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One of the least researched areas within the 
study of the family is interpersonal violence 
between adult family members. Whi le a con­
siderable body of research now exists on child 
abuse and neglect, the dynamics of adult 
violence remain relatively unexplored wiuVthe 
notable exceptions of work by Gel les , 2 , Stein-
metz 3 and Strauss 4 in the Uni ted States and the 
recent report for the Canadian Advisory C o u n ­
cil on the Status of W o m e n by L i n d a M a c ­

Leod , Wife Battering in Canada: The Vicious Cir­
cle.5 In this latter report, M a c L e o d outlines 
available evidence about the occurence of wife 
battering and the reasons for the lack of sup­
port from friends, family and social in ­
stitutions. The similarities between wife bat­
tering and rape in terms of social response are 
very striking. In addition, valuable informa­
tion about new initiatives—transition houses, 
police crisis intervention, legal change—is in-





eluded. Whi le M a c L e o d ' s report is a welcome 
addition to the field, the paucity of other 
material in this area is puzzl ing. I f the nuclear 
family is a microcosm of the larger society in 
which attitudes and behaviours are in ­
ternalized, one should certainly expect to see 
considerable amounts of interpersonal violen­
ce. A s one researcher succinctly phrased the 
issue, violence as well as charity probably 
begins at home . 6 

The stance of most researchers vis-a-vis the 
issue could best be described as benign neglect. 
Whi l e investigators o f working class and low 
income families frequently mention the 
general themes of violence and aggressiveness 
allegedly associated with such classes, the topic 
of intra-familial violence seems to be virtually 
non-existent in discussions of middle and up­
per class families. Admit ted ly , information is 
difficult to obtain on such a topic. M i d d l e class 
Canadian and Amer ican cultures with their 
emphasis on civi l i ty , rationality and non-
emotion interpret violence against a cohabitor 
as a sign of deviance, an indication that 
something is wrong and needs to be corrected. 
Typ ica l ly , this is information which family 
members do not want made public for fear of 
the disapproval, pity and shame which would 
follow. Thus , that violence which does occur 
becomes 'hidden ' from the eyes of other mem­
bers of the society including social researchers. 

In this paper we wish to briefly develop three 
issues within the research problem of adult 
family violence. First, we shall show that the 
incidence of physical violence directed against 
other adult members of a family is much 
greater than is commonly supposed and, 
moreover, appears to be only slightly 
associated with the class background of par­
ticipants. Second, we shall attempt to dispel 
some of the myths associated with family 
violence such as the relationship between 

alcohol and violence and the alleged 
masochistic tendencies of violence victims. 
T h i r d , some suggestions for future research 
are proposed in light of our discussion of points 
one and two above. 

W h o is batterer? 
While evidence is not as complete and 

unequivocal as one would wish, research which 
does exist in this area suggests the following: 
the incidence of intra-family adult violence is 
as high as 50% of all families; men are far 
more likely than women to initiate physical 
violence; there is, at best, a complex and subtle 
relationship between social class and the rate of 
physical violence; finally, i f physical assault 
culminates in homicide, women are slightly 
more likely to k i l l men than vice-versa. 

Because of the stigmatized nature of family 
violence among middle class Canadian and 
Amer ican families, an accurate measurement 
of such behavior is extremely difficult. M o r e ­
over, any measurement is obviously related to 
the definition of family violence which is 
uti l ized. Nonetheless, i f physical violence is 
defined as, one or more of, slapping, hitting or 
pushing with intent to injure, then Gel les 7 

suggests that over 30% of Amer ican families 
are violent on at least one occasion per year 
and as many as 16-20% are routinely violent. 
Gelles bases these estimates upon a random 
sample of West Coast Amer ican families. 
Us ing a sample of stable, middle income 
families in New Hampshire , Strauss found that 
16% reported such violence at least once in the 
previous year . 8 The author of this research fur­
ther suggests that such an estimate be con­
sidered a m i n i m u m statement of incidence 
because his sample over-represented middle-
aged, stable, middle class families. A national 
Uni ted States sampling currently being carried 
out by Steinmetz, Gelles and Strauss demon­
strates that a very large minori ty of Amer ican 



families experience some type of violence at 
least once a year and, depending upon the 
definition of violence employed, such an 
estimate may be as high as 5 0 % . 9 Research 
such as the above suggests that adult family 
violence be seen as part of a routine, on-going 
process for many families and not necessarily 
as deviant or infrequent. 

Whi l e the stereotype of the bul ly ing, 
aggressive shrew of a wife verbally, and even 
physically, attacking her husband, boyfriend 
or lover is well know to all of us, it is more fic­
tion than fact. W o m e n are overwhelmingly the 
victims rather than the perpetrators of family 
violence. In roughly 96% of police calls for 
domestic disturbances, women initiate the re­
quest for assistance. 1 0 Whenever injuries are 
reported, excluding homicides which we shall 
consider shortly, women comprise practically 
the entire list of victims. Al though information 
as to who initiated violent behaviour is fre­
quently very difficult to obtain in the explosive 
atmosphere associated with the violence, there 
is no credible evidence to suggest that very 
many women actually initiate the physical 
violence itself. Some women (particularly i f 
they are better educated and verbally equipped 
than their 'husbands') may inflict verbal 
criticism which eventually culminates in 
violence, but the actual escalation to such 
violence, is overwhelmingly male-ini t iated. 1 1 

Fami ly violence is frequently associated in 
the literature with working class and lower 
class famil ies . 1 2 There are a number of reasons 
for this association. First, working class 
families are more accessible to researchers. 
Second, there is a masculine image of tough­
ness and aggressiveness associated with such 
families—although the exact relationship be­
tween such characteristics and violence is not 
clearly developed. T h i r d , many of the families 

chosen for research from such class back­
grounds are 'mul t i -problem' and thus might 
be more susceptible to violence. Fourth, 
women most likely to come to transition 
houses, the source of most Canadian data, are 
those with the least financial resources—the 
poor. Nevertheless, a review of the literature 
suggests that family violence is reasonably 
evenly distributed throughout the class struc­
ture . Strauss, 1 3 G e l l e s , 1 4 Bar re t t 1 5 and others 1 6 

find no clear-cut relationship between social 
class and incidence of violence. Those re­
searchers, such as Gayford , who do report a 
relationship could just as easily account for the 
over-representation of working class and lower 
class families in terms of their sampling 
procedures. Gayford interviewed 100 battered 
wives who util ized an out-patient clinic in a 
working class hosp i ta l . 1 7 Thus , while family 
violence is certainly much more visible to 
social researchers in some class contexts than 
others, the exact relationship remains elusive 
and unconfirmed. 

There is a small , but nonetheless highly i m ­
portant, segment of violent behaviour where 
men and women are roughly equal in the in ­
cidence of violence directed against each other. 
This segment involves homicide or the death of 
one of the combatants. Admit tedly , this is a 
very small part of al l physical violence which 
occurs in the family, but it is worth noting that 
homicide statistics reveal that women are 
slightly more likely to k i l l men than vice-versa 
in domestic quarre ls . 1 8 The precise meaning of 
this statistic, however, is very elusive. It is 
possible that many more women than men 
commit homicide i n self defense. A t the 
present we possess little or no evidence on the 
levels of physical and verbal abuse leading up 
to such homicides. Thus , a great deal more 
work needs to be done before the significance 
of homicide statistics can be assessed in the 
context of family violence. 



M y t h s Surrounding Fami ly Violence 
A n important section of the M a c L e o d 

review focuses on common beliefs or myths 
about wife beating. Three myths in particular 
are noteworthy. One myth concerns the 
alleged relationship between alcohol and fami­
ly violence; a second concerns the alleged 
masochistic tendencies of many female victims 
of violence; a third myth focuses on the 
decision by the vic t im to continue or terminate 
a violent relationship. 

M u c h of the research on family violence 
stresses the relationship, sometimes causa l , 1 9 

other times merely corre la t ive , 2 0 between such 
violence and alcohol use. A number of resear­
chers elevate alcohol to a causal role in family 
violence by suggesting that such violence 
seldom, i f ever, occurs in its absence. A c ­
cording to this argument, violent men and 
their victims alike invoke alcohol as a type of 
suspender of culpabili ty. Some women are sup­
posed to say, by way of excusing the men who 
beat them, "I t wasn't his fault because he was 
'on the bott le". Simi lar ly , men claim they lost 
control and somehow should not be held fully 
responsible for their acts because they were act­
ing under the ' influence'. Alcohol is thus seen 
as a pr imary cause for their behaviour (It 
should be noted that it need not be the only 
cause present). Other researchers do not go as 
far as to assign alcohol to a pr imary causal 
role. Rather, they note the high association 
between family violence and alcohol use. 
A lcoho l here might be termed a facilitating 
rather than causal agent. Alcohol reduces 
inhibitions and thus provides a certain 
legitimacy to 'speak one's m i n d ' . Insofar as 
there already exist tensions or violent ten­
dencies, alcohol use facilitates their expression. 

A number of comments may be made on this 
supposed relationship between alcohol and 
violence. First, a significant number of violent 

incidents—from 25 to 60% depending upon 
the study 2 1 —do not cite alcohol as being 
present. Moreover , there seems to be con­
siderable confusion among those researchers 
who invoke alcohol as a causal agent. This con­
fusion stems from the confusing of what might 
be termed physiological and cultural con­
ceptions of 'being in control ' . A s we have said, 
to be 'drunk' excuses a fair amount of respon­
sibility for one's actions in our culture. Yet , 
few, i f any, individuals become'so intoxicated 
that they lose conscious recognition of the fact 
that they are physically attacking another i n ­
dividual . It is difficult, therefore, to un­
derstand how intoxication could "cause" 
violence. It is frequently said that many in­
dividuals display high levels of aggression and 
violence when consuming alcohol and yet are 
calm and even gentle when sober. It would ap­
pear that more likely what is happening is that 
alcohol is providing cultural license for vio­
lence but that in its absence some other 
rationale would be used to excuse the 
behaviour. This suggests that assigning 
alcohol any causal role is of dubious value. 

A n additional point might be made as well . 
The overwhelming majority of batterers are 
portrayed by their victims and police reports as 
highly possessive and jealous people. Alcohol 
use is often associated with parties and other 
social contexts where jealousy might be easily 
triggered. The interaction of alcohol and a gala 
atmosphere might precipitate violent reactions 
on the part of jealous males. Certainly the role, 
i f any, that alcohol plays in family violence is 
more complex than a simple causal sequence. 
A good deal more research needs to be done to 
further clarify its relationship to violence. 

Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew 
provides a partial glimpse of another myth 
surrounding family violence, namely the 
shrew-like, masochistically inclined woman 



who provokes, and even secretly covets, physi­
cal violence directed against her. Everyone 
knows of the 'nagging bi tch ' who must at least 
share some of the blame for the violence direc­
ted her way. If she's masochistically inclined as 
well , she sees such acts of violence as legitimate 
and even gestures of care and affection. 

There are two elements to this mythical 
female stereotype. The first has to do with her 
nagging, shrew-like qualities. It is difficult to 
gather precise information on the verbal ex­
changes preceding the onslaught of violence. 
N o doubt many women are equal to or even 
superior to the men they are involved with in 
terms of intelligence and verbal skills. Some 
might even act in such a way that might be 
construed as nagging, particularly i f the 
woman has a higher level of education and 
greater aspirations than the ma le . 2 2 It seems 
ridiculous, however, to argue that any verbal 
abuse could somehow be made license for the 
male to escalate the quarrel to a violent level. It 
should also be noted that a large number of 
women report practically no verbal exchanges 
prior to the outbreak of v io lence . 2 3 

The second part of this stereotype suggests 
that both the batterer and the vict im feel that 
the woman needs to be hit occasionally to 
'straighten her out ' . T o be sure, a number of 
women, though still only a minori ty, have in ­
ternalized some version of this stereotype. A 
not uncommon sentiment is " I know he gets 
into a rage when I mention that . . . maybe it 's 
my fault" . It is hard to understand how such 
verbal interchange can be interpreted as 
justification for assault. It is certainly not 
grounds within the legal system. The fact that 
some women have internalized such sen­
timents does not make it any more excusable. 
It should also be noted in concluding this 
discussion of the stereotype that records from 
transition houses and the scattered research 

reports state that the vast majority of women 
neither provoked nor accepted as legitimate 
their battering. 

A third myth follows from the preceding 
discussion. This myth holds that large num­
bers of women wi l l not leave the men who 
assault them because they are commited to the 
sanctity of the marriage and fear the con­
sequences of such an action for their children. 
T o be sure, many women remain in violent 
relationships because of some attachment to 
the male be it romantic, sexual or otherwise. A 
few others, as suggested earlier, may even feel 
guilt and blame themselves, thereby curbing 
their desires to leave. Sti l l others are indeed 
concerned about the impact of such violence 
upon their children and attempt to weigh the 
consequences of remaining or leaving the 
relationship. The breaking point in many such 
relationships occurs at the point where violence 
is directed toward the children as well as the 
w o m e n . 2 4 

Despite the factors listed above, an examina­
tion of transition house records suggests the 
main constraint upon a woman moving out is 
economic. Mos t victims of family violence are 
trapped economically and socially. W i t h 
l imited labour market skills (even i f education 
levels are relatively high), little labour market 
experience and meager savings, most women 
simply do not possess the economic resources 
to set up a separate household. This is par­
ticularly true for families at lower income 
levels but also holds across all classes. 
Moreover , when advice and social support is 
sought from neighbours and k i n , such advice is 
usually to 'stick it out ' . Th is entrapment 
frequently leads to depression, guilt, anxiety 
and frustration—all of which reinforce the 
original entrapment. 

Taken collectively, the debunking of these 



myths require us to alter our thinking quite 
dramatically about the phenomonon of family 
violence. The violent home can no longer be 
set aside and analyzed as some form of ab­
normali ty. T o be sure, there are levels of 
degree of violence and what we need to re­
search is this level of severity and not its 
presence or absence. S imi la r i ly , our con­
ceptions of victims and vict imizat ion needs to 
be recast. A l l too often, a focus on victims (i.e., 
vict imization) leads us to a type of 'b laming 
the v i c t i m ' stance. The myths surrounding 
family violence make it easier i n this area than 
many others. 

New Directions in Family Violence 
Research 

Recogniz ing interpersonal violence as an 
on-going, frequent form of behaviour in be­
tween 15% and 50% of all family relation­
ships requires the development of new 
theoretical tools for understanding its causes 
and maintenance. Such theoretical tools must 
be developed at an inter-personal (micro) level 
as well as a more societal (macro) level. A t the 
present, little analytical work exists in this area 
since virtually all work done up to now has 
been descriptive in nature. Whi le it is far 
beyond the scope of this paper to develop new 
analytic tools, a few comments can be made 
about the k ind of work we feel needs to be pur­
sued at the different levels of analysis. 

A t the inter-personal level, we obviously 
need much more accurate information on the 
incidence of violence. W e need to develop new 
paradigms to account for various dimensions 
of this violence. One dimension which is 
receiving interesting treatment is the decision 
to vacate a violent relationship. U s i n g an at­
tribution paradigm derived from social 
psychology, Frieze and others are examining 
the calculus, from the woman's perspective, 
which leads her to leave a violent relationship. 

Another suggestion at this level of analysis 
would be to attempt to construct a 'career 
paradigm(s)' of the various stages in family 
conflict which would predict which conflicts 
and which relationships were more likely to 
lead to violence. Strauss has attempted part of 
such a career model in his analysis of the 
relationship between verbal abuse and vio­
lence . 2 5 

A t a societal level, we need to understand 
much more clearly, the relationships between 
the socio-economic order and family violence. 
A s suggested earlier, the relationship between 
social class and family violence is still unclear. 
Marx i s t analysis with its emphasis upon power 
relationships, alienation and exploitation may 
offer rich potential here. M u c h of the vict im's 
plight in family violence stems from her treat­
ment as less than equal to the man. U n ­
derstanding the economic order wi l l better 
allow us to assess the validity of those ex­
planations for family violence which suggest 
that the male is displacing his frustration with 
alienation and exploitation in his work life 
upon those individuals over whom he has some 
control. 

Al though we have been discussing family 
violence as though it were a rarefied, i n ­
tellectual problem, it should be kept in m i n d 
that family violence creates great amounts of 
physical and mental anguish. A s much or more 
than any other area of social research, there is 
a need for relevant, yet objective research 
which can aid in eliminating it as an aspect of 
all too many family relationships. 
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