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Following changes in law enforcement policies that encourage or mandate arrest of
domestic violence offenders, a concomitant increase in women arrested and mandated to
batterer treatment programs has resulted. Most research findings, however, suggest that
heterosexual intimate violence is gendered, with abuse, power, and control wielded by
men over their female partners, and that when women use violence, it is typically in self-
defense or for nonaggressive reasons. However, few studies have investigated the female
batterer treatment programs and the context of the women’s use of violence. Using quali-
tative data collected from observations of three female domestic violence offender pro-
grams, this article examines women’s interpretations of their violent experiences. In
addition, the findings raise policy-level questions about the appropriateness of such pro-
grams, weighing the costs and benefits of a criminal justice approach to women’s use of
force in intimate relationships.

Keywords: treatment groups; violence; women

As three special Violence Against Women (2002-2003) journal issues and numer-
ous articles attest, scholars, advocates, and activists of domestic violence are
struggling with the issue of battered women’s use of violence in their intimate rela-
tionships. Increasingly, women are being arrested on domestic violence charges as
part of dual arrests (when their partner is also arrested) or as a result of their own
actions (Martin, 1997; S. L. Miller, 2001; Osthoff, 2002). Could these arrest increases
mean that women are more willing to use violence against their abusive partners, or do
the increases reflect a strict adherence by police and prosecutors to follow mandatory,
preferred, or proarrest laws without examining the context of the incidents, or some-
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thing else? As the number of women arrested for domestic assault increases, with
some facing child custody issues or refused service at battered women’s shelters as a
result of their offender classification and many mandated to batterer treatment pro-
grams, the stakes are getting higher. This article explores the perceptions and experi-
ences of arrested women enrolled in three domestic violence treatment programs in
one state.

Although many advocates privately acknowledge that women who are battered
may hit back, most often in self-defense, the public discourse shies away from such
admissions for fear of being misunderstood and taken out of context. This is not para-
noia; a cadre of scholars, sometimes joined by antiwomen and backlash groups, cited
that women who are battered engage in “mutual combat” with their abusive partners
(cf. Farrell, 1999; Fiebert, 1997, 1998; Moffit & Caspi, 1999; Pearson, 1997). The
media sensationalized such reports, often missing information regarding who initiated
the violence, if the violence was committed in self-defense, if injuries resulted from
such violence, or if the violent acts differed by gender (S. L. Miller, 2001; Osthoff,
2002; Saunders, 2002). Research reviews that have evaluated studies citing women’s
use of violence in intimate relationships reveal that they often fail to contextualize the
violent event, use inappropriate measurement scales, and employ inadequate ques-
tions in survey instruments (Kimmel, 2002; Saunders, 2002; see also Dasgupta, 2002,
pp- 1370-1371). Indeed, scores of published theoretical and empirical work have dem-
onstrated a failure to portray accurately a pattern of battering as distinguished from a
one-time “hit” (Currie, 1998; R. P. Dobash, Dobash, Cavanaugh, & Lewis, 2000;
Kimmel, 2002; Renzetti, 1999; Saunders, 2002).'

In particular, the suggestion of so-called mutually violent couples originates from
the findings of three nationally representative surveys of households of married or
cohabitating couples that ask respondents about family violence in the context of con-
flict resolution (Gelles, 2000; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz,
1980). Straus and his colleagues (1980) developed the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS)
and the revised version, the CTS2 (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman,
1996), which contains 39 questions about violent and nonviolent behaviors, each per-
petrated and experienced, with finer distinctions made about minor and serious vio-
lence than the original CTS and an effort to include items that attempt to measure the
consequences of violent events. Despite the measurement improvements associated
with the CTS2, the scale continues to be criticized for counting violent events without
providing information on the meaning and motivation of the event; that is, it does not
distinguish aggressive or instigating violence from self-defensive or retaliatory vio-
lence (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 1998). Without providing such distinctions, it falsely
gives the impression that men and women are equally violent in intimate relationships
(R. P. Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, & Daly, 1992).

The most often used and accepted description of what makes the use of force bat-
tering encompasses the dynamics of a relationship where one partner, usually the male
in a heterosexual relationship, uses coercive controlling tactics along with systematic
threats and the use of violence to “exert power, induce fear, and control another”
(Osthoft, 2002, p. 1522; see also Worcester, 2002). The cumulative effects of such bat-
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tering and the desired consequences (i.e., does the victim live in fear of her safety?) are
inextricably related. Johnson’s (1995, 2000; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000) work distin-
guishes between four distinct patterns of intimate partner violence, patterns that
address the degree of control that motivates the use of violence (Johnson, 1995, 2000).
Common couple violence encompasses relationships in which both partners use vio-
lence in a specific situation and the violence is of relatively low frequency, uncon-
nected to control and unlikely to escalate or involve serious injury. The intimate ter-
rorism pattern is one in which violence is one tactic in a general pattern of control and
is more frequent, less likely to be mutual, and more likely to escalate and result in seri-
ous injury. Violent resistance is used primarily by women and is not motivated by con-
trol. In addition, in relationships characterized by mutual violent control, both partners
are violent and vying for control. Research demonstrates that women rarely are the
batterers in relationships, or in Johnson’s terminology intimate terrorists, even if
they—and many do—engage in hitting their partners (Dasgupta, 2002; Hamberger &
Guse, 2002; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000; Kimmel, 2002; Stark & Flitcraft, 1988). How-
ever, research suggests that when women do use violence against their partners, it is
almost always in response to ongoing battering (Dasgupta, 1999, 2002; Dekeseredy &
Schwartz, 1998; Hamberger & Guse, 2002; S. L. Miller, 2001; Osthoff, 2002).

Connections to Changes in
Domestic Violence Arrest Policies

Jumpstarted by grassroots activism, augmented by lawsuits launched against
police departments by victims for 14th Amendment violations on equal protection
grounds, the criminal justice system has transformed the way that it historically
responded to domestic violence. What had once been treated as the most private of
intimate struggles was exposed to the scrutiny of public discourse (Iovanni & Miller,
2001; Schechter, 1982). Early research conducted by Sherman and Berk (1984a,
1984b) suggested that arrest was a more effective police response to deter future
domestic violence than the common practice of separation and mediation.” The great-
est emphasis for change by the criminal justice system was directed at the police, who
act as its gatekeepers through their decision making and action (or inaction) as first
responders to domestic violence calls. Many jurisdictions have enacted mandatory,
pro- and preferred-arrest policies to assert publicly that battering is a serious crime
that will be enforced, to empower and protect victims, and to create uniformity with
the hope of ensuring an end to selective enforcement based on race, class, or other
extralegal variables. As a consequence of these criminal justice policy changes—
many jurisdictions created proprosecution “no drop” policies too—more arrests of
domestic violence perpetrators have been made, and with these increases, women who
are battered have been arrested as well, in single or dual arrest incidents (Hirschel &
Buzawa, 2002; S. L. Miller, 2001; Zorza & Woods, 1994). It is ironic to note, by hold-
ing the state accountable for women’s safety through changes in law enforcement
practices (Dasgupta, 2002), many victims of ongoing battering have ended up with
less protection and fewer services and have been labeled as a defendant (see Mills,
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1999). The consequences of mandatory arrest policies may be exacerbated for women
of color, in part, because they are more likely to fight back (Joseph, 1997; S. L. Miller,
2001; Worcester, 2002; Wright, 2000).’

Some of the increase in arrests of women who are battered may be attributed to the
desire to avoid accusations of gender bias. This gender-neutral approach to arrest pro-
vides so-called equality by holding perpetrators equally accountable for their actions
and demonstrates that the law is being applied fairly (Renzetti, 1999)." The need to
dichotomize violent relationship constellations into victim and perpetrator categories
is characteristic of an incident-based criminal justice system (S. L. Miller, 2001),
where a single act of violence committed by a woman can eclipse an entire history of
victimization (Osthoff, 2002). Moreover, research shows that women more readily
admit their violence than do men (R. P. Dobash et al., 1998); women have less to hide
and fear from the criminal justice system and are less savvy about its operation (S. L.
Miller, 2001). Moreover, women are not socialized to use violence, so they remember
every incident (Dasgupta, 1999; Kimmel, 2002). These tendencies backfire for
women but may fuel the perspective that women are mutually combative and violent
in relationships.

Among practitioners and scholars, the consensus is that battering must be explored
and evaluated in context, looking at the motivation, meanings, and consequences
involved (cf. three special issues of Violence Against Women: Vol. 8, No. 11, 2002;
Vol. 8, No. 12, 2002; Vol. 9, No. 1, 2003). Protocols or statutes that encourage the
identification of the primary aggressor could address the rigidity of criminal justice
system responses and/or better prepare and train police officers (Hirschel & Buzawa,
2002; S. L. Miller, 2001). Starting in 1985 in Washington State, states began to add
protocols; 24 states now have predominant and/or primary aggressor assessments
(Hirschel & Buzawa, 2002; N. Miller, 1997). Some statutes, such as those in Iowa,
Alaska, and South Carolina, instruct officers to consider the history of domestic vio-
lence of the parties involved (Hirschel & Buzawa, 2002). Some declines in dual arrests
have been attributed to passage of such laws and trainings (see Haviland, Frye, Rajah,
Thukral, & Trinity, 2001; Martin, 1997; Zorza & Woods, 1994). Despite the use of pri-
mary aggressor protocols, in other jurisdictions, Jones and Belknap (1999) and
Buzawa and Hotaling (2000) found that officers may be discouraged from arresting
women as sole perpetrators, so they arrest both parties. A discussion about women’s
use of violence is incomplete without mentioning the forces of backlash that view the
controversy surrounding female arrests as so-called proof of gender bias against male
victims that has been minimized or denied by the feminist advocacy movement (Bur-
roughs, 1999; Cook, 1997; Pearson, 1997). Some men’s rights groups claim that soci-
ety is reluctant to believe that women are violent toward their male partners and that
so-called militant and victim feminists drop their support for mandatory arrest laws
when they sweep up women (Blumner, 1999; S. L. Miller, 2001). This antifeminist
stance is strongly supported by men’s rights groups, the male members of which are
typically joined by their second wives (Hart, 1999; S. L. Miller, 2001).
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Women’s Use of Violence in Relationships

Although there is a dearth of research about typologies characterizing women who
use violence in intimate relationships, the studies that explore women’s use of force
generally agree that most women are victims who engage in self-defensive actions
(Hamberger & Guse, 2002; S. L. Miller, 2001; Saunders, 2002). For instance, in their
Wisconsin study of women arrested for domestic violence and court mandated for
treatment, Hamberger and Potente (1994) found that most of the women were victims
of battering who used self-defense or retaliatory violence. Likewise, a 1986 study by
Saunders (1986) found that 71% of women who were battered and arrested used self-
defensive violence. In other words, women’s use of violence within relationships is
typically part and parcel of their ongoing victimization, using force to either stop or
escape violence (Barnett, Lee, & Thelan, 1997; Browne, 1997; Dasgupta, 1999, 2002;
R. E. Dobash & Dobash, 1979, 1992; Feld & Straus, 1989; Hamberger, 1997;
Hamberger, Lohr, & Bonge, 1994; Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, & Tolin, 1997;
Hamberger & Potente, 1994; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000; S. L. Miller, 2001; Saunders,
1986, 1988, 2002; Vivian & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 1996). However, self-defense
use alone does not explain the full story of women’s violence. Legal definitions of self-
defense “may not explain all instances of a woman’s use of physical force, especially
when there is no apparent ‘imminent’ threat to her bodily integrity”” (Dasgupta, 2002,
p- 1372). For instance, the Duluth model, which bears the name of the first male
batterer intervention program and is one of the most well-established and respected
programs designed for male batterer intervention, combines behavioral psychology
and feminist theory to educate batterers on a variety of topics to reduce future violence
and abuse.’ Their manual highlights three categories that characterize women’s use of
violence (Hamlett, 1998): self-defensive violence to escape or protect themselves
from abuse; protective violence by women with long victimization histories, includ-
ing childhood and prior relationships, who use violence to decrease chances of victim-
ization; and primary aggressors, who are women who use violence to control their
partners.

Other studies that explore motivations for violence committed by women who are
battered include retaliation or punishment for past hurts, attempts to gain emotional
attention, expressions of anger, and reactions to frustration and stress (Bachman &
Carmody, 1994; Dasgupta, 1999, 2002; Faith, 1993; Follingstad, Wright, Lloyd, &
Sebastian, 1991; Gonzalez, 1997; Hamberger et al., 1994, 1997, Lillja, 1995; Straus,
1999). In addition, women’s use of violence can be related to lack of social support
and lack of perceived or real options (Barnett, Martinez, & Keyson, 1996; Saunders,
2002; Wilson, Vercella, Brems, Benning, & Refro, 1992). Dasgupta (2002) warned
that it is risky to dichotomize women’s motivations as either self-defensive (and thus
legally excusable and socially approved) or retaliatory (which identifies women as the
initiator and thus legally punishable).

Another limitation to understanding women’s use of force is that few empirical
studies have examined the daily experiences and perceptions of criminal justice per-
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sonnel and social service providers who process women arrested on domestic assault
charges. S. L. Miller’s (2001) research revealed that advocates (shelter workers, vic-
tim advocates, treatment providers, family court advocates) and criminal justice per-
sonnel (probation officers, police, prosecutors, public defenders) did not believe that
women’s use of violence was increasing, nor did they believe that most women who
were arrested were batterers in the true sense of the word (e.g., the women did not have
the same kind of power over men that men possess in relationships with women; the
men were not in fear of their lives; if the men wanted to defend themselves, they could
easily do so). S. L. Miller’s respondents believed that the criminal justice system was
easily manipulated by (male) offenders who were familiar with the process, including
men challenging a woman’s right to trial (rather than accepting a guilty plea) by claim-
ing she would lose her children if she lost at trial and went to jail; men self-inflicting
wounds so that police would view the woman as assaultive and dangerous; men being
the first ones to call 911 to proactively define the situation; and men capitalizing on the
outward calm they displayed when police arrived. The research also demonstrated
myriad criminal justice system-related problems, including overenforcement of
proarrest laws while failing to determine primary aggressors (resulting in dual
arrests), women’s limited knowledge of their options and their powerlessness in the
process (resulting in accepting guilty pleas without full appraisal of the consequences;
see also National Clearinghouse for the Defense of Battered Women [NCDBW],
2001), and women who had long histories of victimization mandated to attend batterer
intervention programs (S. L. Miller, 2001).

Drawing on important work developed by the NCDBW (2001), Hirschel and
Buzawa (2002) raised other consequences faced by women who were battered and
arrested, including losing “all the rights and privileges attendant to the victim determi-
nation, such as transportation to a safe location, temporary housing in a shelter for bat-
tered persons, issuance of a restraining order, and participation in victim assistance
and empowerment programs” (p. 1459). Employment may be lost, resulting in finan-
cial hardship. Women may lose custody of children and may develop a reluctance to
report subsequent abuse to authorities despite a possible increase in danger from the
abuser (Hirschel & Buzawa, 2002). The surreal position of being a woman who is bat-
tered who is formally processed as an offender exacerbates feelings of confusion and
powerlessness; being mandated to a batterer intervention program, especially one
designed for male abusers, only increases this absurdity.

Treatment Programs

One component of the social, legal, and political activism designed to address bat-
tering was the development of treatment or intervention programs for abusers, over-
whelmingly designed for (heterosexual) men. These programs divert offenders from
incarceration while they strive to reeducate and transform male batterers into peaceful,
egalitarian embracing partners—a lofty goal for programs whose participants are
court mandated, not volunteers. As an unintended consequence of mandatory, pre-
ferred, and proarrest policies aimed at deterring domestic violence offenders, many
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women who are battered have been arrested and court mandated to a treatment pro-
gram designed for male abusers (S. L. Miller, 2001).°

Domestic violence advocates and scholars express concern about the existence of
these programs. Most agree that it is imperative to identify the batterer and to send
only that person to a treatment program (see three special issues of Violence Against
Women: Vol. 8, No. 11, 2002; Vol. 8, No. 12, 2002; Vol. 9, No. 1, 2003). For a woman
who has been convicted of domestic violence—regardless of whether her male partner
self-injures and then calls the cops (see Osthoff, 2002; S. L. Miller, 2001)—but is a
victim of abuse, the use of court-mandated programs seem inappropriate. The view of
the NCDBW’s executive director is unequivocal: “No one who is not a batterer should
ever be required to attend a batterers’ intervention program. Ever” (Osthoff, 2002,
p- 1536). It is difficult to embrace a program that may label victims as batterers and
follow the goals of batterer treatment programs designed to confront male privilege
and resocialize participants to be nonviolent (Dasgupta, 2000; also see Pence &
Paymar, 1993, for a discussion of male treatment programs).

Moreover, although mandatory and/or proarrest policies aim to eliminate discre-
tion based on race, class, or even gender, it is possible that women who do not conform
to gendered notions of a so-called pure or good victim (i.e., nice, delicate, passive), but
rather are more “masculine” (i.e., mouthy, aggressive toward police, drunk) are the
ones who will continue to face arrest (Gilbert, 2002; Osthoff, 2002). When women use
violence, they may evoke different reactions from authorities because their behavior
contradicts gender role assumptions of submissiveness (Dasgupta, 2002). Part of this
misperception is fueled by the legal system and media’s depiction of a woman who is
battered as passive and helpless (Ferraro, 2003), so when she does resort to violence, it
is scary and surprising, despite studies showing that even the most timid victim of
domestic violence can develop clever coping strategies for survival on an ongoing
basis (see Campbell, Rose, Kub, & Nedd, 1998; Dutton, 1992; Gondolf & Fisher,
1988). Furthermore, evidence suggests that women who are battered who fight back
are still not safe; they may face increased vulnerability to their partner’s aggression
(Bachman & Carmody, 1994; Feld & Straus, 1989; Gelles & Straus, 1988).

Despite myriad concerns expressed by practitioners and researchers regarding the
current so-called trend of establishing batterer intervention programs for women, few
studies have been conducted that explore women'’s interpretations of their experiences
in the mandated treatment programs. The current study begins to address this gap.

Examining One State’s Treatment Programs
for Women Arrested for Domestic Violence

The current study explores one state’s experience dealing with women arrested for
domestic violence. The results reported here are part of an ongoing, multisite research
project comprising multiple jurisdictions. The state is small, with only three counties.
The police departments do not follow mandatory arrest policies but rather operate
with proarrest policies reflecting considerable variation across state, county, city, and
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local police departments.” In the mid-1990s, all three counties began operating pro-
grams to address the influx of women who had been arrested on domestic violence
charges and mandated to treatment programs. Victim advocates, joined by some crim-
inal justice professionals, raised concerns about the increase in women being arrested
and felt that in many cases the arrests were a function of the state’s strict arrest policies,
rather than reflecting any real increase in women’s use of violence (S. L. Miller, 2001).

Method

Following months of conducting interviews with criminal justice professionals and
social service providers throughout the state (see S. L. Miller, 2001), we recognized
that the voices of the arrested women themselves had to be heard to place the percep-
tions and experiences of criminal justice and advocacy professionals in perspective.
Although we sought admittance to treatment programs in all three counties, final per-
mission was obtained in only two counties. These two counties incorporate urban and
rural residents. The treatment programs are offered under the auspices of a treatment
agency, with a total of three separate groups operating each week. All three groups fol-
low the same philosophy and format; they are offered at different times (day and eve-
nings) and locations to increase accessibility for women who work, have child care
responsibilities, and/or must travel some distance to attend the programs. In the 6
months of program observation, only one woman was not court mandated to the pro-
gram as a condition of her probation. Therefore, with one exception, all the women
were required to successfully complete the Female Offender’s Program® (FOP) as a
condition of probation. In addition, several women were mandated to the treatment
program through the Division of Family Services as a condition of child custody
arrangements.

Sample

Treatment groups were observed for 6 months, beginning in February 2000
through August 2000. The FOP mandates a 12-week commitment from participants.”
It allows for open enrollment whereby women could start treatment any week rather
than wait until a new group formed, affording us the opportunity to observe a larger
number of women than might otherwise be possible. Ninety-five women participated
in these programs during the months of observation. On a weekly basis, the size of a
group varied between 5 and 11 women. This open enrollment strategy also meant that
women who were in various stages of the treatment process were able to raise different
issues and offer different insight into the weekly discussions, with many of the longer
term participants offering emotional and practical support for the newcomers.

Of the participants, 58 were White, 29 were African American, 2 were Latina, and
6 others did not provide this information." Nearly all of the women had at least one
child. Many had substance abuse and/or alcohol issues; often they were simulta-
neously ordered to treatment programs for drugs or alcohol. It was common that a par-
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ticipant’s male partner (current or ex-) was ordered simultaneously to a batterers’
treatment program for men; in these two counties, the treatment programs for men
were conducted by the same organization using different facilitators.

Program Philosophy and Structure

The FOP follows a feminist philosophical tradition that seeks to empower women
by raising issues and conducting group discussions to encourage self-realization. The
curriculum includes group discussions, video viewing, worksheets to read, homework
assignments and, at times, role-playing. The female facilitator, Mary," holds the
women accountable for their behavior, pointing out that they made choices to respond
or act in a way that facilitated their arrests. However, she did not focus on labeling
women as victims or offenders; rather, she focused on accountability, options, and
choices, leaving the personal designation (of victim or offender) up to each partici-
pant.”” Understanding and transforming old behavioral scripts or patterns are program
goals. In addition, she saw the group as an avenue to create greater awareness of self
and the larger fabric of the women’s daily lives; Mary provided information on local
support services and answered legal issues to further these goals. Many of the women
face other life stressors, such as employment in low-skilled jobs, unemployment,
transportation and housing issues, primary responsibility for child care, and ongoing
substance abuse issues. Without excusing the use of force or ignoring the law broken,
the facilitator contextualizes the women’s use of violence and the institutional
responses by the criminal justice system (and others) to their actions. For these
women, this therapeutic style seems effective for it empowers the group members
while remaining cognizant of the pushes and pulls the women feel toward their part-
ners, family members, and other important people in their social networks and the
criminal justice system. Using similar words as quoted below, Mary stated the follow-
ing in every group session:

We [the counseling agency] want the fighting stopped. That’s why we have this class. You
have the power; the only person you can control is yourself. You can’t control your part-
ner. . . . You can control your own behavior. You make choices. If you’re in an unhealthy
relationship, then you need to get out because you can’t fix it, you can only fix yourself.
Who are you? Are you the person who has been doing the abusing? Or are you a victim
who has fought back? Or are you a woman who is violent to everyone? (May 1, 2000)

Mary exercised the option of terminating a participant from the program if she was
rearrested or failed to adhere to the group’s conditions. Mary can also extend a mem-
ber’s length of participation, usually by 6 weeks, if she felt the member had not
absorbed the curriculum. The women cannot minimize their actions because the facili-
tator holds their case file, which includes the charges and the probation officers’
descriptions of the incident. Mary worked in tandem with members’ probation officers
and recommended extending the program or presented accolades to the probation offi-
cer about the members’ progress.
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Analysis

Group sessions were tape-recorded and later transcribed. " Transcripts were coded
using grounded theory methods, and patterns in the data were identified as they
emerged. Following grounded theory methods, themes were utilized only if they
were discussed at length by at least three respondents (Lofland & Lofland, 1995).
The data were examined using coding techniques described by Strauss (1987). Each
transcript was read exhaustively and analyzed into emergent conceptual categories.
When no new conceptual categories were unearthed, saturation was believed to have
been achieved (Krueger, 1994). This article discusses three violence categories that
emerged from the data. We relied on intercoder reliability methods in that both authors
independently coded the incidents; there was virtually no disagreement over the
categorization.

Findings

It is important to recognize the importance of listening to women’s stories and
using women’s own perceptions and descriptions of their experiences as the context
for understanding issues related to policy decisions and implementation. We profile
three different categories of violent behavior used by women in the treatment groups.

Categories of Female Offenders

Three different types of behavior were identified that led women to be arrested on
domestic violence charges: generalized violent behavior, frustration response behav-
ior, and defensive behavior. The first category, generalized violent behavior, included
women who used violence in many circumstances, not just in intimate relationships,
such as against neighbors, other family members, strangers, or acquaintances. This
also accounted for the smallest number of women, 5, comprising about 5% of the pro-
gram’s total clients. We selected a representative “slice” of the members of this cate-
gory’s stories by describing four incidents that fit into this category in the 6 months of
attending three different groups’ treatment sessions. What was unique about this
group of female abusers or “perpetrators” was that the nature of their violence differed
from what is typically associated with batterers. A batterer uses violence as a vehicle
for getting his or her partner to do something. Often, the batterer operates with a sense
of entitlement and uses violence as a way to punish or control a partner.

However, from what we observed, the women who used or threatened to use vio-
lence against intimate partners or others did not have control or power over their tar-
gets. The women were not able to control or change anyone’s behavior; in fact, the vic-
tims did not fear them nor change their behavior out of a sense of intimidation—
responses that would be typical in a scenario with female victims abused by men.
Linda’s case typified this category. Linda was mandated to treatment based on three
violent episodes; her current offense involved threatening a female neighbor for park-
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ing too close to her truck. Prior to this, Linda had attacked her wheelchair-bound uncle
during a family quarrel and attacked her live-in boyfriend because of jealousy over
another woman (April 14, 2000). She did not believe that her violence changed any-
one’s behavior to her satisfaction. In group, Linda was argumentative and
nonapologetic.

Another example is Tyra’s story. Tyra and her husband were separated at the time of
the incident, and Tyra had a drug addiction. Although she never physically hit him, she
was arrested for terroristic threats. Tyra did not have a history of victimization and
freely admitted that her husband, although emotionally distant and a workaholic, was
not physically abusive. Here is how Tyra described the incident that brought her to the

group:

Tyra: I went out partying and never came home and my husband was a little upset, and |
threatened him.

Facilitator: You threatened him? What did you threaten him with?

Tyra: That I was gonna get somebody to come there and kill him. I didn’t strike him or
nothin’. But he called the cops. The next day, they came to my work. I ended up with a
year probation, this program, and drug counseling. (July 6, 2000)

Tyra saw this as a wake-up call and now attends Alcoholics and Narcotics Anony-
mous; she and her husband are attempting reconciliation.

Another example of violent behavior, which followed a long history of victimiza-
tion, is Dawn’s story. Dawn and her husband have two children together; his abuse
began when she was 5 months pregnant with their first child. In the past, he had choked
her, beat her, held guns to her head, threatened to kill her, and drove cars at dangerously
high speeds without letting her out. She had a civil protection order against him from
one state; however, he followed her to a contiguous state. Her mother and other family
members encouraged her to try to make the marriage work, and they did reconcile;
months later, she was pregnant with their second child. She left her son in his care;
however, when she came home, her husband was snoring on the couch while her son
was screaming and crying; he mocked her and refused to answer any questions about
their son. In the past, after he was violent and she called the police, he ran to the woods
and hid, so he had never actually been arrested. Suspecting the worst, afraid for her
own safety, and mad as hell, she ordered him out of the house. Here are her words:

I went to the kitchen, I got a knife and threatened to kill him from the other side of the
door. I didn’t know what I was doing with the knife ’cause [ really didn’t want to hurt him,
but he went to grab for my hand and when I switched the knife over, it cut his thumb. He
got that cleaned up, and he went down to the gas station and called the police on me. They
came and asked me if I had cut him. Actually, they said “stabbed” him. He also had lacer-
ations on his chest and his back. [ have no idea how they got there. I know that [ didn’tdo it
with the knife. But they charged me with possession of a deadly weapon and assault in the
second degree. They put me in handcuffs in front of my son. (June 12, 2000)
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The final example from the group sessions involved Sandra Lee and her second
husband of many years. She described herself as a battered wife in her first marriage,
as a target of her current husband’s abuse for more than 10 years, and that both of them
had serious drug addictions to cocaine and valium. She was arrested for endangering
the welfare of a child because her daughter was present at the time of the following
incident:

I was using cocaine, valium, and blacking out periodically. I went to get some more while
he was out of it [from the drugs]; we had been fighting all weekend, and [ am not a violent
person. But he started on me, and I guess something just snapped because he wouldn’t
give me the car keys. I don’t really remember all of what happened; I had had a lot of val-
ium, and I took a knife out of the kitchen drawer and my intent was to slit the tires on the
car, but I went after him instead. When he seen me in that state, he took the knife out of my
hands, and he flipped out. My daughter was in the house. She flipped out. He called 911,
and I was arrested and charged and the Judge sent me to [a residential drug treatment cen-
ter] for 17 days. (May 1, 2000)

When Sandra Lee came home, she was clean and sober and found another woman with
her husband in her house. She responded calmly, telling the woman to leave and telling
her husband to pack his bags and get out. Then she took her daughter and went to stay
with her mother. She remains in recovery, attending substance abuse sessions four
times a week, and she and her husband are separated; he remains a user.

These examples suggest that far from being a batterer in the conventional sense of
the word as described earlier in this article, these women used violence in response to
an immediate incident, and the consequences were negligible. They did not establish
or reestablish control or power over their partner or former partner as a result of their
actions. Only one woman had along history of victimization. In three of the four cases,
violence was not directed solely toward a partner (one involved threats; another was
violent toward three people; another threw an object). Again, it is important to note
that only five women from the 6 months of data collection fell into this category.

Approximately 30% of the women comprise the second category, frustration
response (“end of her rope”) behavior. These women often had histories of domestic
abuse in their backgrounds—with their current partner or in an earlier relationship—
and reacted violently when nothing else seemed to stop his behavior. Typically, the
women responded to stressful situations or encounters with partners that might lead to
a mutually violent episode. These women were different from the first category of
offenders (generalized violence) because they overwhelmingly exhibited violent
behavior with a partner who was abusive (emotionally, sexually, physically) toward
them as opposed to a more generalized use of force. In some cases, the man was the
primary aggressor; however, nonetheless the woman responded with violence." The
case of Kelly exemplifies this frustration response category. Kelly left an abusive 16-
year marriage with Tim. When her new boyfriend, Gerald, started becoming emotion-
ally abusive, she flashed back to what emotional abuse had symbolized in her mar-
riage, which was traumatic; Tim’s emotional abuse had typically led to sexual abuse
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and physical battering. Kelly began hitting her boyfriend with both hands, causing no
injury, and a neighbor called the police to report the noise.

Another example of a case involving a stressful situation in which there was no
known history of abuse is Sheila and Bobby. Sheila and her husband, Bobby, were
drinking at a local bar. He was flirting and dancing with another woman that Sheila
knew. Sheila got up on the dance floor and punched Bobby on his shoulder and threw
her drink at him. Although her actions caused no injury, Bobby was humiliated in front
of his friends; his brother called the police.

Eunice’s situation mirrors these examples. In her words,

I was charged with offensive touching. My husband and I got into an argument one night
because the baby had a diaper rash and it was really, really late, and he didn’t feel like it
was important to get the diaper rash medicine and I did, and we got into an argument and
it escalated. There was a lot of yelling involved and then I said that I was going to leave
with the baby, and he didn’t want me to so he was standing there in front of the door, and I
tried to move him out of the way. I scratched him. [Facilitator: How did you scratch him?]
With my nails. And someone heard the yelling and called the police. The police showed
up and then I was charged. (June 12, 2000)

Again, what Eunice’s story reflects is a physical response to a frustrating situation that
involved potential harm to her child.

Sunny’s experience is our final example for this category. From the time that she
was 14 years old until she turned age 24 years, she was a victim of many beatings
(father, stepfather, boyfriends). Her current husband physically assaulted her for the
past 2 years, and she said, “I got to the point that . . . if you are gonna put your hands
around me, choking me, or throwing me out of the car, I am not taking it no more.”
Although they reconciled after he beat her up—because her mother would no longer
let Sunny and the children stay with her—the incident that led to her arrest involved
her pushing him out of the doorway when she was trying to leave because he was
smoking pot in front of her three kids. Her house had become a drug hangout for her
husband’s friends, and she did not want her kids to be raised in a negative environment.
Despite her fear of his violence,