 

as name calling and put downs in public as well as in private. They stated 

that their abusers threatened to harm them and their families; threatened to 

kill them, their families and themselves; and threatened to take their children 

away. The women's personal possessions were destroyed and their 

movements were controlled. Also, the women had objects thrown at them 

and had been held at gun point and at knife point. The emotional abuse was 

described as follows: 

Everyday I was called a stupid [expletive]. He threatened to kill me 

and he would tell me that he was going to stomp me in the mud and 

then stomp the mud out of me. He threatens to take away my children 

and he's done it before too. One time for as long as three months. I 

wasn't allowed to go anywhere without his permission and he would 

call and check up on me. He didn't want me to talk to anyone on the 

phone and if I was on the phone talking to someone that he didn't like 

he would pull the plug out of the wall while I was talking. 

[Twenty-seven year old housewife and mother of two] 

and... 
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The first thing he said when we got into the car to go on our 

honeymoon was 'you will be losing that weight.' I can't remember a 

time when I wasn't a liar, a [prostitute], a zero, and a loser. He would 

say that 'You'll never be anything' and 'I wish I had a two by four right 

now, I'd beat you to a pulp.' All the time he would say 'you have 

ruined my life.' According to him, I couldn't keep house, take care of 

the baby, cook, or do anything right. 

[Twenty-six year old housewife and mother of two] 

and... 

He always put me down. I was crazy. I was fat. I was ugly. I was an 

[expletive] because I had a child before I met him. He told me when I 

was seven months pregnant that I was repulsive looking and he didn't 

desire to have sex with me. Once when I was pregnant, he stripped 

me down to my slip and underwear during a fight and pushed me out 

the front door and locked it. He's threatened to kill me and has pulled 

a gun on me before. 

[Thirty-six year old computer technician and mother of three] 

The physical abuse included by the battered women in this study 

includes slapping, pushing, punching, kicking, choking, beaten with objects, 

held down, stabbed, ran over with a car, burned with cigarettes, hair pulled, 

and pushed through a window. Battered women discussed the abuse: 

He's slapped me. He's punched me, beat my head on the concrete, hit 

me with a hammer, thrown me into the wall, thrown hot food in my 

face, tried to dig my eyeballs out and cut me. When I was pregnant he 
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would beat me in the stomach. He burnt me on the face, hand and arm 

with a cigarette. 

[Thirty-year old housewife and mother of two] 

and... 

He stabbed me with scissors in front of my son. He would sit on me 

and he weighs like two hundred pounds and he would sit on me and 

bang my head on the floor. He choked me and had me hanging in front 

of the door one day and said he was going to throw me off the balcony. 

He's pushed me, kicked me, and punched me. He's done everything, 

you name it. 

[Twenty-seven year old nurse's aid and mother] 

and... 

He pushed me and my head went threw a glass window. He broke my 

nose once and he has blackened my eyes. He ran over me with a car. 

He's pulled a gun on me. Once he chased me down the street with a 

butcher knife. 

[Thirty-eight year old housewife and mother of three] 

Most of the women reported that the abuse escalated in frequency and 

severity over time. The women in this study were asked if they felt that there 

were any circumstances in which it was acceptable for a spouse to slap or hit 

his/her partner. All of the women said "no" and some of the women replied 

"no" with the exception of self-defense. None of the women in this study 

believed that it was normal or acceptable behavior to be physically abused by 

their husbands. 
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Isolation was another control technique used on the women in this 

study. Many of the women stated that they had lost contact with friends and 

family because their spouses disapproved of them and sometimes forbade 

their wives to have contact with them. The abusers' reasons were that they 

did not like their wives' friends/families for one reason or another or their 

wives' friends/families were bad influences on the women. Some of the 

women stated that they maintained relationships with others secretly by 

having them call or come over when their husbands were at work. Other 

women only had friends at their places of employment and saw those friends 

during working hours only. A few of the respondents reported they continued 

relationships with close friends and family but suffered constant pressure 

from their husbands to dissolve those relationships. 

The battered women in this study contended that conflicts within their 

families were usually resolved with violence and their husbands got their way 

or they gave into their husbands or their husbands would not discuss anything 

with them and conflict was not resolved. Either way the abuser maintained 

control in the relationship and his position on the matter was upheld. 

Whether he chose to end the conflict by violence or silence the issue that was 

at the source of the conflict remained unsolved. 

The battered women in this study had been in their abusive 

relationships anywhere from six months to twelve years. Twenty percent had 

already divorced their husbands and another fifteen percent had filed for 

divorce. The rest of the women stated that they were planning to get out of 

the relationship but had not taken any legal steps to do so. 
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When asked what caused wife abuse, most of the women stated that 

they believed it was the way in which their husbands were reared and thus 

they had learned that it was alright to abuse women. The reasons for the 

second most often given responses were uncontrollable anger and use of 

drugs and alcohol. Other causes reported were low self-esteem, unable to 

communicate, mental illness, hatred, unresolved conflicts, and male ego of 

having to be in control. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

This research study has investigated the manner in which battered 

women came to define their situation. Data were secured from interviews 

with twenty, White, working-class women, and these data were analyzed with 

regard to the research questions and within a symbolic interactionist frame of 

reference. 

This study has shown that battered women have very traditional views 

of gender roles in the family. They willingly accept these roles in the 

beginning of their relationships and many continued to believe in traditional 

gender roles within the family at the conclusion of their relationships. 

Certainly this acceptance of traditional gender roles has put these women in 

vulnerable positions of being abused and made it difficult for them to get out 

of the abusive relationships. "Violence directed toward children and women 

is a pervasive feature of sexual divisions of labor which place females and 

children in subordinate positions to adult males" (Denzin, 1984, pp. 487-488). 

Battered women find themselves in very strict, rigid and traditional 

roles. The woman is primarily responsible for caring for the children and 

working in the home. The husband is in the breadwinner role. He is king of 

the castle, makes all final decisions, and controls the behavior of his wife and 

61 
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children. Traditional gender roles in the family, which are accepted by 

society, place the wife in a vulnerable position. Her behavior is controlled by 

the role she assumes and the role expectations of her husband. The 

controlling behavior of the husband is accepted as legitimate based on the 

belief that he is exercising his power afforded him by his position in the 

family. 

The women were financially at a disadvantage as their spouses had 

control over the family finances. Battered women were controlled within the 

marriage by not having access to money as well as their ability to escape the 

abuse is limited without access to money. Money was also used as a means 

of abuse in that basic necessities were sometimes withheld from the women in 

terms of not having money for groceries and diapers. Money was withheld 

from the women by two means either by physically not giving the women 

access to money or by spending it on items such as alcohol, drugs, gambling, 

cars, or credit card overspending. 

Complete responsibility of child care was the responsibility of the 

women. Many of the women complained of having full responsibility of the 

children due to the refusal of their husbands to assist with the care of the 

children or the women would not trust their husbands with the children. 

However, over one-half of the women in this study indicated that they felt 

that women with young children should not work outside the home. The 

women readily accepted the position as primary caregiver for the children and 

only expressed a desire for their spouses to help them with child care chores. 

None of the women expressed a desire for their husbands to be the primary 
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caregiver. Many of the women who were stay at home Moms expressed 

anger that their spouses wanted them to work outside the home. 

The women who completely support their families expressed a great 

deal of anger that their husbands were not upholding their expected role as 

provider/breadwinner for the family. The women's concerns of their 

husbands not caring for the children and doing housework seemed to be a 

secondary concern and they were primarily concerned that their spouses were 

not working and thus not in the provider role. Several of the women stated 

that they felt that there were tasks that men and women should perform, and 

they felt that they did their part but their spouses did not. However, in the 

dual-income families the women expressed that if they had to work then they 

should not also have full responsibility for the home and children. There is a 

correlation between women working and their willingness to do all of the 

household chores and child caregiving. 

According to Shaevitz and Shaevitz (1980), "a woman's identity is 

determined, partially at least, by how she perceives her home and children 

being cared for, and by how others judge her in these areas." Most of the 

women in this study described emotional abuse that included being put down 

constantly about their homemaking and Mothering qualities. Since their 

identities are tied to traditional gender roles this constant barrage of criticisms 

was extremely emotionally damaging to the women. For many battered 

women the emotional abuse they suffer breaks them down to a state of 

helplessness (Walker, 1979) which makes it impossible for them to get out of 

the abusive relationship. Also, they may be reluctant to end the relationship 
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due in part to their views of traditional family gender roles and will readily 

take much of the blame for what has happened to them, since their spouse has 

told them that he would not hit them if they were better homemakers, 

Mothers, etc. 

Another aspect of traditional gender roles places women in subordinate 

positions and men in superordinate positions. The women in this study 

indicated that their husbands made all the decisions in the family and were the 

head of the household. Women who accept such subordinate positions put 

themselves in vulnerable positions for abuse to occur. In the subordinate and 

superordinate structure there will be occasions in which the wife feels 

strongly enough about an issue to question or challenge her husband on his 

decision. In this situation the husband feels a loss of power and control that 

he believes is rightfully his and he will resort to violence in order to regain 

what he perceives has been lost (Denzin, 1984). Also, the superordinate 

person tends to objectify the subordinate person and it is much easier for him 

to abuse her as she is not considered to be his equal and not worthy of 

respect. 

In a system where tasks are assigned strictly on gender and not on 

ability and preference, conflicts are bound to arise. Within this same system 

that affords one gender power and control over another the person in the 

subordinate position is vulnerable to abuse from the person in the 

superordinate role. When the superordinate individual tries to maintain his 

position of power and control, physical force is one means available to him. 

"Cultural, social, legal, economic, and etiquette practices place the male in 
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the dominant authority position. ...When the understandings that underlie this 

interactional order are broken, violence is produced" (Denzin, 1984, p. 486). 

This study lends credence to the theory that domestic violence is 

learned behavior. All respondents stated that they and/or their spouses 

experienced family violence during their childhood. Certainly if a person's 

point of reference for conflict resolution is through violence he is more likely 

to chose violence to resolve conflict. Domestic violence is the result of 

learned behavior. Women who witnessed domestic violence during 

childhood seem prone to become involved in a similar kind of situation in 

their adult lives. 

The more equality that exists in a marital relationship the less 

likelihood that domestic violence will occur. When decision-making, 

household chores, child care and family income are shared in the relationship 

the level of power and control within the marriage will be more equal and 

there will be less conflict. When each spouse has equal standing in the 

relationship, negotiation and compromise are more likely to be used to 

resolve conflict. 

It is important for social service professionals and social scientists who 

work with battered women to know these women's perceptions of gender 

roles within the family in order to effectively assist them. Further research is 

needed on this topic. The women in this study indicated that their spouses 

also had very traditional views of gender roles within the family with the one 

exception that one-half of the abusers did want their wives to do paid work 

outside the home. In order to gain more understanding of domestic violence, 
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social scientists need additional data not only on the women's perception of 

the situation but also how the male abusers define their roles in this situation. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Demographic Information: 

1. What is your age? 

2. What is your marital status? 

Never Married_ Married_ 

DivorcecL Separated_ 

a) How long have you been married (in this relationship)? 

b) (If appropriate) How many times have you been married? 

3. Do you have children? 

a) What are your children's sex and ages? 

b) Do you have step children? (Probe as to age, sex, and do they 

live with you?) 

4. Is your husband (partner) the children's biological father? (Probe as 

to the whereabouts of father?) 

5. What is your level of formal education? 

6. What is your husband's (partner's) level of formal education? 
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7. What is your occupation? 

8. What is your husband's (partner's) occupation? 

9. Do you rent or own your home (apartment) ? 

10. Are you currently residing with your husband (partner)? 

Family Background: 

11. Were you reared by both parents? 

12. How much formal education did your parents receive? 

13. What is your father's occupation? 

14. What is your mother's occupation? 

15. What types of household chores did your Mother and Father do? 

16. Was there violence in your family? What type? 

17. Were you abused as a child? Explain. 

18. Was there violence in your husband's (partner's) family? (Probe 

as to was he abused as a child?) 

Gender Marital Roles: 

19. Who is head of the household? Explain. 
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20. Who is responsible for housework and home maintenance? 

Explain. 

21. Who makes the buying decisions? (Probe as to cars, houses, 

furniture, appliances, clothing for the family, and groceries?) 

22. Who manages the finances and has control over the 

money? Explain. 

23. Who has the most authority in the family? Explain. 

24. Who is responsible for providing an income for the family? 

Explain. 

25. Who provides care for the children? (Probe as to how the 

children should be disciplined and by whom?) 

26. Should women with small children work outside the home? 

Explain. (Probe as to under what circumstances, who should 

make the decision, etc.?) 

27. How should decisions be made in regard to the type, location, and 

hours of employment for the wife? Husband? Explain. 
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28. Who plans social activities? (Probe as to how decisions 

are made to spend time with family members and friends?) 

a) Do you maintain a relationship with friends or family 

members that your mate does not approve of? Explain. 

29. How are conflicts within the family resolved? 

30. What characteristics do you believe men want in their wives? 

31. What characteristics do you believe women want in then-

husbands? 

32. What types of verbal/emotional abuse have you experienced in 

your relationship? (Probe as to were you humiliated, degraded, 

your movements controlled, intimidated, threatened to take the 

children away, etc.?) 

33. What type of physical abuse have you experienced in your 

relationship? (Probe as to slapping, pushing, punching, choking, 

etc.?) 

34. How often does the abuse occur? 

35. Have you ever considered leaving this relationship? 

36. What causes wife abuse? (Probe as to who's fault is it?) 
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37. Are there any circumstances in which it is acceptable for a spouse 

to slap or hit his/her partner? If so, under what circumstances? 

38. Has your perspective of a wife's role within the family changed 

since you have been in this relationship? 

39. Does your spouse (partner) share your views of gender roles 

within the family? If not, do your views differ? Did 

your different views ever cause problems between you and your 

partner? If so, in what ways? 
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