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Recently, the anti-violence against women
movement has been confronted with an extraordinary
twist of circumstances. Advocatesand practitioners
around the country have begunto noticeanincrease
indual arrestsof both men and women aswell asan
increasein only women being arrested and charged
withdomesticviolence. For ingtance, family violence
datain Connecticut indicate asteady risein arrestsof
women between 1987 and 1997. The arrest data
show that in 1997, women comprised 18% of theto-
tal arrestsfor domestic violencein contrast to 11%in
1987 (State of Connecticut, 1998). Thisincreasing
trendisalsoreflected in arrests of women. For ex-
ample, reportsfrom Boulder County, Colorado, re-
veal that in 1997, about 12% of domestic violence
offenderswerefemales, compared to 14.2%in 1998,
and nearly 25% inthefirst sx monthsof 1999 (Boul-
der County Domestic Abuse Prevention Project,
1999). Ontheother hand thesechangesareinconss-
tent with statisticsfrom Lincoln/Lancaster County in
Nebraskadisclosing a4% decline between 1996 and
1998 indua aswell asfemaleonly arrests (Family
Violence Council, 1998). Practitionersfrom rural
counties around the U.S. attending a seminar on
Women Who UseVidlence (PraxisInternationd, Inc.,
December 7-8, 1999) claimed that over oneyear, the
range of women arrested and charged with domestic
violenceintheir communitiesvaried between 10%to
40% of total arrestsinthese categories. Althoughre-
liablenationwide statisticson arrest ratesare still un-
availableand empirical dataonthetypesof violence
perpetrated by battered women arenot clearly delin-
eated, perceptions of advocates and practitioners
around the country are that the problem of women
being arrested on domestic violence chargesissignifi-

cant.

Sucharrest reportshaverai sed concernamong
advocates about the appropriateness of law-enforce-
ment and judicial responsesto womenwho haveused
violenceagainst their heterosexual partners. Detrac-
torsof theanti-violenceagaing women movement have
hailed these arrests as proofs of gender neutrality of
family violence (see Family Violence Prevention Fund,
2000). They maintainthat feministsalleging gender
specificity of family violencehave promoted anti-mae
attitudesin society, which haveresultedinwideinjus-
ticestowardsmen. Newspaper reports(Young, 1995;
Burroughs, 1999), books (Cook, 1997; Pearson,
1997; Sikes, 1997) as well astelevision news and
talk shows (e.g., “ Battered by their Wives,” 20/20
ABC News 9/19/1997; Oprah 3/1/999) have capi-
talized onthisissue.

Confronted by thisunprecedented situation,
thejudiciary and battered women’s advocates have
been frantically seeking responsesthat would be ap-
propriate to women charged with domestic violence.
Often, based on the purported gender-blindness of
thejustice system, thejudiciary hasviewed the estab-
lished “ batterers' treatment programs’ aslegitimate
methodsof dedling withwomen arrested for usingvio-
lenceagainst their male partners. Eventheemerging
rhetoric has marked females thus arrested as
“betterers.”

ThisVAWnNet document isdevoted to under-
standing how women’suse of violenceinintimate het-
erosexual relationshipsisdefined, what theresearch
tellsusabout women’ sviolence, and why weneed to
reshape current societal responsesto changing notions
of violenceinintimatere ationships.
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Clarifying Definitions

Although some battered women’ sadvocates
believethat sending women to batterers’ programsis
avalid disposition of womenwho have ‘abused’
their partners, many othersdisagree. A largepart of
the controversy issuesfromthe definition of theterm
“battering.” The connotation of “ battering” aswell as
the philosophy underlying many “ batterer’ sprograms’
isbased on the politics of gender rolesand history of
inter-gender interactionsin society.

Researchers and practitioners have yet to
agree on acommon definition of battering. Somere-
searchersand activiststend to define battering asa
pattern of intimidation, coercive control, and oppres-
sion (Levinson, 1989; Pence & Paymar, 1993; Stark,
1996). They contend that batterersfrequently utilize
physical assault to consolidate a pattern of domina-
tion, they may not alwaysrely upon actual beatings.
Straus (1999) contends, however, that defining bat-
tering asapattern of behaviors, whichresultsines-
tablishing power and control of one party over the
other inanintimaterel ationship, should betermed the
“broad” definition. Thisinterpretation of batteringis
generally endorsed by service providersaswell as
activigscontrary toamore*narrow” definition (“phys-
cal assault only™), which is often espoused by aca-
demicsand researchers. Straussuggeststhat themord
agendaunderlying thesetwo perspectivesarediffer-
ent, withthegoal of the broad one being ending “ op-
pression of women, regardless of thetype of oppres-
sion,” whereasthe narrow one proposesto “end al
physical assaults, regardless of the gender of perpe-
trator or victim” (p. 38). Furthermore, Straus asserts
that thisdigtinctionin definitionsought to bemaintained
(Straus, 1999). Both definitions have distinct social
and palitica implications.

Many of our systematic responsesto domes-
ticviolencewill depend on how wedefine* battering.”
Thedecontextualized view ensuing fromthe* narrow”
definition would lead to agrossly erroneous under-
standing and treatment of women. Conversaly, when
weaccept the“broad” definition, we haveto acknowl-
edge the context of cultural normsthat definemale
and female gender roles differently. We cannot be
obliviousto the prevalent social standardsthat pro-

videdisparate support for aggression, domination, and
assaultive conduct towomen and men. Traditionally,
itismen and not women, who were and areallowed
the power and entitlement to master and control their
intimate partners. Emotional and physical battering
systematically received and continuesto receive ap-
prova if utilized to reinforce masculine gender domi-
nance. Most batterers’ treatment programs are
founded on confronting thishistorical privilege. Thus,
thelabeling of women as* batterers’ and re-socializ-
ing them to be nonviolent through education classes
that are Ssmilar to men’sprogramsseemillogical and
inappropriate.

Nonethel ess, two important questions have
surfaced from the ongoing debate around women's
useof violenceagaing their heterosexud partners. (1)
Arewomen who assault their heterosexual partners
different from malebatterers? An affirmativeanswer
to thisquery would require specid intervention meth-
odsand advocacy that would accommodate the dy-
namicsof women'saggressioninintimate heterosexua
relationships. It asowould ultimately demand aset of
responsesby thecrimind justice system that isdistinct
from its responses towards male batterers; and (2)
How arethesewomen different from male batterers?
The second inquiry leads us to a deeper and more
compl ete understanding of the dynamicsof domestic
violence

Delineating Parameters

Many believethat “[t]here hasbeen anadmost
congpiratoria silence about discussng women'svio-
lencetoward men” (Shupe, Stacey, & Hazlewood,
1987, p. 46; seea so, Macchietto, 1992). Oftenre-
searchersaswdl aslay individuasclamthat women's
advocates minimize or deny the very existence of
women’s violence towards men dreading societal
backlash. Thefear isthat open recognition of women's
violent behavior would “trivialize the problem of
woman battering” (Shupeet al., 1987, p. 46). Itis
undeniable that women are capable of violence
(Bandura, 1973; Frodi, Macaulay, & Thome, 1977,
White& Kowalski, 1994). Historically, womenin
many societieshavetaken partinviolent politica revo-
lutions, terrorist activities, and aggressive nationalist
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movements. WWomen have often abused their powers
against children and the elderly (e.g., Wauchope &
Straus, 1990; Margolin, 1992). In studiesof same-
sex relationships, thereisampleevidenceto indicate
that women can be brutal towardstheir partners(e.g.,
Renzetti, 1992; Coleman, 1994). Thus, thequestion
isnot whether women have the potential to be abu-
sve, but whether their violencetowards heterosexual
partnersiscomparableto men’sintermsof context,
motivation, results, and consegquences.

Beforewereview theavailableresearchinthis
areg, it isimportant to understand the parameters of
theissueat hand. Thefollowing review makesadis-
tinction between violencein samesex and heterosexud
relationships. It recognizesthat the contextsand dy-
namicsof thesetwo interactionsaredifferent enough
to warrant separate discussions. Thus, it does not
includethe considerablebody of findingson domestic
violencein same-sex relationships. Thisdiscussion
focusesonly on studiesthat haveinvestigated women's
violencetowardstheir heterosexua intimate partners.
Furthermore, thissummary doesnot include studies
of lethal violence by women. It concentrateson vio-
lence by women in heterosexual relationshipswhere
the partnershave not been killed.

REVIEW OF RESEARCH

If thestate of investigationintheareaof vio-
lenceagaing womenispreiminary, itisrudimentary in
thedomain of violence by women. Nonetheless, we
can attempt to categorizethebody of researchthat is
currently availableinthisarea. | haveventuredto ar-
rangetheseinto three groupsbased on similarities of
theory and theme: (a) Research promoting gender
neutrality of intimate abuse; (b) Research claiming
women'’sviolencetowards male partnersas self-de-
fenseand/or retaiatory action; and (c) Research fo-
cusing on multiplecorollariesof women’sviolence.

Research on Gender Neutrality of Intimate
Abuse

A crucia understanding of domestic violence
isderived from studiesthat have used quantitative
methodologies. A number of large scalestudiesin-

quiring into men’sand women’suse of physical vio-
lence haveindicated that women’suse of physical ag-
gressoniscomparabletomen’s(e.g., Steinmetz, 1977-
78; 1981, Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Straus
& Gelles, 1986; Arias, Samios, & O’ Leary, 1987;
Steinmetz & Lucca, 1988; Sugarman & Hotaling,
1989; Caulfield & Riggs, 1992; Macchietto, 1992;
Straus, 1993; 1999; D. G. Dutton, 1994; Moffit &
Caspi, 1999). Thesestudiesof dating aswell ascon-
jugal or cohabiting partners assert that both women
and menresort to physical violenceat |least at equal
ratesto resolveconflicts. Infact, womenmay initiate
physicaly aggressiveinteractionsmore oftenthan do
their partners(e.g., Stets & Straus, 1990a; Gryl, Stith
& Bird, 1991; DeMaris, 1992).

Supportersof thisview chalengefeminist ap-
proachesto violence against women and propose a
gender-neutral analysisinstead (see Straus, 1993; D.
G. Dutton, 1994). They claim that since both men
andwomen useviolenceagaing their partnersequdly,
thisisthetruenature of intimaterelationships. Thus,
such violence should be redefined asmutual abuseor
family violence.

Themgority of theselarge-scd e studieshave
utilized the Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS) (Straus,
1979) anditsrevised version, CTS2 (Straus, Hamby,
Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). Although stud-
iesusing the CTSindicate s milaritiesinthenumber of
assaultive actsby menand women, they recognizethat
therearesubgantiad differencesininjury levels. Women
receivesignificantly moreseriousinjuriesthan domen
(e.g., Strauset a., 1980; Saunders, 1986; Schwartz,
1987; Stets& Straus, 1990b; Straus, 1997; Cascardi,
Langhinrichsen, & Vivian, 1992; Morse, 1995; Moffit
eta., 1999).

Themain critique of studiesusingthe CTS
centerson the argument that the scalesdo not allow
any roomfor contextsand motivesof intimate partner
violence. In particular, the CTStendstoignorethe
influenceaf culturad and ethnicbackgrounds. Although
thereissomerecognition of emotional violenceinthe
ingrument, thefocusismainly on physica aggression.
Thislinearity of CTSresultsinacounting of “blows’
and ngthe* severity” of violenceaccordingtoa
setrank order. Forinstance, consder astuationwhere
animmigrant woman hasthrown apot at her husband
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who hasjust destroyed her passport and conditional
resdency statuscard. Onthe CTS, themagnitude of
the woman’s violence would be considered much
greater thanthat of her husband. Onleve sof severity
also, thetearing up of paperswould compute much
lower thanthephysical violencethat hasjust occurred.
Yet, the consequences of thetrashing of papersthat
lend thiswoman legitimate resdency areextremely
devastating. Shemay lose her job, be deported, and
lose custody of her children because of her abuser’s
behavior. Thus, thewoman may view suchanact as
intensdy violent.

Studiesprimarily relyingonthe CTShavebeen
severdy criticized by feminist-structurd theorigts. The
feminist-structura theoriesof domestic violence sug-
gest that the underpinnings of woman-abuselieinthe
historical and current status and power differentials
between thetwo genders. Thedynamicsof domestic
violenceinvolvethegod of dominatingwomen by uti-
lizing varioustacticsof coercivecontrol in both public
and private arenas so as to maintain the systems of
patriarchy in society. Thedetractorsof thisthinking
clamthat snceboth men and women abusetheir part-
ners equally, such violence should be redefined as
mutud abuseor family violence.

Straus (1999) a so acknowledgesthat verbal
or emotional abuseisoften considered by victimsto
bemore severethan physica abuseand refersto stud-
iesby Straus & Sweet (1992) and Vissing, Straus,
Gelles, & Harrop (1993). TheCTShaslimited sensi-
tivity inemotionally abusivesituations. Furthermore,
the CTSwould beincapable of registering violent be-
haviorsthat havedifferent meaningsindiversecultures.
For instance, in South Asan cultures, spitting at some-
oneisconsderedto beextremey abusiveandinthe
Japanese culture, throwing liquid in someone'sface
hassimilar connotations. Onthe CTS, both behav-
iorswould be assessed at alower magnitude of vio-
lencethan physicd hits. A comprehensivecritique of
the CTS is available online in a document by
DeK eseredy and Schwartz (1998).

Research on Women’sViolence as Self-Defense
and Retaliatory Action

Variousresearchersstudying women'sviolent

behavior towardsintimate partnershave asserted that
themain motivation of such violenceissalf-defense.
Many havefound that womenwho use physical force
against intimate partners are battered women them-
selvesand strike out to stop attacks and/or to escape
such attacks (e.g., Dobash & Dobash, 1979, 1992;
Saunders, 1986, 1988; Hamberger & Potente, 1994;
Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994; Barnett, Lee,
& Thelen, 1997; Hamberger, 1997; Hamberger, Lohr,
Bonge, & Tolin, 1997; Straus, 1999; Dasgupta, 1999).
Although someinvestigatorsinthefield believethat
women’sviolent behavior towardstheir maepartners
actually addsto their vulnerability, they do concede
that such behaviorsmay well be defensive (Bowker,
1983; Gelles& Straus, 1988; Bachman & Carmody,
1994).

Thus, awoman’sviolenceinanintimaterea
tionship may bedirectly linked to her ongoing victim-
ization through her male partner’ scoercion, intimida
tion, and violence. However, “self defense” asitis
legally defined may not explain all instances of a
woman'suse of physical force, especially whenthere
ISno apparent “imminent” threat to her bodily integ-
rity. Nonetheless, asubjectively perceived threat to
harm may a so ingtigate and excul pate her aggression
(Hyman, 1996).

A number of other studiespoint to avariety of
reasonsfor women’s assaultive behavior that ranges
fromretaliating or punishing for past hurt, to gaining
emotiona attention, expressing anger, and reactingto
frustration as well stress (Follingstad, Wright, &
Sebadtian, 1991; Bachman & Carmody, 1994; Fiebert
& Gonzalez, 1997; Hamberger et a., 1997; Straus,
1999; Dasgupta, 1999). Thesestudies, dthoughthey
pay some attention to the contextsand motivations of
women’sviolent behavior, tend to considerably sm-
plify thesourcesof theactions. Most focusonsingle
or very limited explanatory conditions. Inlight of the
fact that fema e gender rolesand socidization patterns
aswdl associo-poalitica ingtitutionshistoricaly forbid
expressionsof aggression againgt their male partners,
women’sviolence must beviewed asemerging from
moreintricatemotivations.
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Resear ch on M ultiple Causality of Women’sVio-
lence

To compartmentaizewomen'smotivationsfor
engaginginviolent behavior towardsintimate partners
aseither self-defense (socialy approved and there-
fore, legally excusable) or retaiation and other inten-
tions(whichwouldidentify awoman astheinitiator of
abuse and therefore, legally punishable) isto disre-
gard thecomplexitiesof women’slives. A broad theo-
retical perspectivethat considerstheinteractions of
socid, higoricd, indtitutiond, aswell asindividud vari-
ablesinwomen’sviolencewould provide abetter un-
derstanding of it. Tothat effect, anecologicaly nested
framework may fit thebill (Bronfenbrenner, 1977,
1979). Theframework hasalready been adoptedin
theexamination of domestic violence (Carlson, 1984;
Edleson & Tolman, 1992; D. G. Dutton, 1994; M. A.
Dutton, 1996; Heise, 1998; Lischick, 1999). Fiveof
theinteractivelevel sproposed by thisframework are:
(2) Individual level that considersaperson’schild-
hood socialization, past experiences, and personal
perceptionsof these; (2) Microsystem level that cap-
turestheimmediatestuation suchasfamily, workplace,
relationships, etc.; (3) Mesosystem levd that involves
interactionsbetween anindividud’smicrosystems, (4)
Exosystem level that entail sthe structuresand sys-
temsof thesociety onelivesin; and (5) Macrosystem
leve that involvesthelarger background of group his-
tory, culture, and ethnicity.

Studiesthat implicitly utilizetheecologicaly
nested framework have been culled hereto extract an
in-depth understanding of women'’s violence
(Hamberger et d., 1994; Renzetti, 1994; Miller, 1994;
Hooper, 1996; Hamberger et al., 1997; Dasgupta,
1999). Attheindividud level, thesestudiesrecognize
alarge number of motivationsfor women’sviolence
towardstheir maleintimate partners (Hamberger et
al., 1994; Hamberger et a., 1997; Dasgupta, 1999).
For examplein addition to self-defenseand retalia-
tion, Hamberger and his colleagues (1994, 1997) as
well asDasgupta (1999) list demanding attention, ex-
pressing anger, escape, and punishment asmotivesthat
compel women to engage in violent behavior.
Dasgupta sstudy (1999) presentsagreater variety of
persona motivesthat rangesfromreclaiminglost self-

respect to saving loved family membersand petsto
establishing self-identity asa® tough” woman.

At the microsystem level, the history of a
woman's experiences of abuse, which may stretch
acrosssevera consecutiverelationships, isanimpor-
tant consideration sinceit might influence her percep-
tionsof danger (Hyman, 1996; Dasgupta, 1999). An
overwheming number of studiesof women'sviolence
point out that womenwho useviolencearethemselves
victimsof intimate abuse (Dobash & Dobash, 1979,
1992; Saunders, 1986, 1988; Hamberger & Potente,
1994; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1994; Barnett
et al., 1997; Hamberger, 1997; Hamberger et dl.,
1997; Straus, 1999; Dasgupta, 1999). Thesestudies
find that self-defenseisthe most common reason for
women'suseof violencetowardstheir intimate male
partners. Furthermore, literature indicates aclose
connection between domestic violenceand child ma-
treatment (see Edleson, 1998). A number of women’s
violent actionsmay betriggered by the actual abuse
or perceived threatsto their children and loved ones
(Dasgupta, 1999).

At the mesosystem level, an individual’s
microsystemsinteract with each other and indirectly
changethe person’senvironment. For example, an
employer may be concerned withafamily’ssituation
and discussthiswiththelocal clergy. Theseindirect
communicationsmay thenresultindirect intervention
by the church or employer microsysteminthewoman's
life. Theway inwhich these systemsintervenewill
largely depend on how, for example, church doctrine,
individual clergy or employersunderstand the com-
plexity of the woman's situation (see Edleson &
Tolman, 1992).

Attheexosystem level, anindividual comes
into contact with the systemsand ingtitutions of asoci-
ety. Inrecent years, themost consequentia ingtitution
intervening in battered women'slives has been the
criminal justice system. Thearrest policies(proand
mandatory) that have been established to protect bat-
tered women have al so increased the number of ar-
rests of women who have used violence against their
partners(e.g., Bourg & Stock, 1994; Carlson & Nidey,
1995; Martin, 1997; Jones & Belknap, 1999; Lyon,
1999). Inindividual or dua arrest Situations, women
have been taken into police custody asinitiatorsor
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mutua combatants. 1n most of the cases, womenwho
were battered themsel veswerenot identified assuch
and thereby, the contexts of their violenceremained
invisible (Saunders, 1995; Hamberger, 1997;
Dasgupta, 1999).

The*"incidencefocus’ of thecrimina justice
system and domestic violencearrest policieshascon-
tributed significantly tothisproblem. A womanwho
picksup aknifeor throws heavy objectsat her part-
ner when heisapproaching her or holdsaknifeto his
throat when heis asleep, would be considered the
initiator of violenceif weview these acts stripped of
their contexts. However, if wefind out that inthefirst
two Stuationshe was screaming obscenitiesat her and
sherecogni zed gesturesthat preceded physical abuse,
whileinthelast onethewoman hasbeen severdly bat-
tered for over 15 years, it may change our understand-
ingsof thecases. Inadditiontothecriminal justice
system, there are many other systems such as the
church, health care, education, immigration, and
transnationa laws, which may influenceawoman’s
violent conduct.

Theimplicationsof domesticviolencearrests,
singleor mutual can be quite devastating for women.
Women who have been arrested once may bereluc-
tantinthefutureto call the policeevenwhenthey are
being victimized. Battered womenmay losefaithin
thesystemif they fed that thewhilethestatedidlittle
to protect them when they were being victimized, it
arrested them when they stood up for themselves
(Dasgupta, 1999). Women may lose custody of their
children, be denied immigration, and lose out on a
property settlement dueto their arrest records. Such
arrestsmay dsoimplicitly imposeadistinction between
the“good” victim (passive, hel pless, paralyzed with
fear) who deserves our compassion and servicesand
the“bad” victim (resistant, aggressive, with agency)
who deserves punishment.

Culturesaswell aspatriarcha parametersthat
determine gender roles are examined at the
macrosystem|eve. Studiesfounded onfeminist-sruc-
tural theorieshave expresdy scrutinized cultural pre-
scriptionsof male-femaegender rolesand their bear-
ing on domestic violence (e.g., Dobash & Dobash,
1979, 1992; Breines & Gordon, 1983; Bograd, 1988;
DeKeseredy, 1988; Kurz, 1993; Pence & Paymar,

1993; Yllo, 1993; Renzetti, 1994; Stark, 1996; Stark
& Flitcraft, 1996). These studiesproposethat vio-
lence against one’' sfemal e partner isan offshoot of
male gender rolesociaization, whichisbased ones-
tablishing mastery, supremacy, and authority. Infact,
studies do indicate that men who engagein repeated
actsof violenceagaingt their femae partnersdo so to
assert power and control intheir intimaterel ationships
(e.g., D. G. Dutton & Strachan, 1987; Edleson,
Eiskovits, Guttman, & Sea-Amit, 1991; Follingstad
et al., 1991; Barnett et a., 1997; Hamberger et al.,
1997). Thecultura normsaround women'sviolence
arequitetheopposite. Cultura prescriptionsfor gen-
der rolesgenerally prohibit women fromengagingin
aggressiveactionstargeting their male partners(e.g.,
Renzetti, 1994; Miller, 1994; Straus, 1999; Dasgupta,
1999; Dasgupta& Warrier, 1996).

Theecologically nested framework provides
uswith avaid and complex understanding of violence
by women asit takesinto account theinteractions of
antecedents (e.g., historical context, socia prescrip-
tionsof gender roles, socia and lega reactions, etc.)
aswell asimmediate conditions and consequences
(eg., early socidization, individual experiences, inten-
tions, partner’ sresponses, repercussionson theindi-
vidual aswell aswork and family, etc.) of such ac-
tions. Infact, thisframework allowsusto bring the
contextsof women'sviolenceinfull view.

DISCUSSI ON

Themajor problem plaguing the popular un-
derstanding of women’sviolenceisthetendency to
removesuch behavior fromitscomplete context. Even
when the surrounding contexts are somewhat recog-
nized, the dynamic underpinningsof theinteractions
areoverlooked. Thecrimina justicesystem playsan
extremely important part in how weasasociety inter-
pret and defineeventsand actions. Sincethecrimina
justice system approachesincidents asisolated and
separate from each other, we also end up removing
behaviorsfromtheir circumstances. Onceactionsand
behaviorsaredid odged from their contexts, theresult
isoftenafdlaciousunderstanding.

Theabovediscuss on suggeststhat men’sand
women'’sviolencetowardstheir heterosexua partners
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ishigtoricaly, culturaly, mativationdly, and Stuationdly
distinct. Inaddition, the consequences of these ac-
tionsarealso different. For instance, sincetradition-
aly our culturesddineste different normsfor menand
women'sroles, perceptionsof their own abusive be-
haviorsalso differ fundamentally. Women recognize
such behavior asaviolation of their socidly prescribed
gender roleand readily confessto thistransgression
(Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1996; Dobash,
Dobash, Cavanagh, & Lewis, 1998; Dasgupta,
1999). Men, onthe other hand, often minimizetheir
violenceagainst female partnersor blamethevictim,
whichreflectsagreater sense of entitlement to such
behavior than for women.

Avallableresearch gppearstoindicatethat both
men and women useviolencetoredlizetheir own par-
ticular gods. Although both gendersuseviolenceto
achievecontrol, women moreoftentry to secureshort-
term command over immediatestuationswhereasmen
tend to establish widespread authority over amuch
longer period. Evenwhen such resultsare not con-
scioudly intended, historical, political, andideologica
aspectsof society confer these attributesto men and
women'sabusivebehavior. Inredity, men’sviolence
strikes prolonged fear intheir partnerswhereassuch
behavior by women tends not to producesimilar re-
sults (Russell, Lipov, Phillips, & White, 1989;
Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Neidig, & Thorn, 1995;
Morse, 1995; Barnett et al., 1997; Dasgupta, 1999).

Furthermore, themgority of research findings
report that womenwho useviolencearebattered them-
selvesand use physical aggression to escape or stop
thisabuse. Studiesa soindicatethat women aregen-
erdly quiteunsuccessful in achievingtheir objectives.
In most caseswomen are ableto neither control vio-
lence against themselves nor modify their abusers
behaviorsaccordingtotheir ownwill (e.g., Barnett et
al., 1997; Dasgupta, 1999). On the contrary, most
women declarethat such behaviors makethem even
morevulnerabletother partners aggression (Bowker,
1983; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Straus, 1993, 1999;
Bachman & Carmody, 1994; Morse, 1995; Dasgupta,
1999). Inthefaceof suchfailure, women'scontinued
useof violenceagainst their partnershasto be exam-
inedinamore complex way.

Systemic responsesto women who usevio-

lence continueto be achallengeto advocatesand re-
searchersalike. Thesupposed “gender neutrality” of
thesystem (e.g., mandatory arrest policies) may infact,
beresponsiblefor theincreasein women arrested for
domesticviolence. But thisclaimto gender-neutrdity
isexpressy erroneous. Renzetti (1994) quiterightly
pointsout that thelega system, erectedto meet men's
violencetowardstheir women partners, isbeing used
asastandard to assessfemal e conduct (see Hooper,
1996).

Indeed, women’sviolencetowardstheir inti-
mate partners has historically been seen asacontra
dictiontotheir gender role. Not only isawoman not
supposed to retdiate againgt her battering spouse, she
isnot alowedto evenfight back. Inconceptuaizinga
battered woman, society hasconstrued her asapas-
siveand helpless person, who istoo paralyzed by the
abuse to take any actions on her own behalf. Yet,
eventhemost subservient and fearful battered woman
deploysshrewd surviva strategieson adaily basisto
keep her children and herself alive (see Gondolf &
Fischer, 1988). In her reservoir of survival
maneuverings, violence may occupy avital place.
Fighting back may beares stancetactic of many bat-
tered women.

Contextuaizing women’sviolence becomes
even moreimportant, aswe movetoward configuring
amulticultural society. Although gender rolesinmost
culturesrel egatewomento asubservient postion, there
aregreat variationsamong societiesand ethnicities.
Many nations do not suppresswomen’sviolenceas
much as Judeo-Christian cultures. For example, Is-
lam and Hinduism do not cond der aggressonand femi-
ninity asantithetical (see Jones, 1997; Merniss, 1975;
Wadley, 1988). Thus, women fromtheseculturesmay
not be asinhibited about using violence astheir west-
ern counterparts. How the American criminal justice
sysemwill view thisbehavior isanybody’sguess. We
haveto recognizetheracist, sexist, and xenophobic
redlitiesof thissystemif wewant to recongtruct it tofit
thediverse population of thefuture.
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In Brief: Towards an Understanding of Women’s Use of Non-
Lethal Violence in Intimate Heterosexual Relationships

Recently, thedomesti ¢ violence movement has been confronted with an extraordinary twist of circum-
stances. Advocatesand practitionersaround the country have begunto noticeanincreasein dua arrestsof
men and women aswell asan increasein only women being arrested and charged with domestic violence.
Detractorsof theanti-violence againgt women movement have hailed thesearrestsas proofsof gender neutral -
ity of family violence. However, research onwomen'suse of violence againgt intimate male partnersleadsto
different conclusons

Themgjority of women who useviolence against their mal e partnersare battered themselves,

The assessment of men’sand women'sviolencetowardstheir intimate partners asfundamentally smilar
arisesfrom conflation of theterms* battering’ and ‘ violence’ aswell as decontextualization of violent
actions,

Women'’ sviolent behavior towardstheir heterosexual partnersissubstantially different from men’son
higtoricd, culturd, systemic, Stuationa, and individua grounds;

Women'sabusive behaviorstowardstheir heterosexual partnersemergefrom various motivationsinclud-
ing salf defense, retaliation, reclaiming salf respect, and controlling of abusers' violence; and

Women from different cultural backgroundsmay view violencedifferently. Many culturesmay not con-
sider physical aggression to be much of ataboo for women. Cross-cultural perspectives must betaken
serioudly inapluraistic society suchastheU.S. A limited approach to women'sviolence may lead to
myopic policy devel opment and ingppropriate criminal justice responsestowards diverse communities.

Women'suse of force against their male partners needsto be recognized by their contextsthat include
socio-cultura backgrounds, family and community networks, systemsand ingtitutionsof intervention, mo-
tivationsand intentions, immediate Stuations, aswell asconsequences,

By equating women'sviolenceto men's, thecrimind justiceand other intervening sysemseva ustewomen's
behavior by standards established for men’sviolence. Such anassessmentisnot only invalid, itleadsto
inappropriate and unjust responses;

This In Brief highlights issues discussed in alonger document created by Shamita Das Dasgupta and is available through
your state domestic violence coalition.

In Brief. Towards an Understanding of Women’s Use of Non-Lethal Violence (February 2001)
VAWNnet is a project of the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence
800-537-2238 TTY 800-553-2508 Fax 717-545-9456



