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Foreword 

I am delighted to write a Foreword for this outstanding book. B ut let 
me warn the reader, it is not an easy book, not because it is poorly 
written or conceptually muddled, it's exceptionally logical, coherent 
and theoretically integrated. The book is difficult to read because of 
its topic and methodological approach. Margareta Hyden gained ac
cess to in tirnate accounts of marital violence, graphic descriptions by 
participants of events that are morally repugnant to all of us. Private 
behavior became public only because the women came forward to 
police and hospitals, or social authorities came forward on women's 
behalf. Some of the women barely escaped death. I found royself 
able to continue reading (and there were points w hen I had to put the 
book down) only because Margareta Hyden makes such theoretical 
sense of senseless acts. The booksheds light on the social organiza
tion of marriage, gender relations, Swedish society, human nature 
itself. 

The goal of the research was to understand the social psy
chological process of woman battering in marriage from several 
perspectives: the male perpetrator, the female victim, and the couple 
engaged in the joint project of marriage. In the background are the 
children ("participatory witnesses" to their parents' violence and its 
"indirect victims"). Put in the terms of symbolic in teraction theory, 
Margareta Hyden explores the various definitions of the vialent 
situation - the woman, the man, the couple, the public authorities 
charged with its control. She asks how participanis make sense of it 
and, mo re specifically, how understandings change over time in ways 
that make marriage impossible, or possible (and 500Jo of the couples 
are still tagether two years after her initial interviews with them). 
Unusual in the scholarly literature on marital violence, this book ex
amines the natural history of a vialent incident -how i t is structured, 
sequenced, and interpreted, how it unfolds, erupts, and then is ex
plained by participants, how the violence is integrated or dissociated 
from lives. 

To make theoretical sense of her data, Margareta Hyden sews 
together a quilt that is camposed of diversesquares of cloth. At the 
most macro leve!, she stitches in the work of Blumer to argue that a 
social problem does not exist uniess it is recognized by a society. The 
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age-old (private) phenomenon of woman battering has only recently 
been defined as a social problem, subject to contro l by (public) agen
des. The collective redefinition of private violence as a crime is to a 
great extent the product of the modern feminist movement, and 
Margareta Hyden describes how this happened historically in 
Sweden, culminating in a change in the law in 1982. At the meso
theoretical level, she stitches into her quilt squares from family 
theory. Marriage is a form of social organization she argues, a set of 
social relations between individuals (called husband and wife) that 
are governed by rules, norms and expectations of how marital Iife 
should occur. In contrast to some sociological theorizing, the em
phasis here is on how the rules constilute action; "marriage is its 
marital rules". People construct what marriage is supposed to be by 
doing it in particular ways. In the context of Swedish society, 
violence against the wife breaks a rule (Jaw), yet it is, in the author's 
words, a "morally questionable marital act". There is considerable 
latitude for the couple to develop their own understandings of what 
happened. Whether marriage can be constituted with violence as a 
part of it depends on how a vialent incident is interpreted. 

Another square in the theoretical quilt comes from feminist 
theory, which emphasizes the hierarchical power structure of tradi
tional marriage. Violence is the quintessential act that displays 
patriarchal power relations; men are dominant and women are 
subordinate. While clearly sharing a feminist agenda, Margareta 
Hyden shifts the angle of vision: "A husband's use of violence 
towards his wife, and the way she reacts to i t, produces a social order 
(e.g. marriage) as weil as reflects an already existing social order in 
the surrounding society." 

Finally, micro-level theorizing provides squares for this diverse 
quilt. On the one hand, there is a theory of personal accounts: w hen 
the untoward happens, individuals develop accounts to excuse or 
justify i t, as Lyman and Scott argue. This Iine of argument is applied 
to the couples' accounts of violence in marriage. On the other hand, 
Margareta Hyden brings narrative theory to bear: one way in
dividuals make sense of the violence is by casting it inta the form of 
a story, with protagonists and culminating events. She makes creative 
use here of Kenneth Burke's concept of dramatism. The grammatical 
resources that individuals employ to tell persuasive tales are contain
ed in the pentad of terms: Act, Scene, Agent, Agency, Purpose. She 
found that both women and men used these elements to construct 
their stories, but each emphasized different ones. The husband 
stressed purpose, the wife stressed agency (how he did it) and the 
consequences of the violence for her, physically and emotionally. 
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The sum of the squares, the quilt that Margareta Hyden produces 
from various theories about social Iife, is an original configuration, 
and sufficiently colored and textured to display her longitudinal 
data. The interviews were with twenty couples (conducted over a two
year period with the wife, husband, and the couple together in most 
cases), and she describes the experience of carrying out the inter
views. Drawing on the work of Elliot Mishler, she approaches them 
as conversations, a discourse among speakers. All parties are active 
agents, teller and listener/ questioner alike, with informants and in
vestigator constructing reality together. 

As she examines the narratives, Hyden finds that "his" and "her" 
accounts are similar in some ways and different in others. She locates 
a common narrative sequence, organized by time, with a beginning, 
middle and end. There is a pre-history, a vielent incident, and an 
aftermath to the story. Hyden organizes her narrative about their 
narratives into these three phases. What was not talked about proved 
to be as important to her analysis as what was discussed. She 
deconstructs the texts, looking for gaps and inconsistencies. Her 
method is interpretative- totally appropriate for a stud y of women's 
and men's interpretations of experience. 

Reading the results of her analys is of the narrative accounts, I was 
struck by several aspects. There is a typical interactional sequence in 
the pre-history, a "mundane" request (e.g. one speaker asks for 
paper towels to clean up a mess) that is denied, which then provekes 
a fight. There is a missing link in the sequence - how the seeond 
speaker interprets the first speaker' s utterance; she "reads his request 
as humiliating and insulting, so denies it". Consistent with the work 
of sociolinguist William Labov (who studied violence between men), 
Margareta Hyden identifies how the status of the spouses is thrown 
into question by the denial of the request. She argues theoretically 
that by these interactional sequences, couples create a hierarchical 
social order, with each party trying to gain advantage over the other. 

Once violence erupts, husbands and wives language their descrip
tions of it in strikingly different ways. He minimizes seriousness by 
calling it a "fight", while she maximizes it and implies the violence 
was one-way by calling it an "assault". Language is important 
because an "assault" is difficult to integrate, that is, to continue the 
marital relationship with violence as a component, whereas a 
"fight" is easier - it can be compatible with married Iife. Men's 
descriptions suggest marriage can continue, women's suggest the 
opposite. 

Leoking at the couples who remained together (50o/o) in the after
math phase there is concerted work on the part of both husband and 
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wife to neutralize the violence. Margareta Hyden insightfully 
analyzes how, momentarily, the gender hierarchy reverses itself: the 
husband becomes submissive to the wife, subjugates himself to gain 
absolution. Both spouses redefine what happened; what she labeled 
"an assault" in an earlier interview gets constructed differently dur
ing the aftermath (alcohol is blamed, for example, not the man who 
drank it). The net effect is that the husband is released from respon
sibility. B ut there are deep costs: a violen t marriage is created, a form 
of social organization that can give refuge to male violence. 

Feminist scholarship has tended to portray women as victims, and 
Hyden clearly positions her work within the feminist tradition. But 
she complicates the story in ways that make some feminists uncom
fortable. Women participale in the construction of hierarchy in mar
riage, she argues, they are not only victims of i t. She brings in to view 
the contradictions of gender relations: " that which makes him 
strong, dangerous, and dominant (violence) ... also makes him small, 
helpless and dependent on a wife. That which makes the woman 
weak, helpless and dependent (violence) is also what makes her 
strong in the sense of perseverance and patience." The book makes 
a major contribution to our understanding of violence in marriage 
precisely because of these adept and nuanced understandings. It is a 
work of exceptional interest, and bears witness to a problem that has 
remained hidden too Iong. 

Catherine Kohler Riessman 
Boston University 
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The Social Psychological Meaning of 
Marital Woman Battering 

The conceptualization of female experience of 
ma/e violent behavior 
On a winter day in February, 1863, in Stockholm, Sweden, Chief 
eonstable Åkerdal received a visit from two women. The police 
records show that the younger woman, around 20 years old, spoke 
first: 

Unmarried Maria Theresia Grosse has related that she has been violated 
by her father and forced by him over a Iong period to carnal knowledge, 
to w h ich she was pressed by means of t h reats and battery. (Court Reports 
1874) 

The older woman is then paraphrased: 

Madame Grosse corroborated her daughter's claim. The wife is 40 years 
old and is now pregnant; she has weil been aware of these circumstances 
but has not dared or been able to prevent them, in part out of fear of 
violence and in part due to the economic difficulties to support their 
!arge family if her husband were to be incarcerated. The husband is said 
to be 41 years old and of a wild and treacherous nature, capable of being 
angered to the extreme, and to have threatened his wife's and children's 
lives as soon as his goings on with his daughter were exposed. (Court 
Reports 1874) 

A month later, Maria Theresia continued her tale, now in the 
Stockholm District Court: 

It started when I was a child; my father used to try to cohabit with me 
without succeeding. Cannot remember when my father succeeded in 
satisfying his unnaturat lust with me. As Iong as I stayed in my parent's 
borne, he did not succeed. But when he obtained work in a neighboring 
town, he prevailed upon me to follow along as his assistant at work. We 
each lived in our own room. My father came several nights into my room 
and regardless of my resistance, he lay down beside me, uttering that it 
should be sothat children were obedient to their parents, and then he hit 
me and threatened me with battery if I did not submit. So he had carnal 
cohabitation with me. (District Court Reports 1863) 
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Thus, a mother and daughter describe a series of events which they 
had endured over years of suffering. They tell of threats, blows, and 
sexual violation. 

The father claims "to have been forced" to have intercourse with 
his daughter. He denies having struck her. Perhaps he had once 
grabbed her violently and pushed her down. Otherwise, he had 
always succeeded in persuading her. He had hit her with a cane and 
whip when he was jealous. He quotes from the Bible to support his 
statement that children have a duty to obey their parents. He had 
fo und quotations proving that he had acted properly towards his 
daughter. At the same time, he knowshe had acted wrongly. He had 
threatened his wife and children with their lives if they told any other 
living soul about what happened in their home. He had struck his 
wife and their children . 

In the court, the mother has difficulty giving her testimony. She is 
in an uneasy mental state and is several months pregnant. She appears 
"confused" and has "considerable difficulties to talk". Maria 
Theresia and her sister Ernestine Louise, on the other hand, carefull y 
describe the violence and violatians they had been subjected to. 

What the court hears, though, is samewhat different from what 
the women say. While the women talk about physical and sexual at
tacks, the court's interest fastens on a single question: Has inter
course occurred between the father and on e or both daughters? If so, 
this would indicate the commission of a criminal act- that of incest. 
No interest in any other acts of cruelty, by the husband and father 
towards his wife and daughters, is to be found in the court records. 

The court established that "carnal cohabitation" had taken place 
between the father and one of the daughters, Maria Theresia. The 
father received a Iife sentence to hard labor. Assisted by his sons, he 
sought a pardon several timesin the following years. In 1873, he was 
pardoned. By then, he had been suffering from a lung disease for 
many years. Prior to his pardon, Maria Theresia wrote to the prison 
governor: 

As it has come to my attention that my father has anew sought to be par
doned by His Royal Highness, I must beseech the Governor-Director in 
all humility, that in the case that his plea is granted, h e must be convinced 
to take to another town, where he w iii be unable to disrupt the ca! m that 
l, my mother, and my siblings have achieved after such suffering. (Court 
Reports 1874) 

The family then disappears from the public records for all posterity. 
In this way, the fate of the Family Grosse became the subject of 

judicial attention in 1863 in Stockholm's District Court. From the 
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records, t here seems to be no doubt that the three wo men of the farni
ly had been struck. The husband and father had admitted to hitting 
all of the women with his fists as weil as with weapons. 

Nevertheless, there is notbing in the court records to indicate that 
the members of the court had to any tangible degree focused on the 
physical violence that the women had been subjected to, or threaten
ed with. The members of the court could acknowledge the reality of 
woman battering that afflicted the Grosse women, whereas the con
cept of woman battering did not exist in the sense that it is used to
day. In the Sweden of 1863, the phenomenon ofwoman battering ob
viously existed, but had not been delimited, named, or described as 
a social phenomenon. Consequently, it was neither narned nor 
reacted to in the public sphere as "woman battering". 

In contrast, the sexual relations between the father and his 
daughter Maria Theresia were dealt with judicially. They were defin
ed as actions of incest. Not l east of all in Biblical teachings, such ac
tions were Iong before 1863 identified and declared by Swedish law 
to be illegitimate. This is what made the judicial outcome in the 
Stockholm District Court possible. 

In present day Sweden, approximately 9,500 assault cases are an
nually reported to the police where a woman is assaulted indoors by 
a person known to her (SCB 1991). These crimes are almost entirely 
dominated by men who assault their current or previous wives, 
cohabitees, or fiancees (Wikström 1987 p. 23). Studies have shown 
that the frequency of violence within families is substantially higher 
than indicated by the number reported to the police. These studies 
find it probable that the actual vialent criminality is at the very !east 
three times greater than the registered criminality, that is, crimes 
reported to the police (Wikström 1987 p. 13). 

In today' s Sweden, the issue of woman battering is the focus of ex
tensive attention in the mass media and by the social welfare and 
health care authorities. In 1982, the rules for prosecoting assault 
cases were altered so that woman battering, including non
aggravaled assault on private property, is subject to public proseeu
tian in the sensethat the question of w hether a batterer will be pro
secuted or not is no longer dependent on the victim's wishes in a for
mal sense. I f a case does come to the attention of the police, the State 
becomes the accuser and not the victim. The man is to be held ac
countable to the State, via the judiciary. Thus, woman battering no 
longer formally exists solely in the private sphere. The private 
phenomenon has become part of the public sphere, a publicly 
regulated social problem. 

From this point onwards, the word "assault" will be used to in-
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dicate those acts which are Iikely to be included in the legal concept 
of "assault and battery". There is no separate category in the 
Swedish Criminal Code for "wife battering", which is included 
under " assault". 

The contrast between the present-day description of woman bat
tering as a publicly regulated problem and the historical description 
of an obviously existing but unspeakable phenomenon, illustrates 
the operation of a social process: The process of definition of a cer
tain kind of female experience, name! y, t hat of mal e violen t behavior 
towards a woman in intimate relationships. 

As stated by Blumer in his artide on "Social Problems as Collec
tive Behavior", "social problems are not the result of an intrinsic 
malfunctioning of a society but are the result of a process of defini
tion in w hi ch a given condition is pi c ked out and identified as a social 
problem" (Blumer 1971 pp. 301-302). According to Blumer, a social 
problem does not exist for a society uniess it is recognized by that 
society as existing. The process of collective definition determines 
the emergence of social problems, the way in which they are seen, the 
way in which they are approached and perceived, and the kind of of
ficial reaction they receive. 

Not until quite recently did the female experience of maJe vialent 
behavior become visible in a manner that has made it open to ex
amination. In consequence, my work relies heavily on the process of 
social definition that turned woman battering from its status of an 
unspeakable reality to a conceptualized social problem. 

The main concern of my work has been devoted to the stud y of the 
kind of vialent actions a woman can be submitted to within mar
riage, that is, violence against a woman at the hands of her husband. 

The first task of this study was the identification and description 
of the violen t acts as they appeared and were committed by the man 
within the marital Iife of the spouses. 

The seeond task was to understand how the involved parties made 
sense of the violen t action, that is, how they defined and interpreted, 
explained, and justified it. Accordingly, my interest was mainly con
centrated on the invalved parties, the battering man and the battered 
woman, and on their understanding of what had happened . I was 
less interested in commentaries by those around them, including 
comments made by social scientists. 

In order to set the stage for what follows, however, I will continue 
my summary of the process of definition of the concept of woman 
battering. This summary will include a description of the essential 
feature of the concept as it appears in our era and in our Western 
cultural context. 
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Woman battering in fiction 

The "unspeakable" realities of human experience, those kinds of ex
periences that cannot appear in documentary form, in court files, or 
within the social sciences, have most frequently been found in fic
tion. Moa Martinsson is one of the Swedish writers who depicted the 
violence women experienced in their own homes during the early 
decades of the 1900s. In one of her navels, Women and Appletrees 
(1985), she describes how the main character's husband (Bernhard) 
had become extremely irritated with his wife. He visits his neighbor 
in the next cottage: 

After a few hours, Bernhard and the crofter were agreed: Women need to 
be hit when the locoweed gets to them. Otherwise, they stay crazy. The 
two men's wives had once smashed a still right in front of the crofter's 
eyes. Since that day, he had beaten his wife as soon as she had so much 
as raised her voice above the usual. 

- Don't you see Bernhard, there's nothing else to do. If your woman 
starts acting devilishly, just hit her. (Martinsson 1985) 

According to Martinsson's narrative, the prevailing conception of 
wo man battering in the first hal f of the twentieth century could pro
hably be paraphrased as "if your husband neither abuses alcohol, 
nor you, you can consicter yourself a lucky woman". Battering in 
those days was a common, unwanted reality for many women. 

Merely on the basis of the fate of the Family Grosse and that of 
women in literature, it is impossible to draw any far-reaching conclu
sions about whether violence against women occurred more often in 
the Sweden of 1860 or in the beginning of the twentieth century t han 
is the case today. We cannot interpret the lack of the concept 
"woman battering" in earlier periods as an indication of less 
knowledge or experience of this violence. A more feasible interpreta
tion would be that battering in the home constituted an integral part 
of women's and children' s lives to such a degree that it was then dif
ficult to isolate i t from other aspects of family Iife. The above quota
tian would support such an interpretation. 

The social construction of woman battering in modern times 

The contemporary conception of woman battering is to a great ex
tent a product of the modern feminist movement. In American 
women's history, the battered woman movement is described as a 
''by-product'' of the feminist movement of the 1970s. When wo men 
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congregated in women's political and consciousness-raising groups 
and shared their personal experiences, it was revealed that they 
shared the experience of having been victimized by violence. They 
had previously kept this secret, since they had seen i t as an individual 
problem, as a personal failure. Suddenly, it became an experience 
they had in common with other women (Studer 1984). A similar 
development took place in England. When the English journalist 
Erin Pizzey opened a women's house in Chiswick outside of London 
in the 1970s, her intention was to provide a meeting place for 
housewives in the area. Soon the house was filled with women seek
ing protection (Pizzey 1974). 

Swedish women also formed women's political groups during the 
1970s. In 1976, a meeting was arrangedin Stockholm for all women 
who were interestedin opening a women's shelter. A women's house 
group was formed. In 1980, All Women's House opened in 
Stockholm. Similar centers grew up around the country. Battered 
women emerged from their obscurity and gave witness to their ex
periences. The shelter workers accumulated a massive experience of 
the problem. They gained insight into what actions needed to be 
taken and what services were lacking, as well as into the inadequades 
of the social welfare organization (Bolin 1989). 

The material provided by the battered woman movement became 
first-page news in Sweden in the early 1980s. What the women told 
was shocking, sensational, and incredible for most people. The 
women's movement used the attention attracted by the exposure of 
woman battering to define the problem as a public problem. 

As an element in the struggle to define woman battering as a 
public problem, a change needed to be made in the existing criminal 
law. Previously, for non-aggravated assault in a private place to be 
prosecuted, the victim's request that this be done was required. 
Therefore, the women's movement sought to bring assault in a 
private place- that is, the home- under public prosecution. The then 
existing legislation implied indirect support of violence in the family, 
since it was left to the woman to determine whether she could - or 
dared to - proseeute the man. 

The position of the women's movement was that it was the 
Swedish State through its prosecutorial branch that should act as ac
cuser and hold the man accountable, in order to demonstrate that the 
man's behavior was illegal. The law was changed in 1982, when all 
assault, regardless of where i t occurs, was declared to be a matter for 
public prosecution. 

The modern women's movement viewed woman battering as 
violence against women of a gender-specific type, where the man was 
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the perpetratar and the woman the recipient of the violence. lts 
ultimate cause was to be found in the "patriarchal societal struc
ture'' t hat placed men in a dominant position in relation to wo men. 

The women's movement analyzed woman batteri ng as encompass
ing both physical and mental violence against women. The deter
mination of what was to be considered woman battering with regard 
to the seriousness and setting of the violence, however, was not clear
cut. lnstead, it was seen as important that the woman herself deter
mine whether or not she had been battered. 

The women's movement converted its newly acquired knowledge 
in to political demands for change in the power relations between the 
sexes, something that feminist researchers contributed to indirectly, 
but never agitated for directly. One such demand cancerned a change 
in the laws for assault crimes. A further demand cancerned the 
establishment of women's shelters, both as a protection for battered 
women and as a base for the continuing political efforts of the 
women's movement. 

In my opinion, it is the women's movement's self-produced 
understanding of woman battering, that which was absent from the 
academic journals and for which there are no statistics, that has 
played the most dramatic role in changing the general cultural 
understanding of the phenomenon in Sweden and in the other Scan
dinavian countries. This understanding has contributed to changes 
in women's self-understanding, both among battered women and 
other women. However, there is a potential problem with the modern 
women's movement's unceasing emphasis on the woman's role as 
vielim in the vialent context. Security, protection, and exculpation 
from responsibility for violence - which await women at women's 
shelters- are not sufficient to create a change in a battered woman's 
Iife. For this, the opposite must be emphasized: herability to act and 
to take responsibility for her own Iife. 

Feminist research on woman battering 

During the latter part of the 1970s and during the 1980s, the discus
sion and exchange of information in this field came to be dominated 
by feminist researchers and proponents of the modern women's 
movement, and not seldom in one and the same person. However, 
this theme has not played a central role in Swedish feminist research, 
which has had serious consequences both for the development of 
feminist theory and for the very definition of gender equality (El man 
and Eduards 1991). 
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In international research -and I here include the much more active 
schalars in the neighboring country of Norway- feminist researchers 
argued that woman battering was an unusually clear and brutal ex
ample of vigorous patriarchy in our society and of male dominance. 
According to feminist researchers, the cause of woman battering is to 
be found in such a context and is not to be looked at from the view
point of individual pathology. Feminist scholars asserted that 
woman battering was not the expression of a psychological problem, 
not in the man, the woman, nor in the family. 

The determinating facto r of the traditional marriage, according to 
feminist theory, is its hierarchical power structure, with the man in 
the dominant and the woman in the subordinate position. In the eyes 
of feminists, the batterer is an oppressor, a representative of the 
dominant male sex, and the woman, a· representative of the subor
dinated female sex, is his victim. 

It is primarily historical data, as weil as case descriptions from the 
modern era, that are used for analyzing the link between a "patri
archal societal'' system and wo man battering. On e of the most well
known examples of this approach is the work of the Scottish re
searchers Dobash and Dobash, who put the phenomenon in a 
historical perspective and complement this by means of interviews 
with women at women's shelters. They wrote that: 

... men who assault their wives are actually living up to cultural prescrip
tions that are cherished in Western Society - aggressiveness, maJe 
dominance, and female subordination -and they are using physical force 
as a means to enforce that dominance. (Dobash and Dobash 1979 p. 24) 

In their case descriptions, these feminist researchers allowed the 
woman as an individual being to come forward . They made it possi
ble for her to do so by providing her with protection - the majority 
of interviews too k place at a shelter - and by listening to her without 
challenging her story. During long interviews, the researchers listen
ed to the women who related their experiences as victims of wife bat
tering. They took notes and analyzed these stories. The battered 
woman's story was identified, acknowledged, and given a name 
(Martin 1976; Dobash and Dobash 1979; Walker 1979; Schechter 
1982; Araldsen and Ciasen 1983; Christensen 1984; Skjörten 1986; 
Yllö and Bograd 1988). 

Much of the feminist work concentrated on describing the conse
quences oj woman battering. The psychologist Walker (1 978) 
describes how the woman's personality is eventually altered, as she 
teams to be helpless. Walker also describes how battered women 
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perceive themselves as having been brainwashed by their husbands, 
who had convinced them of their incompetence, hysteria, and 
frigidity. Such "brainwashing", followed by physical violence, is 
powerful. The family is a primary group, within which most in
dividuals form their perception of reality and the family members 
often do not have sufficient contact with the outside world to compel 
actjustments in these perceptions. One result of this psychological 
manipulation of reality is a tendency for the victim to blame herself 
(Walker 1979 pp. 525-534). 

Another characteristic that battered women share is an extreme 
feeling of shame and humiliation, and subsequently a feeling of 
alienation. Long-lasting effects on the battered woman are serious 
psychological symptoms such as depression, suicidal impulses, self
contempt, and an inability to trust other people or to develop close 
relationships (Butler 1978; Araldsen and Ciasen 1983; Christensen 
1984). 

Substantial efforts have been devoted to attempting to define the 
concept of ballered wife. In this context, Walker (1979) raises the 
question of the frequency of the violence, and maintains that a hat
tered woman is a woman who at !east two times has undergone all 
three phases of this type of violence: 

The battering cycle appears to have three distinct phases, which vary in 
both time and intensity for the same couple and between different 
couples. These are: the tension building phase; the explosion or acute 
battering incident; and the calm loving respite. (Walker 1979 p. 55) 

The English psychologist Pagelow (1981) studies the subjective ex
perience of violence as a dimension of the definition of a battered 
w i fe. She states t hat ''a sia p means different things to different peo
ple", and continues that i t is unwise to stop at objectively identifiable 
actions in a definition of a battered woman. The consequences of a 
vialent act for an individual woman are in part dependent on the ob
jective event, but also on how it is perceived by the woman (Pagelow 
1981). 

The use of men's dominance and women's subordination as the 
cornerstone of analysis in feminist research has led to a camplemen
ting of research on woman battering and a comparison of it with 
research on other types of violence against women, such as rape, in
cest, and street violence (Russel1982; Wardell, Gillespie and Leffler 
1983; Stanko 1985). 

The Norwegian theologian and feminist researeher Lundgren has 
studied the consequences of woman battering and the process that 
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leads to the maintenance of the violence in a sample of women and 
men in 32 couple relationships from a religious milieu on Norway's 
west coast (Lundgren 1989). She found that a "normalization pro
cess" evolves where the man and woman each develops a strategy for 
achieving certain defined objectives. She caJled this strategy "goal
means strategy", which is initially linked to the man's nations about 
what a man and a woman and a good couple's relationship ought to 
be. The normalization process that the man undergoes was described 
by Lundgren as ''a goal-oriented strategy for establishing con tro! 
over the wo man and the possibility for constituting masculini ty'', 
and the corresponding process for the woman as "a strategy for 
adjustment, the minimal possibility for retaining some control" 
(Lundgren 1989 pp. 113-140). 

Feminist researchers focused on and gave a name to women's ex
periences. The woman as a separate human being was allowed to step 
forward, and the gender-specific nature of woman battering was em
phasized. To focus on the gender-specific nature of the phenomenon 
was of decisive importance for the understanding that emerged. The 
feminist tradition had several points of interest in common with the 
women's movement and was influenced by it, not !east of all in that 
many feminist researchers were members of the women's movement. 
In order to see this violence as violence, to be ab le to view the woman 
as a person, and to see the gender-specific character of this violence, 
required that the violence be distanced from gender-neutral descrip
tions such as "domestic fighting" or "spouse abuse", and terms 
were instead used such as "woman battering" or "wife abuse". 

Individual psychological research on woman battering 

Psychologists and psychiatrists are some of the most active resear
chers of the family. Their view of marriage is one of harmony. In 
their perspective, the roat of what happens in the family is most 
often found in the personalities of the family members, and nothing 
that the institution of marriage could be heJd responsible for. 

The first desedptians of wo man batteri ng - prior to those by hat
tered women and workers in shelters- were presented by researchers 
and elinidans within this field. 

In 1960, the probation officer Schulz wrote an artide called "The 
W i fe Assaulter'' (1960). Schulz sought the cause of wo man batteri ng 
by means of analyzing the personality characteristics of the vialent 
man. In the article, four men convicted of the attempted murder of 
their wives are described. The men' s upbringing was characterized by 
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dominating, rejecting mothers, who were largely aggressive towards 
them. The initial reaction of the men was submissiveness, at the same 
time that they identified with the mother and her aggressiveness. 
They were never ab le to channel their own aggressiveness in a normal 
fashion. Throughout their lives, they remained passive and yielding, 
rigidly checking their aggressive impulses. In their relationships to 
their wives, they reproduced their relationship to their mothers. They 
related to their wives more as mothers than as wives, and adopted a 
submissive position in relation to them. W hen the men's needs for in
timacy and dependence were frustrated, their aggressiveness increas
ed. They were constantly torn between their hostility towards their 
wives and their dependence on them. The aggressive outburst occur
red at the point the man interpreted something as the ultimate rejec
tion, such as the discovery of his wife's infidelity or her request for 
a divorce (Schultz 1960 pp. 103-112). 

In Sweden, men who batter women have been classified by the 
psychiatrist Johan Cullberg, in his textbook Dynamic Psychiatry 
(1984, in Swedish), as falling into four groups: 

l. Men who have committed occasional "moderate/minor" assau/Is or 
who threaten violence but who otherwise are not particularly 
criminalized. The battering often occurs in connection with aleohoJ 
consuroption and under strong affect. Whereas the other groups are 
more characterized by an ego-split of a borderline nature, this group 
of men is doser to being an inhibited group with powerful superegos; 
men who in acute situations can become overwhelmed by an early 
repressed aggressive problem-matrix. 

2. Recurring assau/l/ ballering of otherwise non-criminalized men with 
or without alcohol in the picture. These men may go around with a 
powerfully charged aggressive conflict that is triggered now and then. 
This group is perhaps the most dangerous due to the fact that they are 
the hardest to detect. This is related to the fact that the two sides o f 
the man, the violen! and the decent, are not outwardly compatible 
with each other. The correlation first becomes visible when exaroined 
according to the psychodynamic theory, that describes the ego
splitting mechanism of keeping mutually contlicting personality traits 
separate and hindering any confrontation between them. 

3. Sexually sadistic crimes. These men have serious early emotional 
disturbances. 

4. Men who commit serious repeated violent crimes - marginalized, 
criminal, alcoholic. They are often seriously mentally disordered or 
brain-damaged of psychopathic character. (Cullberg 1984 p. 307) 

Schultz and Cullberg as weil as other individual psychology-oriented 
researchers (Faulk 1974; Gondolf 1985; Barnberger and Hastings 
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1986) maintain that battering men have certain personality traits in 
common, traits that predispose them to subjecting their partners to 
violence. According to these writers, the cause of woman battering is 
to be found in the man's childhood history and in his personality 
development. 

Schultz's artide was unique, not only because it was one of the 
first written about woman battering, but also because it dealt with 
the man. Over the ensuing 20 years, the general interest would shift 
to the battered woman. The perpetratar of the violence became 
notably absent in research on woman battering. 

Four years after Schultz, three f orensic psychiatrists, Snell, Rosen
wald, and Robey wrote the artide "The Wifebeater's Wife" (1964). 
With this artide, they were among the first to describe the battered 
woman from an individual psychology perspective. The artide was 
based on a stud y of twelve couples in which the woman had reported 
her husband for assault. The intention of these authors had initially 
been to submit both the women and the men to psychiatric examina
tions, but it was much easier to get the women to comply with their 
requests. The women were willing to present their version of the 
events, whereas the men were more restrained with the psychiatrists 
(Snell et al. 1964 p. 108). 

Snell, Rosenwald, and Robey presented a dismal view of these 
women. They described them as aggressive, efficient, masculine, and 
sexually frigid. They were controBing towards the men at the same 
time they were dependent on them. The men were described as 
passive, indecisive, impotent, and alcoholized (Snell et al. 1964 
p. Il l). These three psychiatrists found the origin of woman battering 
in the combination passive man/aggressive woman. 

Similar reasoning is found in the work of British psychiatrist 
Gayford (1979). He wrote that men's vialent behavior is areaction to 
women's behavior. Supported by his dinical experiences, he con
duded his observations in a typology of the abused women as 
"inadequate", "provocative", or "highly competent": 

lnadequate wives: These are women who grew up under difficult 
social circumstances and bad endured more than most people. Their 
marriages are an extension, and repetition, of the patteros found in 
the original families: early marriage due to pregnancy, unstable 
finances, and an alcohol-abusing husband. It is often difficult to 
determine how much of these women's inadequacy had been 
precipitated by the repeated episodes of violence; an inadequate 
woman becomes more so under these circumstances, Gayford 
remarks. He refers to this "type of family" as "problem families". 
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Provocative wives: According to Gayford, there are many ways in 
which women can be provocative and thus cause frietian in a marital 
relationship. Inadequacy has already been mentioned. Overcontrol
ling behavior and being sexually provocative are other examples. A 
sexual provocation, especially when coupled with morbid jealousy, 
can be an extremely dangerous combination, as Gayford further 
comments. 

Highly competent wives: According to Gayford, it is difficult to see 
how this type of woman becomes a battered wife, as she has often 
been brought up in a protective environment, has a good education, 
and holds a responsible job. However, some related problems are 
eventually observed. The highly competent wife is frequently her 
husband's intellectual superior, forcing him to rely on her forhelpin 
his career. The withdrawal of this help leaves him in a subordinate 
position, a position which he finds very uncomfortable (Gayford 
1979). 

In the analysis by Snell and others (1964), and Gayford (1979), 
women are indirectly made responsible for men's brutality against 
them. Women as mothers are viewed as the eauses behind the 
disturbed psyche of the vialent men, and women as wives are held 
responsible for situations which arise where a man uses violence 
against his female partner. 

The first Swedish doctoral thesis on woman battering (Bergman 
1987) further develops Gayford's observations. At the emergency 
ward of a !arge hospital in the vicinity of Stockholm, 98 women who 
over an eight-month period sought surgical treatment for injuries 
they incurred after beatings by their husbands or former husbands 
were as ked if they were willing to participate in a treatment program 
and research project. In addition to the medical treatment, the treat
ment program included a series of supportive sessions with 
counselors and psychiatrists. 49 women accepted and thus con
stituted the study group. After one week, 12 of these women had 
dropped out, and after one year, 22 women remained (Bergman 1987 
p. 12). Of the 49 original women, 51 Ofo were high consumers of 
alcohol, 700fo of their men were alcoholics, and both were intoxicated 
during about 500fo of the vialent incidents. Eight of the women had 
or had previously had other drug problems, and 25 used tran
quillizers (Bergman 1987 pp. 21-24). Despite the fact that the study's 
self-selected sample of battered women according to the project 
leader "to a great degree represented the worst off of battered 
women" (Brismar, Jansson, and Larsson 1988), the sample was 
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treated as if it were representative, and the findings were generalized 
to apply to battered women in general. This led to protests from the 
Scandinavian women's movement. 

The women were tested by means of a standardized personality 
test (Comprehensive Psychopathological Rating Scale), and all of 
Gayford's (1979) categories of wives were found. lt was established 
t hat "there is no doubt that a !arge group of the battered wives in the 
present study could be labeled as "inadequate wives" according to 
Gayford's terminology. These women seem to be predestined to 
become battered wives by their social history and present social 
situation" (Bergman 1987 p. 27). The group "provocative wives" 
was found as weil. The study states that "the provocative wife is 
vivacious and energetic, stimulus-seekingand constan t! y Jooking for 
excitement. Her self-confidence is good and she has a type of 
behavior that the medical and social services and the courts get tired 
of. When asked, she admits provocation- often simply to create ex
citement" (Bergman 1987 pp. 27-28). The "highly competent 
women" were blatantly missing from among the 49 women in the 
study. "These women are able to deal with their problems 
themselves" (Bergman 1987 p. 28). 

When it comes to understanding human reactions, it is not par
ticularly uncommon to assume that a person's behavior, in this case 
the man's, is areaction to another person's behavior, in this case the 
woman's. On the contrary, we often in our daily lives view our feel
ings as conelitians that result from a provocation or as conditions 
that befall us. We use expressions such as "you make me mad" or "I 
think that it is her boss's complaints that have made her so 
desperate", when we try to understand our own or someone else's 
emotional responses. When we say "you make me mad", we are at 
the same time stating that it is the object of our anger and not we 
ourselves that is responsible for our anger. When this type of every
day rhetoric is used in a scientific thesis, battered women are heJd 
responsible for the battering they are subjected to, whereas the men 
are exempted from responsibility. This way of perceiving the relation
ship between perpetratar and victim is offensive to the Swedish sense 
of justice. Bergman's thesis has also been sharply criticized for con
tributing to the oppression of women (Lundgren 1988 pp. 101- 117). 

When studying these contributions to the definition of woman 
battering by researchers from the individual psychological and 
psychiatric perspectives of human behavior, it is surprising to 
observe how much energy is invested in trying to understand the 
men's behavior by means of studying the personality traits of the 
women. In a survey of 52 studies of woman battering, the American 
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researchers Hotaling and Sugarman (1986) found no support for 
such suppositions. It was not a woman's personality, or her gender 
role, or her social status that decreased or increased the risk that just 
she would be battered. Possible differences in personality and symp
tomology between battered and non-battered women were conse
quences of the battering rather than eauses of it. In one aspect, 
however, there was a distinction between these groups. The battered 
women had to a greater degree witnessed the battering of their own 
mothers by their fathers (Hotaling and Sugarman 1986 pp. 101-124). 

To sum up, in the tradition of individual psychology and 
psychiatry, both the battering men and the battered women are 
pathologized. The marriage is viewed as a harmonious and func
tional institution, and disharmony in the marriage setting is inter
preled as personal failures due to personality imperfection. This 
perspective has been harshly criticized, not !east of all by proponents 
of the modern women's movement and feminist reseachers. 

Sociological research on woman battering 

In sociological research on women battering, the emphasis has been 
on social factors, and there are many studies of the relationship be
tween social background factors and violence. In this research, 
socioiogists Straus and Gelles and their fellow researchers at the 
Family Research Laboratory at the University of New Hampshire, 
have played a prominent roie. In 1975 and 1985, they conducted Na
tional Family Violence Surveys. In the first survey, a representative 
sample of 2,143 families were interviewed and in the seeond survey, 
6,002. 

These two studies resulted in improved research in the field of 
fami ly violence in three primary ways. First, the 1975 study (Straus, 
Gelles and Steinmetz 1980) represented an attempt to measure the in
cidence of violence in a !arge and representative sample of American 
famiiies. Second, the avaiiability of data on a representative sample 
enabled researchers to move beyond the individuai psychological 
perspective of woman battering that was dominant in the 1960s. 
Third, these surveys broke the tradition of basing research on inter
views with battered wo men, since about hal f of the respondents were 
husbands and hal f were wives. Even if the value of the collected data 
is somewhat limited due to the fact that these husbands and wives are 
not members of the same households, the breakthrough of studies 
on perpetrators as weil as victims was of critical importance (Straus, 
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Gelles, and Steinmetz 1980; Gelles and Straus 1988; Straus and 
Gelles 1990). 

The National Family Violence Surveys used an instrument 
developed by Straus and Gelles to measure family violence: The Con
flict Tactics Scales (CTS). As its name implies, the CTS is designed 
to measure a variety of behaviors resorted to in conflict situations in
volving family members. The tactics fall into three general modes: ra
tional discussion, termed Reasoning; verbal or nonverbal acts that 
symbolically hurt the other, termed Verbal Aggression; and the use 
of physical aggression, termed Violence. The subjects of the inter
view were asked: 

No ma tter how weil a couple get along, there are times when they 
disagree, get annoyed with the other person, or just have spats or fights 
because they're in a bad mood or tired or for some other reason. T hey 
also use many different ways of trying to settie their differences. I'm go
ing to read some t hings that you and your (spouse/ pa rtner) might do 
w hen you have an argument. l would like you to tell me how many times 
(once, twice, 3-5 times, 6- 10 times, 11-20 times or more than 20 times) 
in the past 12 month you: 

- discussed an issue calmly 
- got information to back up your/ his/her side of things 
- brought in, or tried to bring in, someone to help settie things 
- insulted or swore at him/ her/ you 
- sulked or refused to talk about an issue 
- stomped out of the room or house or yard 
- cried 
- did or said something to spite him/ her/ you 
- threatened to hit or hit or kicked something 
- threw or smashed or hit or kicked something 
- threw something at him/ her/ you 
- pushed, grabbed or shoved him/ her/ you 
- slapped him/ her/you 
- kicked, bit or hit him/ her/you with a fist 
- hit or tried to hit him/ her/you with something 
- beat him/ her/you up 
- ehoked him/ her/you 
- threatened him/ her/ you with a knife or gun 
- used a knife or fired a gun. 
(Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz 1980) 

The CTS classifies violen t acts by degree of seriousness. By compar
ing the two national surveys, Straus and Gelles found that the overall 
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rate of violence by husbands per 1,000 couples declined from 121 to 
113 between 1975 and 1985 (Straus and Gelles 1990). Thus, the 
husband-to-wife violence rate declined by 6.60Jo, but the decline was 
not statistically significant. The most important figure, however, was 
the incidence of severe violence used by husbands, the measure used 
as an indicator of wife beating. It showed that more than three out 
of every hundred women were severely assaulted by their partners in 
1985. If this rate is correct, it means that about 1.8 million American 
women were beaten by their partners that year (Straus and Gelles 
1990). Since no corresponding figures are available for Swedish 
women, it is impossible to make any comparisons from a Swedish 
point of view. 

The work of Straus and Gelles and their fellow researchers provide 
a !arge body of evidence suggesting that the major eauses of physical 
violence in the family are to be found in certain basic features of the 
American family, and in the American society as a whole. Among 
these features are maJe dominance in the family and the society, the 
presence of legal violent acts such as capita! punishment, and illegal 
violence seen in the high rate of violence in the streets and millions 
of people living in poverty in on e of the wealthiest societies in human 
history (Straus and Gelles 1990). In many respects, the perspective of 
sociologists in the field of woman battering is close to that of the 
feminists. Nevertheless, the research of Straus and Gelles has been 
subjected to serious criticism from feminist scholars. 

This critique is based on the authors' use of family as a unit for 
analysis which, according to the critics, drew attention away from the 
gender-specific nature of wife beating. The critics also challenged 
the use of quantitative methods instead of qualitative in-depth inter
viewing (Dobash and Dobash 1979; Breines and Gordon 1983; 
Russeli 1988). 

Som e of the results aroused particular indignation. Analysis of the 
1975 as weil as the 1985 survey revealed that the rates of vio1ence by 
wives were remarkably similar to the rates of violence by husbands, 
findings that were inconsistent with the extreme! y low rate of assault 
by women outside the family (Straus and Gelles 1990). Feminists 
labeled this analysis as poor, due to methodological errors and due 
to the failure to determine w hether the women had used the violence 
in self-defence (Breines and Gordon 1983). Researchers of the Na
tional Family Violence Survey were viewed as anti-feminists and were 
sometimes shouted down when they tried to present their work in 
public settings. One of the female researchers was the victim of a 
bomb threat and received threats over the phone. In the latest report, 
Straus comments on these events: 
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The intensity of the feminist attack was an outgrowth of a double trans
gression - the sin of reporting evidence that women assault their spouses 
and children and the sin of using quantitative methods. The first of these 
sins, in the view o f the critics, is an outgrowth of the second. (Straus and 
Gelles 1990 pp. ll-12) 

According to Blumer, the process through which a phenomenon 
emerges as a social problem can be traced to the claims made and the 
respanding activities to these claims (Blumer 1971). As noted , such 
activities are not idyllic undertakings, but rather entail conflicts and 
fights. 

Unlike the researchers who studied woman battering in an in
dividual psychological perspective, sociologists perceived marriage 
as an institution which contains the possibilities of conflict. "No 
matter how weil a couple gets along, there are times when they 
disagree", as stated in the introduction of the National Violence 
Survey. Accordingly, a person who fights with his or her spouse 
should not be pathologized. Some expressions of disagreement, 
though, are considered illegitimate, among them the use of physical 
violence. 

The social psychological meaning of woman battering 
-a summary 

The battering of women within a marriage is an age-old pheno
menon. Accordingly, the female experience of mate violent behavior 
constitutes a substantial part of women's history. Our modern con
ception of woman battering is thus the result of a process of defini
tion and delimitation of the phenomenon, in part over the pas t twen
ty years. The problem has been dealt with within the framework of 
three different perspectives, namely, the perspectives of the women's 
m ovement and feminism, of individual psychology and of sociology. 

All of these perspectives take a negative view of violence, and see 
it as something definitely not appropriate within a marriage. The 
various perspectives emphasize different aspects of the phenomenon 
and identify the central issues differently. For example, those work
ing within the individual psychology perspective locate the eauses of 
the vialent events discussed here in the personality characteristics of 
the vielim (Snell et al. 1964; Gayford 1979; Bergman 1987) or of the 
offender (Schultz 1960; Faulk 1974; Cullberg 1984; Gondolf 1985; 
Ramberger and Hastings 1986). According to the feminist perspec
tive, the root of male violent behavior is not to be found in the per-
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sonatity traits of the victim, nor in those of the offender. In a 
feminist view, woman battering is an unambiguous and brutal exam
ple of maJe dominance and female subordination (Dobash and 
Dobash 1979; Yllö 1990; Stanko 1985). Central to the feminist 
analysis is a focus on the consequences t hat wo man battering has on 
its victims (Walker 1978; 1979; Pagelow 1981; Araldsen and Ciasen 
1983; Christensen 1984). In order to determine the eauses oj the 
violence, sociological research concentrates on the scope of the 
violence and on the relationship of the violence to variables such as 
alcohol, social status, and stress (Gelles 1974; Gelles 1979; Gelles and 
Straus 1988; Straus et al 1980; Straus and Gelles 1990; Finkelhor 
1983). The modern women's movement has played a prominent role 
in the changing of battered women's understanding of themselves 
and has played a significant role for the general culturat understand
ing of the phenomenon as an expression of the maJe oppression of 
women. 

"Woman battering", I will conclude, is not just an action or an 
event. I have put the term in quotes to emphasize that it is not an ob
jective event that carries with it predetermined meanings. Rather, it 
is an interpretation rendered within various frameworks, frameworks 
that shape and mold the reactions that both the wo man and man ex
periencing battering as battered and batterer and others will have. 
These shared reactions are made possible by the shared language 
system in which we all operate. 

The study of "woman battering" has to a great extent been 
synonymous with the study of "wife battering", with no distinction 
being made between them. This has resulted in the focus being put 
on the gender-specific character of "woman battering", in a most 
elucidating way. Unintentionally, this focus has resulted in neglect of 
the fact that in the case of wife battering, the female victim and the 
maJe perpetrator are in a special relationship to each other, namely, 
a marriage. Indirectly it means, however, that it is possible to con
clude from the various accounts of "woman battering" that there 
are also divergent views of marriage and of the !ink between mar
riage and the violent event. 

The underlying conception of marriage from an individual 
psychological view is a harmonious one, where expressions like "a 
haven in a heartless world" or "they lived happily ever after" apply. 
In such a context, the violent events reflect one or two cases of in
dividual pathology. The sociologkal approach to the phenomenon 
of marital violence, on the other hand, presupposes conflicts within 
a family. Married spouses, parents, and siblings may all be involved 
in conflicts. Disagreements, antagonisms, and attempts to influence 
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each other are seen as natural aspects of family Iife. In extreme situa
tions, unjustifiable means such as violence are used in the struggle to 
influence a situation in the desired direction. Finally, the feminist 
perspective describes marriage as a hierarchy, characterized by maJe 
dominance and female subordination. Violence by men against 
women eonstitotes a "natural" consequence of this hierarchical 
order. 

Defining woman ballering 
In spite of all the efforts made to develop a clear definition of the 
concept of woman abuse and battering, a satisfactory result has not 
been attained. In other words, a clear and useful definition, one that 
is universally adopted, has not emerged. The disappointment over 
the apparent! y insurmountable problems in this type of search for an 
abstract, general, and normative definition that has dominated the 
field, is expressed by Gelles and Straus (1988) as follows: 

Twenty years of discussion, debate, and action have led us to conclude 
that there will never be an accepted or acceptable definition of abuse, 
because abuse is not a scientific or clinical term. Rather, it is a political 
concept. Abuse is essentially any act that is considered deviant or harm
ful by a group !arge enough or with sufficient political power to enforce 
the definition. (Gelles and Straus 1988 p.54) 

One possible means of avoiding the difficulties with a normative 
definition of woman battering is to include both the definition of 
wo man batteri ng and the process oj definition in research on woman 
battering. In this way, we get around the compulsion to superimpose 
an "externa!" definition on a social incident which has already been 
defined by the parties involved and by outside observers such as the 
police, social workers, lawyers, researchers, or neighbors. Obviously, 
we all share certain knowledge about maJe violent behavior against 
women, knowledge that provides us with sufficient social com
petence to identify an act of violence as battering, or maybe as a 
fight, or as some other form of violence. 

Considering this choice of research subject, the researcher's task 
becomes one of delimiting, clarifying, and presenting that which is 
defined and perceived as woman battering in our society and our 
culture. In other words, the researeher must study the socio
psychological aspects of these actions. H e or she must try to identify 
the distinctive features of the actions, try to identify the rules and 
conventions used by the social actors to generate their behavior, and 
try to understand how the involved parties themselves make sense of 
what has happened. This is the topic of my study. 
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The issues 

1t has been suggested (Harre and Secord 1972) that all actions, 
whether verbal or otherwise, should be explained with reference to 
the actor's social competence. The possession of social competence 
limits the acts one is able to perform in social situations and deter
mines what is acceptable as the correct performance of these acts. 
The methodological challenge in a study based on this view of the 
origin of human behavior would not be to search for laws of eausali
ty to explain human behavior, but rather to try to identify the rules 
and conventians adopted by social actors to generate their behavior 
(Harre 1979; Harre 1983; Potter and Wetherell 1987). According to 
this suggestion, human actions within a culture are considered to be 
farmorethan mere bodily movements which can be easily described 
and catalogued. The social world can only be understoact if we ex
plore human behavior in the setting in which it occurs. Movements 
and behavior have meaning only in the context of specific, and often 
very local, social conventions. 

My studyrelies heavily on the assumption that individuals passess 
social knowledge, which enables them both to act and relate ac
counts of their actions as explanations or justifications of what has 
occurred. It is also based on the assumption that individuals act and 
interpret social action on the basis of how they define a situation. 
The principal method used in my study consists of attempting to 
gain access to and to analyze the narrative accounts of what actually 
happened by the men and wo men invalved in acts of repeated marital 
violence as batterer and battered. 

In my view, a husband's vialent behavior towards his wife is not to 
be regarded as an individually determined action, eaused by an ir
resistible impulse of aggressiveness or by a pathological personality, 
but rather as a cultural artifact. The significance of the act for the 
couple involved, however, will be individually as weil as relationally 
grounded, which means that the act of marital violence takes place 
in, and creates a meaning within, the individual as weil as in the 
marital Iife of the parties involved. Consequently, how the husband 
and wife interpret the vialent action would be a product of their in
dividually, relationall y, and culturally determined modes and expec
tations of what their own marital Iife would bring. The concept of 
"marriage" is here, and below, used to include legal marriages as 
weil as what has been known as common-law marriages or ca habita
tion with the intention of living in an intimate couple relationship 
but without a formal marriage licence. 
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The marital act of violence 

In my understanding, the !ink between violent behavior and the set
ting in which it occurs, that is, the marriage, is of fundamental 
significance for the understanding of the violent act. A violent act 
committed within a marriage is in tum a marital act. If this distinc
tion is not made, the link between the man's violent outburstand the 
marriage would be broken. This would severely reduce the possibility 
for the actors as weil as observers to understand what has happened. 
The link between action and context is of fundamental significance 
for the understanding of the violen t act, as well as for the understan
ding of all human action. Take something out of context - and it 
becomes meaningless. Put it in a new context - and it means 
something else. 

According to prevailing conceptions of developments in men' s and 
women's lives, assumed to have occurred over the past 50 years, 
Sweden has been transformed from a society in which sex
segregation was a manifestation of the social order into a society 
where the integration of the sexes within many spheres is an explicit 
societal goal. The Swedish society is also seen to have developed from 
a society in which men's dominance and women's subordination 
were Iegitimated by a notion of the superiority of men's capacity and 
skills, to one where obvious maJe dominance is seen as insidious 
(Haavind 1984; 1985). These widely expressed perceptions in 
Swedish society are significant for the development of rules that con
stitute different types of relationships between men and wo men. This 
is especially true for the institution of marriage. 

Not to preempt my own study, but rather to identify the object of 
it, I contend here that the rule t hat constitutes a marriage in the con
text of Swedish society and influences how men and women willdeal 
with violent incidents, in all prohability could be summarized by the 
following statemen t: Violence is a morall y questionable marital act. 

The principal characteristic of this study is my twofold effort to: 
- identify and describe the distinctive feature of the morally ques

tionable marital act of woman battering, as it appeared and was per
formed by the men in the marital Iife of the spouses I interviewed; 

- and to understand how the involved individuals made sense of 
this act, that is, how they defined and interpreted, and explained and 
justified it. 

My overall ambition with the study is to contribute to the iden
tification of the rules and conventians generating the parties' 
behavior during the process of the violent act, as they are revealed in 
the parties' descriptions, explanations, and justifications of the 
marital violent act. 
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This study has almost exclusively relied on the social knowledge of 
men and women who are invalved in repeated acts of marital woman 
battering. The information I have sought has focused on three dif
ferent issues: 

- my informants' understanding of what happened in connection 
with and during the vialent events; 

- my informants' understanding of themselves, their partners, 
and their relationships; 

- my informants' life-histories, and their understanding of how 
these histories may help them explain and understand what hap
pened to them in their lives and marriages. 

A note on the organization of the text 

Before I continue, I will briefly describe what will be found in the 
following chapters. 

In the next chapter, I will deepen the discussion of "the marriage" 
as the social context t hat conceptually determines the marital violen t 
act and that at the same time forms the setting in which i t occurs. My 
aim here is to evolve a theoretical perspective for further analysis of 
the narrative accounts of marital vialent acts. 

The chapter that follows is devoted to the "act of research", that 
is, the methodological considerations of my study. These considera
tions cancern two principal issues: Gaining access to the narrative ac
counts of the questionable marital act of violence from the batterer 
as weil as from the battered woman, two individuals who live 
tagether in a marriage, and the analysis of these accounts. 

The narrative accounts of the vialent act that piece by piece were 
given to me during numerous interviews, revealed a structure that can 
be narned as traditiona/ (Ong 1982). It contained a beginning, amid
dle, and an end, and a logic holding the story together. The nar
ratives were shaped as "dramas" with three parts, beginning with a 
pre-history, pragressing through the violen! incident, and ending 
with the aftermath. Each of these parts are described and analyzed 
in separate chapters. Thus, the description of the vialent incident is 
introduced with a short chapter where these incidents are described 
in figures. 

In the final chapter, "The Vialent Marriage", I briefly summarize 
my stud y, and bring the text to a close by discussing the possibilities 
for transforming the vialent marriage into a non-vialent marriage. 





2 
Marriage - The Scene of 
Marital Violence 

Introduction 

A man is yelling at a woman in a public place. His behavior is 
perceived as quite unpleasant and threatening. The entire situation is 
very disturbing. People's sympathies lie with the woman. Should we 
intervene? Then someone informs them, "That's Mr. and Mrs. 
Anderson". As if one, the passersby alllet out a sigh of relief. They 
do not have to intervene after all. Neither of the parties receives 
much sympathy now. On the contrary. The onlookers dissociate 
themselves from both the man and the woman and someone decries 
them, ''Strange people, w hy do they fight in public, w hy don' t they 
save i t for ho me?'' 

A commonplace incident such as this provides us with an example 
of how a misinterpretation of the relationship between a man and a 
woman can lead to dramatic differences in people's perception of a 
situation. A man who behaves in a threatening manner against an 
unknown woman breaks the prevailing rules for aggressive outbursts 
in our culture. If it tums out that he is the woman's husband, 
however, the same rule violation has not occurred. 

If Mr. Anderson had not been Mr. Anderson, but rather Police 
Commissioner Anderson in the performance of his job, the event 
would have had a different import. A Police Commissioner has the 
right to use violence in his job, although not unchecked. The perfor
mance of his job is regulated by rules which determine the bound
aries for his behavior in physical struggle situations. If these bound
aries are transgressed, the violence then loses its legitimacy. 

The description of the incident involving Mr. and Mrs. Anderson 
illustrates the crucial role that a social category, namely, marriage, 
plays in the understanding of woman battering. Marriage is the 
social category w h ich conceptually determines the violence t hat Mrs. 
Anderson is subjected to. When Mr. Anderson acts threateningly 
against his wife, this act belongs to the category of marital acts. 
When he behaves threateningly towards an unknown woman, this act 
would belong to an entirely different category, namely, the category 
of actions between strangers. 
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For Mrs. Anderson to understand what type of event she ex
perienced, i t is not sufficient to make a simple categorization of what 
happened. The incident would have had different meanings for her, 
as weil as for any witnesses, depending on whether she had been 
assaulted by an unknown man in a park or had been assaulted by her 
husband in their shared home. She cannot understand what happen
ed to her other than in light of the social context in w h ich the event 
unfolded. The essence of this seeond conclusion, drawn from the 
description of the incident between Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, is that 
what happens in the social world can be understood only by explor
ing the human behavior in the setting in which it occurs. In this case, 
it is marriage that cönstitutes the setting: a violent act committed 
within a marriage is a marital act. 

The third and final conclusion possible to draw from the above in
cident is that the use of violence as social action is surrounded by 
rules that determine the boundaries of its legitimacy. In his com
prehensive work, The Civilizing Process, the German sociologist and 
civilization critic Norbert Elias (1978) presents a study on how the 
rules we apply to restrict the use of violence between human beings 
have undergone a great change seen in a historical perspective. Elias 
shows that a change has been occurring over many generations in 
people's affective and control structures towards a more rigid and 
differentiated control. For example, 15th century people were violen t 
in war as well as in love. Feelings were expressed directly in away that 
we today generally only observe in children. Feelings were ventilated 
in more uninhibited fashion, more directly and openly than has since 
been the case. Today, we are more restrained and considerate. Cur
rent legislatian strictly regulates physical struggle between people 
(Elias 1978). The limits of legitimacy determine the nature of the 
violence which is perrnissible in certain contexts and establish the 
rules for how it is to be exercised. That whkh is possible for a person 
in a certain context is impossible in another context. That which is 
possible for one person is impossible for another. 

In this introduction, I have attempted to argue that in a study on 
violence against women in a marriage, there are several reasons for 
directing particular attention to the link between the action in ques
tion and the social context in which it occurs, namely, the marriage. 
I do not wish to en ter into an extended theoretkal discussion here on 
the nature of maritallife. Instead, I will briefly present some of the 
theoretkal background of this work in relation to issues essential to 
the understanding of marital interaction. This discussion is both a 
precondition for an adequate appreciation of the subsequent 
analysis of marital woman battering and a part of the outcome of 
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this analysis. I will introduce four aspects of maritaiii fethat I f o und 
central to the understanding of the process of making sense of what 
happens, and central to reaching conclusions about the effect of the 
event undergone by all the individuals involved. 

First and foremost, a marriage is an example of a phenomenon 
organizing social relations between the sexes. As they enter the world 
of marital Iife, the lives of the man and the woman are radically 
transformed. It seeros reasonable here to describe the change in 
terms of a mo re or less radical reorganization of the parties' everyday 
Iife. In this sense, it is possible to view marriage as a social organiza
tion. This social organization could be described as a composition of 
social relations between man and woman who are classified as "hus
band" and "wife". 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the idea that all people possess 
a store of social knowledge (Harre and Secord 1972) that enables 
them to act and determines what will be an acceptable and correct 
performance of the act in question. A socially competent person 
knows how to behave in particular socially determined situations. 
Most people know what is expected of them as customers at the post 
office, at the grocer's, or on a train journey. If we observe people in 
these situations, we discover that the overwhelming majority act ap
parently without difficulty in accordance with the underlying social 
rules that constitute the situation in question. We often take compli
ance with these rules for granted, and only become aware of them 
when they are violated. A person who enters a post office and in
quires after the diningcar would most certainly be perceived as devi
ant. The average person, however, is aware of a set of social rules 
which enables him or her to act proficiently and rationally, and to 
display that proficiency and rationality. 

A marriage is an example of a phenomenon which is determined 
by social rules. A man and a woman who live in a marital relation
ship must take into consideration those rules which reflect norms 
and conceptions of how a marriage should be. The concept of rules 
should not be seen here primarily as a commentary about actions; in
stead, it is the rules that constilute the action in question. In this 
sense, a marriage is its marital rules. 

In the previous chapter, I assumed that the rule constituting a mar
riage in the context of the Swedish society and influencing how men 
and women will deal with violent incidents within that marriage 
could be summarized in the statement, Violence is a mora/ly ques
tionable marital act. This rule allows broad parameters within which 
incidents of violence within the marriage can be interpreted. It pro
vides considerable space for the individual couple to develop their 
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own understanding of what happened, and to reach their own con
clusions about the effect of this event on their marriage. 

The remaining three of these aspects concern the social 
psychological meaning of marriage, the interactional issues of 
marital Iife, and, finally the issues oj organizing the joint Iife. 

The social psychological meaning of marriage: 
To provide identity and life-style 

In the feminist literature (Pateman 1988; Bernard 1982; Barker 1978), 
marriage has been discussed in terms of a status contract, that is, an 
agreement between two parties to accept a status determined by ex
terna! forces. It is not my intention to delve deeper into the analysis 
of marriage in terms of contract theory or to discuss the feasibility 
of this approach. In my opinion, though, the concept of status con
tract captures a central marital dimension. This concept suggests an 
important characteristic of marital Iife, namely, its profound link 
with the parties' individuallife histories. When a man and a woman 
en ter into a marriage they attain marital status. This means that they 
are transformed into something by the marriage - husband and wife 
- and in the Iong run often father and mother. The individual 
psychological import of this is found in the fact that the parties 
define themselves as spouses, that is, they define themselves in rela
tion to another person. A person cannot be a spouse without there 
being another spouse. In addition, marriage provides a way of Iife 
for a woman and a man that is sanctioned by society. 

To become someone who lives in a couple relationship as spouse 
is something that is a natural part of many people's lives. Even if a 
!arge number of people end their marriages, a great proportion of 
these eventually enter into new marriages. Few people seem prepared 
to discard the marital Iife-style, despite the fact that they do not 
seldom discard their own marital partner. The binding force of mar
riage seeros to be more compelling than the individual partner. 

One can gain a notion of the weight and type of significance that 
the marital way of Iife has in our culture by studying the history of 
divorce. In his comprehensive work, Road to Divorce, the historian 
Stone (1990) describes the history of divorce in England between 
1530 and 1987. His work reveals that during the first part of the 
period 1887- 1987, the most ardent proponents of marriage were the 
church and the English league of housewives. Both bodies campaign
ed - from samewhat different perspectives - against a liberal divorce 
law. The church argued that marriage constituted a guarantee for the 
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up holding of morals, order, and security for the coming generations, 
and the housewives argued that marriage was a necessary protection 
for women. A liberal divorce law could lead to the degradation of 
women by enabling husbands to leave their wives whenever they 
became infatuated with someone else (Stone 1990 pp. 383-396). Dur
ing the latter part of this period, women advocated a liberalization 
of the legislation. The notion that the essence of marriage was love 
and affinity between the spouses bad become more widely 
disseminated. Prior to the l930s, a marriage could only be dissolved 
on grounds of infidelity; after the 1937 reform in the divorce laws, 
desertion and cruelty were added as grounds for divorce (Stone 1990 
pp. 397-422). 

Becoming a married couple is a far-reaching and profound ex
perience and is a continuously on-going action - a marriage is never 
"completed". "Marriage in our society is a dramatic act in which 
two strangers come together and redefine themselves" , as 
sociologists Berger and Kellner have written (Berger and Kellner 1970 
p. 53). 

During the uniting phase, the two parties are required to abandon 
some of their individuality for the sake of joint action. The in
dividuals ma y later be compelled to give up a part of this union- this 
time, for the sake of individuality. In my opinion, a vigorous mar
riage is characterized by eonstant movement between individuality 
and union, where the contracting parties may be separate and dif
ferent but retain the communality that the joint marital project af
fords them. 

The dramatic act of marriage can be described in terms of the for
mation by the partners of a joint marital project. They each con
tribute to this unique formation of maritallife-style from the starting 
point of their individual biologically, and socially determined condi
tions. The relationship between the spouses is thus characterized by 
the fact that from their distinct positions, the two people become 
each other's collaborators in the formation of the joint project. The 
success of the joint project depends on how well this collaboration 
functions. 

To describe a marriage in terms of a project necessitates the in
troduction of the dimension of time. Marriage is not only viewed in 
terms of the given or current situation, but more accurately in light 
ofitsfuture. The project is the expression of the marriage' s goals and 
contents in eonstant fluctuation, where there is a eonstant interplay 
between the marital scene and the acts performed on it. To par
ticipate in this cooperative project given the actors' preconditions 
means that they are neither helpless victims of a predestined fate, nor 
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can either alone form the ultimate perfeet future. 
As the spouses interact, they design a unique structure for the 

marital project. They create a fundamental form of social organiza
tion. In other words, they create a social order formulated, refuted, 
and reconstituted through interaction. Violent behavior constitutes 
just such an interactional component and leads to a certain social 
order. 

As previously mentioned, the feminist analysis of woman batter
ing focuses on the hierarchical power structure of the traditional 
marriage, with the man in the dominant and the woman in the subor
dinate position. The feminist analysis starts with an analysis on the 
societallevel, and it states that the oppression a battered woman is 
subjected to by her male partner is a brutal example of male 
dominance and female subordination. 

When I view the presence of male violent behavior as a con
stituting factor of marital Iife, I view the correlation between male 
violence and marital social order somewhat differentlythan does the 
feminist approach. My understanding of this correlation is that of a 
dialeetic process, not one of a linear cause-effect correlation. To my 
understanding, a husband's use of violence towards his wife, and the 
way she reacts to it, produces a social order as weil as reflects an 
already existing social order in the surrounding society. 

My ideas about the joint marital project have been influenced by 
Jean-Paul Sartre's observations on human existence. Sartre (1968) 
said that the nature of human Iife is both regressive and progressive, 
and that the manner in which we form our lives is an expression of 
the fact that our lives are determined by certain preconditions which 
are, however, possible to transcend. That which makes a person 
unique in relation to others is his or her basic choice of approach to 
existence. Sartre refers to these fundamental choices as the principal 
human project (Sartre 1968). 

Sartre's analysis makes it possible to identify not only the joint 
marital project but also the individua/ Iife projects as the essential 
features of a marriage. The marriage does not only consist of the 
marital project, bu t of the two individual Iife projects as weil. These 
t wo types of projects are in eonstant interaction with each other. For 
many people, marriage is a necessary component of Ii fe. Such an at
titude would ensure the marital project a strong position in these 
people's lives. For others, the marital project is of less importance for 
their individual projects. The relationship between the joint project 
and the individual projects can thus take different forms, thereby 
creating completely different bases for spousal assessments and in
tegration of what happens in the marriage. 
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The mutual dependence of the individual projects and the marital 
project lends a special nature to all occurrences within the marriage, 
not !east of all in conflictory situations. This mutual dependence 
may place the partners in paradoxkal situations. Let us imagine a 
situation where one of the spouse's will prevails at a given time, and 
where this spouse perceives himself or herself as thevictorand the 
other spouse as the loser. Thus, one spouse's victory, at the other's 
expense, may in all prohability lead to a loss, even for the joint 
marital project- and then indirectly to a loss for the victorious party, 
due to the mutual dependence of the two kinds of projects. 

In the case of divorce, this mutual dependence of the two kinds of 
projects has an impact. Besides the dissolution of the marriage, the 
two individual Iife projects are affected. After the terroination of a 
difficult marriage that weighed heavily on his or her Iife project, an 
individual may experience great relief and may "bloom" in many 
respects. However, a terroination always contains some element of 
loss. All the hopes and expectations connected with a marriage are 
lost; the way of Iife and identity are lost; that which the marriage 
"turned one into" is lost (for a further discussion, see Kohler 
Riessman 1990). If that which is lost upon separation has been 
significant for the individual 's Iife, a separation or threat of separa
tion may be experienced by that individual as a total catastrophe, 
even if the joint marital project bad been problematic. 

The dynamics of marital interaction 

There are certain aspects of marital Iife which are fundamental to 
every marriage. These aspects can be described in terms of fun
damental interactional themes concerning fundamental processes in 
the couple's joint Iife. Every couple must undergo these processes 
and their outcome constitutes a distinctive feature of a marriage. 

As istrue of a ll human relations, trust is basic to the marital pro
ject. What characterizes a trusting relationship is difficult to express 
in words. I would prefer to maintain that one lives a trusting relation
ship. Any attempt to describe this verbally easily becomes banal in 
expressions such as "she means more to me than anything else in the 
world" or "he is such a fantastic person". In interactional ter
minology, trust can be defined as a feeling that the other is on your 
side, that the other person is looking out for your best and will not 
deliberately hurt you. 

Defective trust is easier to express. It often takes the form of the 
parties saying they are unsure about each other, where one party 
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perceives the other as deceitful and unreliable. The trust theme is 
especially manifestedin the realm of sexual relations and jealousy. 

During the formation phase of the marriage, the question of trust 
is also central. Once the marital project has been established and the 
relationship between the parties confirmed in a positive way, trust ex
ists more as a resonance in the relationship, without it requiring 
much of either party's energies. The individuals simply expect not to 
be let down or abandoned. 

Another central theme in marriage is nurturing, that of who lakes 
care oj whom, and who hel ps who m with what. This theme could be 
depicted in the following imaginary dialogue between two women: 
"He is fantastic at knowing when I am tired and then he takes care 
of me. For my part, I try to fuss over him a little extra w hen he comes 
home after a Iong day at the job", a woman could say who lives in 
a marriage characterized by mutual nurturing. "He doesn't notice 
much. l want him to take care of me and to see when I am sad and 
when I need him", a woman might say who lives in a marriage more 
characterized by the lack of mutual nurturing. 

Finally, the third central interactional theme involves power, who 
decides what, and who shall contro/ whom and what. Three 
strategies are described in the literature for the development of in
teractional patterns for regulating power and control in the family, 
namely, direct conjrontation, estab/ishing rules, or determination of 
joint principles for what is valued and given priority in the marital 
project (Cromwell and Olsson 1975). 

To u se violence against another human being is to exert power over 
that person. Power is defined in many different ways in the social 
sciences (Lukes 1974). Therefore, it is warranted to define the con
cept of power more closely before using i t in the following presenta
tion. 

In my view, the concept of power ought to be perceived as a rela
tional concept for describing the relationslUp between two persons. 
This notion is not the same as the one reflecting a linear thinking, 
where it is maintained that power is a type ofresource or a proficien
cy that a person possesses or is bestowed with, and then uses against 
a weaker person. This definition of power implies that power is not 
perceived as a formal property of a relationship possible to be deter
mined external/y by means of an operational definition, but rather 
is linked to its substance and to the context in which i t is exerted (See 
further Foucault 1981). 

This view corresponds to the one mentioned above of a husband's 
use of violence towards his wife and the way she reacts to it as a 
dialeetic process which produces and reflects marital social order. 
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When one studies separate incidents which are limited in time, it 
may be difficult to analyze the interactional pattern in the relation
ship in terms of the power aspect. In my opinion, this applies even 
when studying an event such as a husband's use of violence against 
his wife. I t is first when the sequence of events that constitute the en
tire course of the violent act is studied - its pre-history, the violent 
outborst itself, and its aftermath - that it becomes possible to iden
tify the type of power being exerted, and how this use of power 
defines the marriage in question. To use violence against a person 
with whom one shares a close relationship, however, is not only a 
question of power. lt is al so a question of abusing this person's trust 
and expresses a total lack of nurturing. 

The most common ways of organizing everyday marital life 

In research on families and couples, two main types of social 
organization of marriages can be discerned. This classification is 
based on Gregory Bateson's observation that human interaction 
follows two main Iines, one where people relate to each other sym
metrica/ly and one where they define their roles in a complementary 
manner (Bateson 1958). The symmetrical form ofinteraction is based 
on similarity, and the partiestend to mirror each other's behavior so 
that their communication becomes similar, whereas complementary 
interaction is based on dissirnilarity. These two patteros of 
in teraction are frequently used in the categorization of families (See 
further: Watzlawick 1967; Jackson 1968; Hoffman 1981). 

In its most pronounced form, the complementary pattern of living 
together is represented by the tradiiianal marriage. This lifestyle is 
characterized by a clear-cut division of labor between the sexes, 
where the woman cares for the home, and the man operates in the 
world beyond (Haavind 1985). 

In a symmetrically organized pattern of living together, the 
category of gender is not quite as decisive for the exact division of 
labor and of responsibility. Instead, the parties negotiate about the 
organization of the everyday Iife. The symmetrical marriage has been 
described in terms of a "marriage of equals" or a "marriage of 
peers" (Young and Wilmott 1973). lt has been viewed as an ideal, as 
"the future marriage" (Bernard 1982). 

The Norwegian social-psychologist, Haavind, contends in an arti
de on changes in the relationship between women and men, that 
maritallife in today' s Seandinavia can be described in terms of social 
mobility (Haavind 1984; 1985). The well-defined complementary 
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gender rotes are in the process of dissolution, and therefore, couples 
find themselves in eonstant negotiations about what gender implies. 
She believes that we are rnaving towards greater equalization regard
ing those properties we associate with masculinity and femininity, 
bu t that the sexes basically still relate to one another in the same way 
as previously. Haavind describes this relationship as follows: 

A modern woman is able to do everything, just as Iong as she does it 
subordinately in relation to those men she associates with. Her chances 
for being reaffirmed positivelyas a woman, that is, to be highly valued, 
are greatest if she herself presents this relative subordination as 
something other than subordination. (Haavind 1985 p. 21) 

To an outside observer, such a marriage might appear to be orga
nized along symmetrical principles. Haavind argues that the result
ing form of marital project can be designated as quasi-egalitarian, 
and constitutes a form of complementary pattern in that it is based 
on the principles of female subordination and maJe dominance. 

This leaves us with three patterns of social organization of mar
riage, namely, the traditional, the symmetrical, and the quasi
egalitarian. According to Haavind (1985), the quasi-egalitarian 
organized marriage is a common marital form in Scandinavia, at 
least among middle-class couples. 

Agreement and disagreement about the organization 
of everyday Iife 

One aspect seldom mentioned in the categorization of marriages 
based on the organization of everyday marital Iife, is whether or not 
there is agrcement on the way of organization. It is my view that such 
information is crucial, not !east of all in a study of marital violence. 
For example, t wo marriages, both traditionally organized, could pro
vide t wo completely different scenes for marital action depending on 
whether both parties in the marriage agree with the arrangement or 
not. 

According to what I have learned from this study, there are two 
types of conflicts related to this issue. The conflict latent in the mar
riage where there is agrcement about how the marital project will be 
organized is described here in terms of a conflict ab out which actions 
are compatible with and which are incompatible with what the cou
ple has defined, delimited, and agreed upon with regard to their mar
riage. In the accordant marriage, conflicts may arise as to where the 
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boundaries are drawn . Men and women in accordant marriages are 
in basic agreement about curtailing their own personal freedom in 
order to attain something together. But what this means in practice 
can be interpreted differently by the two parties. 

In those marriages where disagreement prevails as to the fun
damental organization of the marital project, the situation is the 
reverse. The latent conflict here could be described in terms of the 
continuous possibility of an antagonism between the individual and 
the marital projects. Such couples are diseardant with regard to the 
curtailment of personal freedom, since they have not succeeded in 
agreeing about the common project in such a way that both parties 
are able to view it as an asset for their individuallife projects. 

In addition to the antagonism between the Iife and marital pro
jects, there is also a eonstant insecurity in the diseardant marriage 
about the continued existence of the marital project. When there is 
discord about the most fundamental aspects of maritaiii fe, fantasies 
of flight and separation become part of the marital project. Thus, 
the theme of trust and the theme of caring are continuously and 
painfully vulnerable in this kind of marriage. 

The marriage - scene of marital violence - a summary 

In this chapter, I have argued that in a study on violence against 
women in a marriage, there are several reasons for directing par
ticular attention to the !ink between the action in question and the 
social context in which it occurs, namely, the marriage. I have 
described the modes by which the couples design their marital Iife in 
terms of the husband and wife in a joint marital project. Thus, the 
marriage not only consists of the marital project, bu t also of t wo in
dividuallife projects. 

I found four aspects of maritaiii fe to be central to the understand
ing of the process of how spouses make sense of what happens in 
their marriage. The first of these aspects concerns the view of 
marriage as a composition of social relations between the man and 
the woman; the second, the social, psychological meaning of 
marriage; the third, the interactional issues of marital Iife; and the 
fourth, the issue of how to organize the joint Iife. 





3 
The Act of Research 

lntroduction 

The act of research has been described as ''those endeavors of a 
researeher to take her or him from theory to methods, to the em
pirical world and back again" (Denzin 1978 p.ix). According to this 
definition, the research act commences with same theoretkal study, 
which yields modes of conceptualization for analyzing and describ
ing the issue to be researched. This theoretical work lays the faunda
tian for the continuous act of research and provides a means or a 
strategy for the handling of data (Denzin 1978). 

In light of the theoretical background of my stud y and the issues 
in focus, four methodological tasks are essential, namely: 

- to search for informants, with experiences that cover the breadth of 
marital woman battering, 

- to gain access to data about the questionable marital act of violence, 
from the battering men as weil as from the battered women, who live 
together in a marriage, 

- to examine the narrative accounts of marital violence, obtained from 
interviews with both the batterer and the battered, 

- to present an analysis of these accounts in a social science text. 

In the following, I will discuss each of these tasks briefly. 

The search for informants 

Two of the societal institutions that receive direct information about 
family violence are the police and the social authorities. As the first 
step in my search for informants, I contacted one of Greater 
Stockholm's police districts as weil as the social welfare offices 
within this district and requested cominuous access to their material 
over the course of a year. 

The police district I chose comprised about 130,000 inhabitants 
and was known for its high rate of vialent criminality. Socio
demographically, the composition of the area was heterogeneous. I t 
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contained many older single-family housing areas, relatively !arge 
areas with row houses, and several !arge areas with multi-family 
apartment buildings built in the 1960s and 1970s. The area was 
known for its ethnically mixed population from many countries 
around the world. 

Police reports and social files 
Over the course of one year, 417 cases of assault and aggravated 
assault were reported, in which a woman was the victim and a man 
the perpetrator. In 299 of these cases, the victims and perpetrators 
were known to each other, and 124 of these invalved the type of cases 
I wanted to study, namely, repeated violence where victim and 
perpetratar lived or had lived together. Eighty-one of these couples 
were also known to the social authorities. Moreover, the social 
workers were aware of a further 29 couples, not known to the police. 
These 29 couples added to the 124 totaled 153 couples. The first 
review of the material revealed that twelve of the police cases had to 
be excluded from the study due to insufficient information in the 
files. Remaining were 141 cases (Table 3:1). These 141 cases in part 
underlie the quantitative description of the violent event found in 
chapter 5, and in part constituted the base from which I chose 20 
couples to serve as my informants. 

N o/o 

Known to the social authorities alone 29 21 

Known to the police alone 31 22 

Known to both the social authorities and the police 81 57 

Total 141 100 

Table 3:1. The final sample. 

What kind of violent events is it possible to study on the basis of 
crime reports made to the police? 

The police base their assessment of reported vialent events on the 
classification found in the third chapter of the Swedish Criminal 
Code. In categorizing these violent events, the police look at w hether 
the event can be considered illegitimale or not. The police investiga
tion is expected to res u! t in a determination of w hether a criminal act 
has occurred or not, what the charge should be, and against whom 
there are reasonable grounds for suspecting criminal actions. This 
means that violent events seen as Jegitimate never become the object 
of investigation. In this category, we find verbally aggressive out-
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bursts - if they are not perceived as serious threats - as weil as the 
most minor forms of violence. 

In the legal texts, the crimes are classified according to the degree 
of seriousness into five principal categories: 

Molestation: Implies subjecting someone to deliberate minor 
bodity discomfort, such asslight shoves, to disturbing noise or light, 
or to the tearing of clothes. 

Assault: Implies deliberate infliction of bodi/y injury, disease, or 
pain, placing someone in a powerless or similar condition. Included 
in bodity injury are sores, swellings, and fractures, and also function
al impairments such as paralysis and injuries to sight or hearing. Dis
ease may include both physical and mental conditions. Finally, by 
pain is meant physical suffering that is not minor. 

Aggravated assault: An assault that is either life-threatening or 
results in serious bodi/y injuries, or serious disease where the 
perpetrator has used weapons or instruments, or has shown par
ticular ruthlessness or brutality. 

Regular cases of intentional killing are charged as murder. 
Manslaughter is when someone is killed intentionally but where 
mitigating circumstances indicate that the act is to be seen as less 
serious. Both these crimes are thus excluded from my study. 

What is of interest here is that in their assessments of the violent 
actions reported to them, the police make no attempt to classify or 
evaluate the actions by defining them operationall y. On the contrary, 
the police method of classifying violent events more closely 
resembles judicial reasoning. This method of classification implies a 
dissolution of the concept of violence in favor of a system where the 
event's social context is used as the point of departure for the 
categorization rather than the specific violent behavior itself. What 
remains is a sort of comprehensive generic concept of violence. 

In this perspective, the question " Does a slap constitute batter
ing?" is a completely meaningless question. The answer may be 
"yes" if the slap resulted in the woman's ear drum exploding. A sia p 
could even be captioned as something more serious than assault if 
the victim falls to the floor as a result of the slap and is injured so 
seriously that she later dies. On the other hand, the answer could be 
"no", if the sia p eauses on! y negligible pain and leaves no traces. The 
police system of categorization into molestation, assault, and ag
gravated assault draws on judicial terminology and classification 
practice but at the same time reflects qualitative!y different socio
psychological rea/i ties. Each of the acts are surrounded by different 
rules and have different consequences for the victims and 
perpetrators. The central element in the social situation the police 
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label as "assault" isthat it cancerns an action where the perpetratar 
through the use of physical violence intentionally inflicts on the vic
tim bodily injury, disease, or pain. 

The violence that has been reported to the police and captioned as 
assault or aggravated assault is that kind of violence which eauses 
serious to medium/minor injuries. The same is true of the 29 cases 
which were known to the social authorities alone. (Table 3:2) 

No. of cases Prop. (o/o) 

Facial injuries 

Non e 23 16 

Medium / minor 36 25 

Black and blue 48 34 

Fractures and other scrious injuries 19 14 

Information lacking 15 11 

Total 141 100 

Bodily injuries 

Non e 40 28 

Medium/ minor 41 29 

Black and blue 31 22 

Fractures and other serious injuries 14 JO 

Information lacking 15 Il 

Total 141 100 

Table 3:2 Ballered women 's injuries. 

In summary, it can be stated that the police reports and the files at 
the welfare offices can be used to stud y serious violent crimes against 
women. In those cases where the file material contains insufficient 
information, it is complemented by means of direct interview with 
the social workers involved. Nevertheless, information is still lack
ing, primarily for those 29 cases which were known only to the social 
authorities. 

However, this type of material is not especially weil suited to the 
study of minor physical violence or violence that does not take the 
form of direct physical violence, such as harassment and inhibiting 
someone's freedom of movement. 
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The process of gradual sampling 

As already rnentioned, the 141 cases of repeated violence, with a 
fernale victirn and a maJe perpetrator, where victirn and perpetratar 
lived or had lived together until recently, constituted the basic 
material for the description of the violen t even t in quantitative terms. 
In addition, they constituted the base from which I chose twenty 
couples to serve as my informants. 

In all essentials, the proeecture of sampling informants from the 
141 couples could be described as a grodual sampling, steered by the 
issues of inquiry. This mode of sampling is related to a principle for 
sampling known as theoretically directed sampling (Glaser and 
Strauss 1979), a principle that explicitly acknowledges a general 
sociological perspective or a general subject or problem area as a 
base for decision-making concerning data collection. 

Consequently, it is my conceptualization of woman battering 
within the marriage as a rnorally questionable marital act, and the 
description of " the marriage" as the social context that conceptually 
deterrnines this act, that constitute one part of the sampling pro
cedure. The issues of research constitute another: 

- the identification and description of the distinctive features of marital 
woman battering 

- the understanding of how the involved parties make sense of the act. 

The third and final part that directs the sampling proeecture was 
composed of the possibilities and limitations of the 141 cases. I will 
return to this issue later in the text. 

The process of sampling that ernerged from this basis could be 
compared to a gigantic jig-saw puzzle, whose pieces had to be changed 
several tirnes in order for thern to fit together. My aim was to obtain 
a balanced sample, taking degree oj seriousness of the violent 
behavior, personal characteristics of the man and wornan, and the 
marital lije-style into consideration. As my airn was to capture the 
distinctive feature of marital woman battering, I wanted to obtain 
accounts as heterogeneous as possible. 

"What is invalved when we say what people are doing and why 
they are doing it?" Burke (1969) askedin his classical discussion of 
"dramatisrn". Weil-formed stories, Burke proposed, are composed 
of a pentad with an Act, a Scene, an Agent, an Agency, and a Pur
pose (Burke 1969). In accordance with these principles, and with my 
aim to obtain accounts as heterogeneous as possible, I becarne aware 
that I needed a group of informants, sufficiently diversified to pro
vide me with narrative accounts of acts of marital woman battering, 
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that together would constitute the "well-formed story" of marital 
woman battering, including possible variations. 

After an initial review of the 141 cases, I divided the material into 
three groups, covering the range from minor to severe violence. I 
classified the violent act on the basis of the degree of seriousness of 
violen! behavior: 

(l) Minor violence, such as pushing, grabbing or shoving. Hitting 
with open hand. Minor injuries to the woman. 

(2) Medium-serious violence, such as kicking, beating up, and hit
ting with fists. Medium injuries to the woman. 

(3) Serious violence, such as serious kicking, serious hitting, and 
beating up. Attempts at choking. Use of weapon. 

I then reviewed the 141 cases once more with the intention of classify
ing the violent act on the basis of personal characteristics of victim 
and offender. The material proved to be of limited usefulness in this 
re gard. 

Strangely enough, it was not possible to gather the personal 
characteristics of the men from the records, due to poor documenta
tion. Personal characteristics of the women however were fairly weil 
documented. 

In the process of deciding the basis for classifying the women, I 
was influenced by the previously described endeavors to classify 
woman battering on the basis of the personal characteristics of the 
offender and the victim. Battered women have often been described 
as fragile, sometimes as a consequence of the violence (Walker 1979) 
and sometimes as a contributing factor (Gayford 1979). A fragile 
woman is one who has severe difficulties in dealing with her Iife, 
which aremanifestedin anxiety, depression, or other psychiatric pro
blems. 

In the police records, I found descriptions of women who fitted 
the above description of a fragile woman. I also found descriptions 
of women, who, in their contact with the police had appeared 
capable and decisive, having no serious problems to deal with in their 
lives, other than with their abusive husbands. In light of the informa
tion from the police reports, I characterized these women as strong. 

My third and final review, concerned the scene of the violent act, 
the marriage. I found no information on this subject. In order to 
characterize marital life-style, I used socio-economic status. I then 
could identify lower-income couples as weil as middle- and upper
income couples. 

1Wo of my intended informants declined from partkipating in the 
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study for the reasons that "it is over now; I don't want to stir it up" 
and "we already have a counselor; it would be too much". I then 
chose t wo new couples. Of the twenty men, t wo declin ed personal in
terviews on the ground that "i t is already ruined, why bring it all up 
again". On the other hand, Iong telephone conversatians with them 
were possible. Below is how my "puzzle" looked when it was com
pleted: 

Introduction of informants 

Ulla and Hans A. She is a housewife, he is a plumber with his own 
company and a good income. Both are about 35 years old and have 
a six year-old son. Ulla is perceived as fragile, "a little on the nervous 
side". The more recent battering was very serious. According to the 
police report, it was pure luck that Ulla survived. They claim not to 
want to get a divorce. 

Sonja and Per B. She is a housewife. He worksin the sales depart
ment of a big company which implies a high salary with a heavy 
workload and a Iot of traveling. They are about 40 years of age and 
have a son in school. She has been married previously and has two 
children from that marriage. Sonja has sought medical treatment 
several times for anxiety, nervousness, and depression. She has 
periodically taken psychopharmaceuticals. l label her fragile. She 
has been subjected to medium-serious violence. Sonja and Per do not 
want to get divorced. 

Katrin and Hector C. She works as an economic assistant at a 
school, and he drives a bus. Both are in their twenties and have a 
three year old daughter. K. is perceived as being very capable which 
is w hy she islabeledas strong. The violence she was subjected to con
sisted of shoves, sia ps, and having her hair pulled. I label it as minor 
violence. Katrin wants a divorce. I spoke with Hector by telephone. 
He is desperate about Katrin wanting to leave him. When he 
understood that she was serious about this, he left the Greater 
Stockholm area so that I never met him. 

Fathima and Refa D. Both graduated from college in their home 
country. They moved to Sweden several years prior to our meeting, 
bu t have never found work in the fields of their educations. They are 
in their thirties and have two pre-school sons. Fathima has seen a 
doctor for her psychosomatic difficulties. She suffers from powerful 
anxiety attacks. I perceive her as fragile. She has been subjected to 
medium-serious violence consisting of kicks and slugs. Fathima and 
Refa want to continue living together. 
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lrene and Vladimir E. She works as a cashier, but is at present on 
rnaternity leave to care for their newbom daughter. He is a 
carpenter's apprentice, andbothare in their twenties. Irene is seen to 
be very stable. The battering was minor and the couple wants to con
tirrue to be together. 

Maria and Victor F. Both work as recreational leaders. Maria is 
about 25 years old, and Victor slightly over 30. They have t wo young 
children. Maria is seen as a very competent woman. Victor has bat
tered her seriously. Maria wants to separate. 

Marie and Erik G. She works in an office and he is an electrician. 
Mariewantsto separate and has begun divorce proceedings. The bat
tering she has been subjected to is medium-serious. Both are about 
35 years old and have four children together. I have spoken with Erik 
several times on the telephone but have never met him. He explains 
that his wife has almost left him several times, but realizes now it is 
for good. He wants to forget everytbing and look ahead. To par
ticipate in the study would mean "stirring up old stuff" which he 
wants to avoid. 

Rutband Urbo H. Both work in the same factory. They are over 
40 years old and have two teenage children. Ruth is a small, thin, 
delicate and fragile woman. Urho has alcohol problems. The batter
ing was medium-serious. Ruth wants a divorce. 

Pia and Kjell I. She works as anarchivist after Iong periods of il
lness and unemployment. Kjell has been on sick leave for a Iong time 
after an occupational injury. Both are periodically heavy drinkers. 
They are about 35 years old and have three school-age children. Kjell 
has battered Pia seriously. She wants a divorce. 

Angela and Pablo J. She is a housewife with three children, and h e 
has had several jobs. Both are just under 30 years old. They are 
refugees from Latin America. Pablo has battered Angela very 
seriously. He realizes that he has problems with alcohol; he cannot 
stop drinking until he is extremely intoxicated. Angela is weak and 
fragile. They do not want to separate. 

Louise and Sven K. Both have college degrees and are about 35 
years old with good incomes. They are employed at a !arge export 
company. They have a small daughter. Louise is a strong woman. 
Sven has battered her in a minor way. He wants to separate. They 
each quickly acquired their own apartment. 

Kristina and Carl-Magnus L. Kristina is just under 30 years old 
and Carl-Magnus is samewhat older. Both have college degrees. 
Kristina is perceived as a strong woman. The battering was medium
serious. She wants a divorce. 

Gunilla and Rolf M. Gunilla works in an office at a government 
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agency and Rolf is a taxi driver. Bothare about 40 years old. Over the 
years, she has suffered from different types of mental insufficiency. 
Gunilla has a child from a previous marriage and two children with 
Rolf. The battering was minor to medium-serious. She wants a 
divorce. 

Viveka and Adam N. She has been on sick leave for a Iong time 
due to an occupational injury. She is now attending a retraining 
course. She has problems with substance abuse. Adam is a 
messenger. Viveka has children from a previous marriage. Both are 
about 35 years old. The battering was medium-serious and they want 
to continue as a couple. 

Susanne and Paul O. She is a nurse's assistant and he is a clerk. 
Both are almost 40 years old and have three children together. 
Susanne has substance abuse problems and is often depressed and 
worried. The battering was serious, but they want to continue 
together. 

Nina and Fredrik P. Nina works as a secretary in a !arge company. 
Fredrik is anassistant manager and earns a good income. Nina is just 
30 years and Fredrik some years older. They have a five-year old 
daughter together. Nina had mental problems during her childhood 
and still does. Fredrik has battered her medium-seriously. They want 
to continue together. 

Lisa and Ismeth Q. Lisa is a nurse, a very competent woman with 
a responsible job. lsmeth is a waiter, but has also engaged in same 
business. Both are about 35 years old and have a daughter of pre
school age. Lisa has been very seriously battered and has obtained a 
divorce. 

Annika and Mats R. Both are about 20 years old. She is working 
on a college degree and is seen as very competent. He is working as 
a craftsman. They have no children. The battering was medium
serious. They want to continue together. 

Lena and Birger S. Lena works as a nurse. She has previously bad 
mental problems of various types, but feels better now. Birger is a 
painter with aleobol problems. They have a small daughter together. 
H e is about 30 and she is five years older. The batteri ng was medium
serious and they want to continue together. 

Pirjo and Ove T. She is a housewife and he is a businessman with 
a high income. She is about 25 years old and he is ten years older. 
They have a son together. She is a strong woman who has been 
medium-seriously battered. She wants a divorce. 
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What is a Swedish marriage? 

A Swedish poet once wrote something along the Iines of "Swedish 
gooseberries only in Sweden are found". This expression has been 
widely quoted and has been used to describe the supremacy of 
Sweden and the benefits that Sweden offers. 

As recentlyas a hal f century ago, Sweden was fairly isolated from 
the world. At the end of the 1800s and the beginning of the 1900s, 
immigration was quite limited in contrast to the widespread emigra
tion. Then came the two world wars and the closing of borders. lt 
was relatively easy at that time to define what a "Swedish 
gooseberry'' was. 

Circumstances have changed. Now, in the 1990s, the world is press
ing in from all directions. It is no longer possible to be certain about 
what type of berry a "Swedish gooseberry" is. Our Swedish King's 
ancestors immigrated from France during the early 1800s and our 
queen was born in Germany and raised in Brazil; thus, there is also 
reason to question just what a Swedish marriage is. 

The women and men in three of my informant couples were both 
born outside of the Nordie countries, and two of the couples were 
citizens of another Nordie country. In three of the couples, the men 
were non-Nordic, and one man was born in Sweden of parents from 
a non-Nordie country. According to prevailing terminology, these 
couples would be classified as "immigrant marriages" or "mixed 
marriages". 

Examirring the class composition of the couples resulls in another 
piet u re. In their country of origin, a coup le s u ch as Fathima and Re f a 
D. belonged to an intellectual upwardly mobile middle class. He 
belonged to an ethnic minority in their country of origin, but she d id 
not. Her father was a successful business executive, and her brothers 
were following in his footsteps. Fathima and Refa's basic values were 
Iarge!y similar to those of two other informant couples with higher 
education and whose families had Iived in Sweden for generations. 
Furthermore, it can be assumed that the three hard-working men 
with high incomes and wives who did not work away from home also 
have similar values, despite the fact that only two of them have a 
completely Swedish background. The same probably also applies to 
the three well-educated women in my informant group despite the 
fact that they as well do not have the same nationality of origin. 

In a period of social and national mobility, it is not especially 
useful to continue to view nation states and societies as isolated en
tities or to divide Sweden into "Swedes" and "immigrants", or to 
u se concepts s u ch as' 'immigrant marriage'' or "mixed marriage''. lt 



THE ACT OF RESEARCH 47 

is my contention that what constitutes the cultural domicile of a mar
riage is not primarily the country of origin of the couple. The 
maritally constituting rules are culturally determined at a deeper 
level. A man and a woman who live in a marital relationship must 
take into consideration those rules which reflect the norms and con
ceptions of how a marriage ought to be. Moving to another country 
implies an encounter with a new culture, with new rules w h ich reflect 
norms and conceptions about marriage. Such an encounter may im
ply a confirmatian of, or a challenge to, something previously 
assumed. A change leads to the coming of something new. 

What my informants all have in common, besides being domiciled 
in Sweden, is that they speak good Swedish and that they work and 
operate in Sweden. In addition, all of the men have repeatedly hat
tered their wives. Some of the men who had immigrated to Sweden 
also battered their wives in their countries of origin, and others had 
battered them only in Sweden. A Swedish-bom plumber, an exiled 
freedom fighter who struggled against fascism in his country of 
origin, a Swedish-bom man on a disability pension, and a 
businessman born in one of our neighboring countries all have wife 
battering in common. 

What my informant couples also have in commonisthat they em
brace the idea of romantic love as the b ase for a marriage. In Western 
culture, the concept of "romantic love" gradually has come to con
tain intense claims for personal fulfillment and wishes for reconcilia
tion and belongingness. By its promises of sexual gratification, 
reproductian and unity, the marital way of Iife here plays an impor
tant role in the carrying out of this idea. Thus, in a society organized 
along patriarchallines as our Western society's, there are endless ex
amples of how these proroises are not fulfilled. Marriages can be 
turned into battlefields, with the exercise of a rigid pattern of 
dominance and subordination first on the agenda. Nevertheless, 
patriarchy depends upon female participation. In order to under
stand the driving forces behind this participation of women, one 
must take into account the female benefits like maintenance, protec
tion and social status, that rnight derive from the patriarchal 
arrangement One also must take into account the difficulties she 
will be faced with in her efforts to attain the above mentioned 
benefits on her own. 

Throughout history we have witnessed endless variations of the 
theme "man offers protection and social status to a women in ex
change for access to her body, as weil as access to her care for him 
and their children". There have also been endless exaroples of his use 
of force in order to obtain what could be taken by force, such as ac-
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cess to her body, in case she has denied him access voluntarily. This 
creates a paradoxkal situation: the idea of" romantic love" does not 
know of any violence, still, it has been shaped in a culture containing 
men's violent actions towards women. The ideal for the masculine 
man in the context of " romantic love" will hardly contain much of 
violent action either, but rather his belief of being a powerful, 
energetic and supportive person, able to maintain his family. This 
ideal presents the woman with the complementary character, one 
that confirms his position and praises his capacity for maintenance. 
To my understanding, masculinity, as we in a Western cultural con
text understand its basic feature, would in all prohability not be con
ceivable without the woman as a complementary person. 

For her confi rmation to be of any credibility and value, she must 
be somebody and add something to his being, and take the com
plementary position. As the complementary character, she could 
either be idealized and treated with respect, or be nobody and be 
belittled and used. The notion of "romantic love" as the ideal base 
for marital Iife in a patriarchal society will provide the background 
for all my informant couples' marriages. 

Gaining access to information 

The act of interviewing holds a prominent place in my study. In my 
view, the research act first comes alive during the interview w hen the 
researeher is forced to confront the informants on a direct, face-to
face leve l. The process of interviewing in this stud y Iasted over a two
year period with recurrent interviews, with the woman or the man 
separately or the couple jointly. My first encounter with the infor
mants took place shortly after the latest defined violent incident. lt 
was faci litated by my continuous contact with the police and social 
welfare authorities during the period of data collection. As soon as 
I had selected a couple, the social workeror supervisor in question 
told the woman about me and my work, and asked if it was all right 
for me to call her. Two out of twenty replied negatively, after which 
I selected two other women. 

During the initial telephone call, I introduced myself and my 
study, and set up a time for an initial interview with the woman. In 
addition, I discussed the matter of contacting her husband in order 
to set up an initial interview with him. The most common response 
by the women was t hat their husbands surely needed to talk to some
one, but they were far too scared to do so. I was encouraged either 
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to call or write to the husbands, or both, or the woman agreed to do 
this for me. 

The first contact was planned as soon after the most recent inci
dent of battering as possible. For guidelines here, I used Walker's 
(1979) description of marital woman battering as an event with three 
distinct phases: the tension building phase; the explosion or acute 
battering incident; and the calm and loving respite (Walker 1979 p. 
55). During the tension building phase, the woman concentrates on 
avoiding the violence, and this often means having no contact out
side the couple which would arouse the man's anger. The calm and 
loving respite phase is characterized by the husband being contrite 
and tender. Both parties' energies are devoted to the marriage and to 
making everytbing good again. There is not much chance that either 
of the parties would be willing to share these experiences with an out
side researeher during this ph ase. It is during the explosive phase that 
the need for contact with the outside world and the desire for com
munication with others about what has happened are the strongest. 

Even at the most correctly ehosen point in time, questioning an in
formant about phenomena considered to be social problems is a 
demanding task. Not !east of all is this the case in a study about an 
act of questionable morality where the invalved actors are to serve as 
informants. In order to accept an invitation to participate in such 
studies, the informants must feel a strong affinity for the project. 
Obtaining the women's participation was fairly easy. In general they 
sympathized with the purpose of my work and their need to talk 
seemed endless. 

The men, on the other hand, reacted different! y. In order to ensure 
their participation, considerable efforts were necessary. The men 
were hesitant about my work and did not expect anything positive 
from it. Instead, they anticipated a great deal of discomfort from 
participation. Until I had shown a willingness to listen with an open 
mind to their story, no interview could take place. My view of the 
research act as a joint enterprise between researeher and informants 
was shown to be ethically imperative and essential to the realization 
of the research activity. 

Due to the f act that l was exploring a morall y questionable human 
act, these encounters were not entirely uncomplicated for me either. 
Contact with a person under attack, as with a battered woman, may 
be difficult as it arouses feelings of powerlessness and anger in the 
empathetic interviewer as weil. Nor is meeting the woman un
problematic since sympathies so unambiguously lie with her - she is 
the good and afflicted one. The difficulties lie in attempting to see 
her as a whole person and to discover darker, more forbidding 
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shadows intertwined with the good. 
The majority of the individual interviews with the husbands were 

conducted by a maJe colleague. The interviews with a husband, the 
perpetratar of violence, were complicated in another way than those 
with the woman. For an empathetic interviewer to come close to a 
battering man means coming in contact with his or her own ag
gressive sides, his or her own repressive and brutally controlling 
sides, and may lead to reflections about his or her own means of exer
cising power. My maJe colleague, who was an experienced inter
viewer, found i t difficult to listen to accounts of how members of his 
own sex inflicted suffering on women. 1t might have been tempting 
for him to ignore the man's violence and seek for other aspects of his 
character, such as vulnerability and powerlessness, and identify with 
these traits instead. Or he could have avoided the problem by simply 
refusing to become especially close to the subject and byshutting out 
his story. 

If a researcher's capacity for empathy is not maintained, the en
counter with an informant could be severely damaged, and the 
possibilities of gaining access to, in this case, the couple's narratives 
would be considerably reduced. There was an additional difficulty 
for me as a woman in the first interview with the husband: My own 
fear and insecurity, coming face-to-face with a man with well
documented violent tendencies towards women. I remember one en
counter that illustrates my fear, and the way in which I dealt with it. 

An initial encounter 

After having conducted the initial interview with one o f my female 
informants, we agreed that she would soon therearter inform her 
husband about me and my research project. Weeks passed without 
any action from her side. Finally, she called and asked me to come 
to her home to discuss the matter once more. When I arrived at her 
house at the agreed time, the door was opened by her husband. He 
was !arge and stocky, dressed in jeans and a sieeveless T-shirt that 
revealed well-developed arm muscles. I perceived him as threatening, 
which undoubtedly showed in my facial expression. I stepped 
backwards. In the hall behind the man, I saw the woman who was 
small and delicate and almost hidden behind him. "I haven't said 
anything; I thought it was better if you did it yourself", she said, a 
remark that eaused the man to look, if possible, even angrier. I felt 
very small and no research method whatsoever could help me in that 
moment as to how I should react. The only guidelines that came to 
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mind were those I learned from my parents, so I stuck out my hand 
to shake his and said "Good evening". The man shook my hand and 
when I felt how sweaty it was, J understood that he was afraid. I sud
denly felt calm. I gave him my name, apologized for disturbing them 
at home, and suggested that we go into the hallway for a few minutes 
so that l could explain what I wanted. I was shown in, and became 
fully aware of how generous it was of him to Jet me in. A Swedish 
man's home is his castle, and it was I who had violated the privacy 
of their home and had forced my way in. 

I gave a brief introduction of myself. He watched me skeptically. 
I told him that I had met several men in similar situations as his -
men with police reports hanging over their heads - and told him that 
these other men were relieved to have a chance to talk about these 
things - as strange as that may sound. I told him that I wanted to 
listen to his and his wife's experiences, since they had experienced 
things of great interest to many people. The man started seeming 
curious. I thanked him for Jetting me present my request, and started 
backing out towards the door. H e conferred briefly with his wife and 
asked me to come back in. I replied, "A half an hour in that case, 
since I do not want to disturb you any longer than that", to which 
they agreed. 

With few exceptions, the interviews took place in the informants' 
homes and were conducted within strict frameworks of time and 
focus. This was especially important during the joint interviews, 
where the emotional temperature sometimes rose to s u ch a pitch that 
a violent outburst seemed imminent. The joint interviews were con
ducted by me and my maJe colleague, and we never allowed the emo
tional temperature to rise to a dangerous leve!. We interrupted the 
brewing fight by turning to each of the parties individually and try
ing to illuminate the im pending violen t situation. This proeecture led 
to the identification of crucial areas of my informants' marital lives. 
It provided us all, informants as weil as researchers, with informa
tion about these areas and the feelings associated with them. A hope 
for change was presupposed in this procedure; we perceived a risk for 
a violent incident to break out, but we also experienced the preven
tion of violent outbursts. 
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Couple Wo man Man Joinl 

A 2 l 7 
B 2 l 2 
c 2 te!. -
D 3 2 2 
E 2 l 2 
F 3 2 3 
G 4 te!. -
H 3 2 l 
I 2 2 7 
J 2 l l 
K 3 3 3 
L 2 2 2 
M 4 2 4 
N 3 l 2 
o 2 2 l 
p 2 l 8 
Q 12 l -
R 2 2 7 
s 4 2 l 
T 2 3 2 

Total 59 30 54 143 

Table 3:3 Number oj interviews. 

Over a two-year period, 143 personal interviews were conducted, 30 
of which were with men and 59 with women separately, and 54 with 
the couples together. These interviews Iasted 45-60 minutes, and 
60-90 minutes, respectively. Two of the men refused any face-to-face 
interviewing, but accepted being interviewed by telephone. (Table 
3:3) In addition, numerous and lengthy complementary telephone 
conversations were held. The interviews were recorded and typed. 
The material covers a total of about 1,600 pages of written text. 

Table 3:3 reflects a conscious and controlied way of conducting the 
interviews, as weil as the uncontrolled outcome of this strategy. The 
underlying idea of the way of conducting the interviews was my 
assumption that it would be easier to obtain a valid and detailed ac
count of what had happened if the informants themselves were able 
to determine the externa! conditions for the interview as weil as its 
form, and further, to have the possibility to influence the choice of 
interview topics. In this respect my research approach has a el os e kin
ship to feminist research. (For a presentation of feminist research ap
proach, see further Haavind 1987; Kelly 1988; Yllö and Bograd 
1988.) I consicter this idea to be proven successful. However, it car
ried some uncontrolled consequences. There are some interviews 
missing, and there is a considerable range of variation in the frequen
cy of interviews among the informants. I could have decided to 
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''push'' harder, bu t in Iine with the general idea that directed my way 
of conducting the interviews, I refrained from it. The "high
frequency" couples then made considerable contributions to my 
study, contributions that were used as such, as weil as "suggestion
givers" to areas of special interest that were used in the interviews 
with the " low-frequency" couples to make them as rewarding as 
possible. What the interviews ha d in common, however, was that they 
all dealt with the violent incident. 

Interviewing as a discourse between speakers 

Interviews hold a prominent place among research methods in my 
study, and in social science in general. The term interview generally 
refers to a specialized pattern of verbal interaction in which the ro le 
relationship of interviewer and respondent is highly specialized. This 
makes interviews a behavioral rather than a linguistic event, and the 
standard conception of interviewing as behavior is to a great extent 
based on the stimulus-response paradigm of the experimental 
laboratory (Mishler 1986). 

Prior to o ur first meeting, on e of my mal e informants to id me dur
ing a telephone conversation: 

Yeah, of course I'll be part of your study. I have been through a Iot, I real
ly have. If you think that someone else can be helped by this, then it is 
good. Bu t J am not at all sure that you will get anything out of this. The 
fact is that I don't know anything about what happened. (Hans A, 
telephone call). 

What this man is describing is something he has in common with 
most of my informants. He has been through "a Iot", but about 
what happened he is very unclear. The events seem taken out of con
text with no interna! relationship. He himself is a walking question 
mark and is being honest when he claims he knows nothing. 

In the initial phase of interviewing, the women suffered from feel
ings of anxiety and fear. They too had a very hazy picture of what 
had happened, since the course of events were associated with fear 
and unsuccessful attempts at self-protection. 

Events of this kind are not easy to reconstruct. Large portions of 
the story are lacking, as is the logic that keeps the story running. 
When I met my informants, I felt that one of my primary respon
sibilities was to help them reconsider the violent events and open up 
access to their own story. I wanted my informants to describe the af-
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fective, cogmt1ve, and evaluative meanings they attached to the 
events, as weil as their different kinds of involvement. 

If I had to identify a single factor which was significant for being 
successful in gaining access to couples' narratives of marital 
violence, I wo u id mention my growing insight t hat the process oj in
terviewing can be a jointly conducled enterprise between interviewer 
and interviewee. (See further Bruner 1990; Kohler Riessman 1990; 
Mishler 1991). Accordingly, l allowed the informant interviewees to 
actively shape and form the interviews tagether with me in a joint 
process. 

In such a process, the concepts of question and answer are to be 
thought of as a part of a circular process, with my informants and 
I trying to make continuing sense of what we were talking about. 
This way of conducting interviews differs from standard interview
ing, according to which a question which has a predetermined mean
ing serves as a stimulus and is intended to elicit a certain response 
(Mishler 1991). If I had conducted my interviews along those Iines, 
I would most Iikely have faced considerable difficulties, for example, 
in confronting the above quoted man's notion of " not knowing 
anything about what had happened". By transforming my efforts to 
obtain answers into a joint enterprise between my informants and 
myself, I was able to overcome these difficulties. 

When taking the initiative in an exchange of statements, I was 
guided by my view of woman battering within the marriage as a 
marital act, and in accordance with my way of conceptualizing " the 
marriage". In the example below, taken from an initial interview with 
Irene E, a young woman of 23, my questions and her answers inter
twine, gradually shaping her view of herself and her Iife project: 

1: If you were to describe yourself very briefly for me, who has never m et 
you before, what would you say? 
lP: Oh ... I don't know ... yeah, I am rather shy. So I am rather unsure of 
myself. I am pretty calm. I don't know what more to say. 
1: In what ways are you unsure of yourself? 
lP: Weil, for example, if I am on the subway ... and someone starts staring 
at me a little too Jong .. .I get embarrassed ... l start thinking, 'What do I 
do now?' 

At timesin the subsequent interviews, she took the initiative, as in the 
example below. The pattern of intertwining questions and answers is 
retained: 

lP: What I think about most of the time is the future. Worrying about 
this trial is just starting. 
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1: What are you afraid of...if you can tell me about that? 
lP: (sighs deeply) ... That I won't be able to get through i t.. .. 
1: What does get through it mean? 
lP: That I won't fal l completely apart...Everything is turned upside down 
for me right now ... you know, it's like watching an old movie. I go over 
about everything I've been through these past years ... just the fact that I 
once trusted him. 

The following questions were directed to the woman and the man in 
the initial, individually conducted interviews: 

Can you tell me what happened? How did it begin ... then what happen
ed ... how did it end ... then what happened .. .is this the way it usually 
happens? 

How would you describe yourself briefly to an outsider like me? 

How would you describe your husbandl wife to an outsider like me? 

When your husbandl wife is interviewed, how do you think helshe is go
ing to describe himself/herself? 

When your husbandl wife is interviewed, how do you think helshe is go
ing to describe you? 

What would be necessary to put a stop to the violent incidents? 

The first five of these questions invited reflection. The last question 
encouraged the interviewee to discuss anticipated future-assigned 
tasks in regard to the marital violence. This kind of framework pro
vided an opportunity to discuss the violence in a context which en
compassed the possibility for change. In my view, this frame was 
essential for gaining access to my informants' accounts of the violen t 
incidents. By means of this procedure, these histories, w h ich contain
ed people's deepest and darkest secrets, could be narrated from a 
perspective which allowed hope for change. 

The initial phase of interviewing was followed by a seeond phase 
of individual or joint interviews. The answers to the question ''What 
wo u l d be necessary to p ut a stop to the violen t incidents?'' served as 
a transition to the seeond interview phase. The answers given to that 
question formed the main issue taken up during the subsequent in
terview phase. 

Underlying the design of the seeond interview round with topics 
selected by the informants themselves was my assumption that it 
would be easier to obtain a valid and credible story if the informants 
were able themselves to determine the content of the interviews. In 
similar fashion, l allowed the informants to determine whether the 
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seeond round of interviews would be separate or joint. The majority 
of the couples chose the joint interview alternative. 

One problem arising from this working method was that the topic 
to be discussed during the seeond round of interviews was selected in 
the individual interviews, whereas the seeond interview was often a 
joint interview. Frequently the man and the woman in the same cou
ple chose completely antaganistic topics to be discussed. 

In the case of one couple, the woman wanted to separate and 
wanted the seeond round of interviews to take up this fact, whereas 
the man was terrified even to think about separation and did not 
want to discuss it at all. Both described their joint Iife as "a big 
mess". It was this " mess" that eventually served as the common 
denominator for the two parties, and which eventually became the 
topic for the seeond round of interviews. This theme was formulated 
as " an attempt to create order and darity about what had happen
ed". Parenthetically, the dialogue with this couple ended with the 
man deciding to ensurethat they got a divorce {Gunilla and Rolf M). 

It was simpler with another couple where both the man's and 
woman's energies were focused on the experience of loss of control 
and powerlessness in the battering situation. Both wanted the rela
tionship to continue; both were terrified that the battering would 
recur. In the seeond round of interviews, we focused on feelings of 
powerlessness and loss of control and the battering situation was 
charted in minute detail as was the context in which it had occurred 
{Ulla and Hans A). 

The ranking order of the issues ch osen, according to an estimation 
of the frequency of occurrence, is as follows: 

He must stop hitting me. 

She has to calm down. 

l want a divorce. 

We have to understand what happens when we start arguing, so that it 
doesn't end up in violence. 

He has to understand me better. 

I want her back. It is a big mess - we have to sort it out. 

We have to learn to talk to each other. 

Everything needs to be discussed - here we need someone with a big 
heart. 

She has to stop drinking so much. 
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The seeond interview phase thus consisted of a topic interview, where 
the interviewees used my question as a basis for artkulating the issue 
they felt was most relevant. The detailed content of the various inter
views diverged, whereas the general content was more uniform. 
Regardless of the topic that served as the point of departure for the 
separate interviews, theviolenteven t was the focus of all of the inter
views. 

Despite the fact that every interview with this design had a unique 
format, the final results display more simHarities than dissimilarities. 
In all interviews, the violent event was the focus, even if the infor
mants describe it from divergent perspectives and with emphasis on 
different aspects. 

Combining and confronting accounts of violence 

The design of my stud y and my conceptualization of the act of inter
viewing are both characterized by my conviction that what one can 
expect as a researeher who asks people to discuss sensitive and pain
ful events are accounts filled with contradietians and omitted se
quences. For an outsider to partake of the story, I believe that it is 
necessary to allow it to evolve as a discourse between informant and 
interviewer. I will further explore here the implications of this pro
position. I will show how a longitudinal stud y is preferable to a cross
sectional study due to the fact that it provides the opportunity to 
combine and confront the stories. 

It is impossible to say everytbing on one occasion. The infor
mants' accounts are thus time-specific. During an interview im
mediately following the violent event, the feelings are intense; during 
a later interview, the story may be characterized by reconciliation; 
and a third interview may be filled with grief and hopelessness. lt is 
impossible to avoid time-specific accounts, but it is possible to make 
them fuller by combining the stories told during different interview 
sessions. 

One further possibility for obtaining a full account is to confront 
the other with the different stories. A simple example is the men's 
and the women's individual accounts about what had happened. 
These stories were basically different, which is why the parties ex
perienced the events from fundamentally different perspectives. 
Consistently, the woman's stories were more detailed than those of 
the men who were more reticent. Painting this out to the man in 
several cases led him to elaborate with more details. 

A more complicated example concerns one of my female infor-
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mants. During the initial interview, she gave an account of battering 
that she did not perceive as particularly serious: 

We had a big fight and I ran up to the bedroom. He ran after me and 
slugged me. (Ulla A, individual interview) 

After this battering incident, Ulla A was compelled to go to the 
hospital and the event was reported to the police. Police reports and 
physical reports described an aggravated assault leading to injuries 
which could have cost Ulla her Iife. Her husband's account resem
bled the police's, bu t Ulla persistedin her account w hen she was con
fronted with the considerable discrepancy in the accounts. The 
dialogue that followed about this discrepancy resulted in Ulla's 
recalling mo re and mo re from her childhood. In light of this, her ac
count became easier to understand. Earlier in Iife, she had been sub
jected to repeated violence from her father, had learned to keep it in
side, and had cut off her feelings of hate and denial; she had later 
decided that the batteri ng was not of mu ch consequence. C hallenges 
of her account led to that one important topic rising to the surface, 
namely, the correlation between prior and present experiences of 
violence. 

On another occasion, I confronteda man with his way of account
ing for the violent act. This man often returned to a favorite descrip
tion: 

lP: You see, in our heads there is a place with two poles. There has to be 
a certain distance between them. When you get angry, you get close to 
one of the poles. In my head, the poles are too close together, so that 
when I get angry, they crash into each other. I can see on your face that 
you don't believe me, bu t it is in fact true. A doctar himself told me this. 
I think it was eaused by a motorcycle accident I was in. 
1: How can you tell when this happens? 
lP: I sim p ly get a total blackout. I get mad and then PANG, i t erashes and 
I am not aware of anything for a Iong time. W hen l come to again, I have 
often done something violent. Hit Pia or trashed the apartment. 
1: Then it must be unbelievable luck that Pia is still alive. 
lP: What do you mean? 
1: l mean that w hen you get mad at her and i t short-circuits in your head, 
your body takes on a Iife of its own and becomes violent. It is lucky that 
you haven't stuck the bread knife in her, or scissors, or hit her even worse 
than you have. 
lP: Are you crazy or something?!! Do you think that I could do such a 
thing. I would never be able to hurt her that bad! (Kjell I, joint interview) 
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After being confronted in this way, Kjell I's account became more 
detailed. Moreover, my behavior led to the central topic of analysis 
being exposed, namely, the special rhetoric oj exculpation used by 
both men and women for describing the vialent event. I will return 
to this in a later chapter. 

I came into close contact with my informants' lives following one 
of the man's vialent outbursts. When I pose the question, "Can you 
tell me what happened?", most of the informants' respanses referred 
to the most recent vialent incident. As the interview process proceed
ed however, the informants' shift over to descriptions of a typica/ in
cident: "It usually begins with .... and so on". 

When I call my study a longitudinal study, it is this "typical" 
nature of the violen t incident t hat is referred to. This incident and my 
informants' processing of it are followed through their narratives. 
Two cases of violence or imminent violence occurred during the 
study period. Thus, there is no eonstant flow of vialent incidents. 

Narratives of violence 

By asking questions such as "How did it begin?" and "Then what 
happened?", I invited my informants to produce a narrative account 
oj personal experience. The transformation of experience into a nar
rative is a prototypic form of talk that we acquire as children and a 
form of talk we u se to structure o ur own experience to make sense of 
what happens to us, as weil as to transmit our personal experiences 
to others (Mishler 1991; Bruner 1990; Kohler Riessman 1990). Tem
porality is usually seen as the defining characteristic of a narrative, 
that is to say, the events are told in the order in which they are be
lieved to have unfolded in actual Iife. A traditional narrative (Ong 
1982) contains a beginning, a middle and an end, as the logic that 
keeps the story running. My informants shaped their narratives as 
dramas in three parts, beginning with a pre-history, pragressing 
through the vialent incident, and ending in the ajtermath. 

In relation to that structure, the men and women among my infor
mants shaped their narratives samewhat differently. The women 
mainly Concentrated on the middle of the narrative, the vialent inci
dent itself, and on their strong feelings of powerlessness, fear, and 
anger that the man's violence had elicited. The men were not as 
preoccupied with the vialent incident, as with the consequences of 
the violence. They talked about their fear of the legal process that 
could be triggered if their wives decided to report what they had 
done, and they talked about their fear of being condemned by their 
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fellow beings. The men's narratives thus began in the aftermath 
phase. They proceeded to discuss the argument that ha d preceded the 
outbreak of violence in the overwhelming majority of cases, while 
the women were occupied with the violent incident. Had I not push
ed them to continue the narratives by filling in what they had omit
ted, they would not in all prohability have done so. 

What I was dealing with here were reporled events, not observa
tions of the events themselves. Without any ambition to approach 
the complexity of the relationship between reality and reported reali
ty in considerable detail, I will make here some notes on the subject. 

Goffman (1974) conveys a view of the many-sided relationship bet
ween reality and reports of reality, between action in the world and 
the speech about that action. On the one hand, Goffman states, 
reports of events are framed in ways tbat are high ly conventionalized. 
On the other hand, behavior itself incorporates imitations and 
replayings, strips derived from those conventional representations. 
Consequently, narrative accounts are not unreal accounts in the 
sense of being unrelated to realit y. They are framed accounts, they 
are transformations of reality, and with proper attention to the 
frames and the rules of transformation, we can begin to reconstitute 
their relations to the wider frames outside of the narrative context 
(Goffman 1974; pp. 560-562; Labov 1982). 

In this view, it is essential to pay attention to and expose the kind 
of rhetoric that is used for describing the violent event. This kind of 
speech reflects the violent actions, as weil as the cultural norms en
compassing them. 

For the purpose of my study, that is, to chart out the husband's 
and the wife's means of constructing and understanding the violent 
events, i t has been fundamentally important to gain access to the par
ties' narrative accounts of what happened. Observations of the 
events had not, irrespective of the ethical aspects, for three main 
reasons been satisfactory. 

The event l have been studying is a repeated action. When the par
ties describe a specific event, the event is unique in itself; at the same 
time it is a recurring type of event. In order to understand marital 
violence, this recurring nature is of central importance. Only the par
ties involved have had this experience, and not any casual observer. 

The event I have studied is an undesirable event; it is not an event 
that is automatically assumed to be part of a marriage. This 
undesirability, while the parties are part of what is happening, is not 
easily observed by means of direct observation. lt is something that 
first and foremost must be described by the parties involved. 

The events I have studied are events where two people find 
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themselves in opposition to each other. Such an event cannot be 
described as one event. On the contrary, i t is an inherent feature that 
such an event invalves two separate histories, two separate ways of 
accounting for, pondering over, and explaining it. An observer in all 
Iikelihood perceives such an event as one event. For the interviewer, 
i t quickly becomes clear that it is a matter of two stories that do not 
necessarily agree with or even resemble each other. 

Writing people's narratives into a text of social science 

Initially, I referred to the conceptualization of the research act as 
" those endeavors of a researeher to take her or him from theory to 
methods, to the empirical world and back again" (Denzin 1978 
p. ix). In my study, this has meant rnaving from the theoretical work 
of conceptualizing woman battering within the marriage as a marital 
act, towards the empirical world of the batterer's and battered's nar
rative accounts of the event and then back again to theory, thus 
jumping from the narratives of men's and women's experiences lo
cated in the particular context of their lives, to the objectified non
personal forms of knowing and reasoning in a scientific text. This 
process represents the analytical phase of the research act. 

In an artide concerning women's studies, Smith (1991) argues for 
the existence of a contradiction between women's experiences and 
texts written in the context of standard sociological discourse. She 
contends that a break has occurred between the embodied subject, 
situated in the particular local sites, and the subject in a textually 
mediated discourse of sociology. She argues in favor of a sociology 
which adopts conventians for writing texts that take a standpoint in 
women's actual experiences. A sociology beginning here, Smith pro
poses, would explore the actual relations organizing and determining 
people's lives and discover for us the realities of what is going on and 
of the relations that connect and separate us (Smith 1991). 

When Smith pleads for a text that speaks from the informant's ex
periences, her position on the relation between theory and empirical 
research is similar to that of Glaser and Strauss in their work on 
"grounded theory" . The three of them reject a social science which 
is solely occupied with verifying either "grand theory" or an 
ideological position. Glaser and Strauss argue for the "release of 
energies for theorizing that are now frozen by the undue emphasis on 
verification" (Glaser and Strauss 1979 p.viii). Smith' s arguments ad
vocate more a "release" of the female informant and her retention 
as subject in the text, and not being reduced or imprisoned by 
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categories like "interpersonal relations", "socialization", 
"psychosocial processes of the family" and the like, for describing 
her experiences. According to Smith, this kind of release is more a 
question of "the discovery of a language" -to describe, define, and 
clarify the women's experiences- than a question of "the discovery 
of theory". 

Bu t texts are not so le! y intermediaries of experience. Texts are also 
organizers of our relations as readers with that which is written. This 
could be illustrated by our differing relationships to the battered 
woman, depending on whether she is described as a masochist or as 
a sister in a patriarchal society. A masochist is a negatively viewed 
person, a sister is the opposite. The latter is someone we would like 
to know, and can identify with. Similar to the description of a 
woman as a "masochist", though, the word "sister" contains a 
knowledge emanating from an outside position. In the first case, the 
appealed observer's attempt to understand is embedded in the text; 
in the second, an empathetic woman seems to be present. 

During the leap from collecting narratives of people's experiences 
to the analysis of these narratives, I have tried to maintain the sub
jects' accounts as the basic unit of research. I rejected the position 
of "being on the outside Iaoking in". An outside position would 
have implied the presence of interpretative frameworks, such as 
individually-oriented psychological perspectives, or family-oriented 
systems theory. l rejected this at the very beginning of my stud y, and 
during the collection of data I made extensive efforts to retain my 
autonomy, in a theoretical and ideological sense of the word. I did 
not want to be blinded, and would not !et the encounter with my in
formants be determined by general theories. My main interest can
cerned the endeavor of the husband and wife, as batterer and bat
tered, to make sense of what had happened. The analytical approach 
I used cancerned the content of their accounts, as weil as the form 
and the missing parts oj these accounts. In other words, what they 
told, how they told it, and what they did not te!!. 

Exploring narrative accounts 

Weil-formed stories, as Burke pointed out in his work on dramatism, 
are camposed of a pentad of act, agent, scene, agency, and purpose. 
Any complete statement about motive will offer some kind of answer 
to these five questions: What was done (Act), when or where it was 
done (Scene), who did it (Agent), how he did it (Agency), and why 
(Purpose)? (Burke 1969). 
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For the analysis of the content of the narrative accounts, Burke's 
conceptualization of a story served weil as a guide. I will give an ex
ample: 

l t was just ' stop it, stop talking shit'. Like, I just didn't want to hear any 
more. I had heard enough. But l never wanted to hurt her. She means too 
much to me for that. This hitting stuff is just a warning. Otherwise, l 
could just as weil take a pistol and shoot her. l know I am hard-handed. 
She says so too. But I'm nothardon purpose. l am also soft. She admits 
that. But women are different from men. Women are psychologically 
stronger, they say. I just react: 'Now, damnit. You are going to keep quiet. 
Don't say another fucking word.' I don't say 'now you are going to get 
it so you die.' lt is not like that. (VIadimir E, individual interview) 

When I manipulated the account in order to impute Burke's con
cepts, the result was as follows: 

In the living-room of their joint home (Scene), the husband (Agent) hits 
(Agency) his wife (Counter-agent) in order (Purpose) to stop her from 
talking (Act). 

I found the dramatic pentad most useful while exploring the pre
history and the vielent incident. For the analytical work concerning 
the aftermath l developed a sernewhat different approach . I will 
come back to this in c ha p ter 7. 

The thesis I put forward during the analytical work of this study 
is, that what has not been talked about in people's narratives is as im
portant as that which has been talked about. In the following 
chapters, you will find some traces of my deconstructive reading of 
the informants' accounts as weil as of my constructive reading. 

A deconstructive reading relies on gaps in consistency and con
tradietians in the text, and even on metaphorical associations for 
revealing meanings present in the text but outside any immediate 
level of awareness. This kind of reading links my analytical work 
with my work as an interviewer. My task as an interviewer to listen 
and respond to the informants' narrative accounts is very much akin 
to a deconstructive reading of the narratives. 

A note on the effects of the research 

The essence of the interviewing technique I have used is to be found 
in the joint construction of meaning by my informants and me. In 
such a procedure, a narrative is never concluded, but is always sub-
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jected to reconstruction and reinterpretation. Due to this continuous 
reinterpretation, participation in this kind of stud y implies change. 

I was able to witness the unfolding of many dramatic reinterpreta
tions during my study. One of them cancerned a female informant. 
When I as ked her during our first encounter to describe her husband 
and herself, she used negative terms about herself but enthusiastic 
terms about her husband. The next time I met her, she was furious: 

After you left, I almost threw up. Listening to myself talkingsweet about 
him. This really makes me sick. Thetruthis that I am finished with him. 
People can think whatever they want. I don't give a damn. Do you know 
what happened? Hestarted to drink again. And of course, lots of people 
come running to his aid: his physician, his AA mates, his colleagues. I get 
sick, I really do. Everybody takes his side; nobody, and I mean nobody, 
is si ding with me and my son. And I am just another idiot in his fan-club, 
praising him. Oh my God! (Lena S, individual interview) 

In addition to reaching this conclusion, this woman arranged for an 
extra place for her husband to live, and made it a condition for the 
continued marriage that he rnaved there during times of trouble. 

A second, not less dramatic reconstruction, cancerned one of the 
men. During a joim interview, l, my maJe colleague, and his wife, 
were talking. The man was gazing out the window, silently. Suddenly 
he turned towards us: 

You mayget the impression l' m not interested. That is not the case. On 
the contrary, I am listening to every word. You see, I also have had the 
answers to the questions you are asking my wife. Bu t I never h ad the ques
tions. And these questions ... 1 have searched forthem my who le Iife. (Rolf 
M, joint interview) 

The fact that the events to be discussed were rnarally questionable, 
was a central determinant of my encounters with the informants. 
People invalved in such acts usually keep these experiences secret, 
and thereby deprive themselves of the opportunity to communicate 
about these acts with other people. The experiences of violence then 
remain secret memories, expunged from the Iife-histories of those in
volved. The experiences are removed from their context and remain 
isolated even, or maybe especially, when they are of major 
significance. The process of interviewing itself, and the interaction 
between the researeher and the informant to some degree put words 
to the hidden memories and make sense of them, a process which can 
be interpreted by the parties as both positive and negative. 
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The act of research -a summary 

This study cancerns how husbands and wives make sense of violent 
action within their marriages. The group of informants consists of 
cases that were defined over the course of one year by the police and 
the social authorities in a Stockholm suburb as "woman battering". 
Altogether, this group included 141 cases. Some basic data on the 
battering files were collected about this group. 

Among the 141 cases, I selected a group of twenty couples. Over 
a two-year period, 143 personal interviews were conducted, 30 of 
which were with the men and 59 with the women separately, and 54 
with the couples together. In a jointly constructed process between 
interviewer and interviewees, the violent events were identified and 
described, as to how they were interpreted, explained, and justified 
by those involved. 

Over the years, I developed a feminist research approach that 
allowed me insight into the points of view of the women as weil as 
of the men I studied. It made it possible for me to share my inform
ants' social knowledge of marital woman battering. By using this 
approach, I gained access to their statements or narrative accounts 
of the vialent acts, including their explanations for them. 





4 

The Pre-history 

lntroduction 

When I think about how it all started .. . it's kind of embarrassing ... we 
were arguing over w h ich channel we were going to watch... such 
nonsense. You may not believe that it's possible to fight about TV pro
grams. It can turn into a huge brawl. Even I don't really understand it. 
A gigantic fight. When I think that l almost got killed for a television 
program. Good God! (Ulla A, individual interview) 

"How di d i t be gin?" was on e of the questions p osed early in my in
terviews. Eighteen of the couples agreed with Ulla A' s interpretation 
above that it all started with reciprocal verbal aggressive behavior 
concerning a commonplace issue, trivial enough to be embarrassing 
to recall. The maJe and female informants were remarkably agreed 
on this point. The events however were described somewhat dif
ferently from couple to couple: as a quarrel , an argument, or a verbal 
fight. 

Two of my informant couples made no mention of any kind of ver
bal aggressive behavior as the precursor to the violent event. The 
man in one of these couples identified his desire for revenge as the 
force which drove him to commit a severe act of violence. lt was his 
perception that his wife had subjected him to pain, unfair treatment, 
and degradation during their marriage to such an extent that he felt 
justified in exacting vengeance upon her. The woman viewed the at
tack on her as totally incomprehensible; she was deeply shocked and 
extremely frightened. 

Both parties in the seeond of the two couples viewed their immi
nent divorce as the decisive situational factor leading to the violent 
outburst. Powerful feelings of anger, abandonment, and the hus
band's attempt to compel his wife to remain in the marriage by 
means of violence, characterize the pre-history to the violen t act for 
this couple. 

In this chapter, the narrative accounts of these three different 
kinds of pre-histories will be examined. The focus will be on ac
counts of the most frequently occurring kind of pre-history, orthat 
which is referred to by the informants as a verbal fight, an argument, 
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or a quarrel. The form and proeectures used by the couples to con
struct this act will be described. 

The initial phase of the verbal aggressive act 

"Money, sex, children, communication- this is the stuff Iife is made 
of", states family therapist Goldberg (1982) in an artide about family 
conflict. He continues: "Certainly husbands and wives will be in
volved with these matters and will find cause for complaints about 
them" (Goldberg 1982). In their study of violence in the American 
family, Straus et al.(1980) mentioned five issues which often lead to 
conflict: money, children, housekeeping, social activities, and sex 
(Straus et al. 1980). Stets (1990) discusses verbal aggression in mar
riage, concluding that it is often related to physical aggression. 

According to my informants, the first step in the verbal aggressive 
episode was an utterance about a commonplace issue, constructed as 
an opposition inregard to the issue in question. 

The concept of opposition origirrates from the research tradition 
with in linguistics and social psychology where disputes are studied as 
speech events. the analytic unit in focus, the dispute, is divided into 
three utterances or phases: the anteeectent event, the opposition, and 
the reaction to that opposition (see further Brennies 1988). 

The special type of opposed utterance that is the precursor to my 
informants' arguments is best described as consisting both of a dif
jerence in understanding the "antecedent even t", and an intention to 
injluence the other's behavior or attitude to the issue in question. An 
example of this is the following: 

He drinks too much. Most of our fights start with me getting impatient 
with his drinking. His daily rhythm is disrupted when he drinks. He can 
stay up and party all night, sleep all day, and then party again all night. 
That makes it impossible for me to relax. And he blows a lot of money 
this way. Our fights are often about money. His de f ense is often 'This has 
nothing to do with you. This is my Iife.' That type of answer saddens me 
every time. (Ruth H, individual interview) 

Ruth's utterance reveals that she and her husband have divergent 
views of the issue at hand, and that she has comrnunicated her view 
to her husband - and the message is that he should drink less. She 
offers several arguments for w hy her view ought to be seen as the cor
rect one, and she briefly describes her husband's reaction. 

In order to illustrate this form of reasoning, let me now give an 
ambiguous example of an opposed utterance: 
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I have never met such a suspicious person before. lt's as if someone is 
always trying to hurt her. I was sitting the other day and feerung our kid ... 
I as ked her to hand me somepaper towels ... So she threw the dishrag right 
in my face, which really pissed me off! (Fredrik P, individual interview) 

It is not entirely el ear here if Fredrik is act u all y ex p ressing an opposi
tion in the sense of expressing a different attitude to his wife's 
behavior and an intention to influence her behavior. Fredrik claims 
instead to have communicated something entirely different ("I just 
asked her to hand me some paper towels"), a request that the wife 
interpreted as a criticism of her behavior for the purpose of changing 
this behavior, an interpretation which the husband refutes ("I have 
never met such a suspicious person"). The example has an opening 
statement, ambiguous as to whether it actually does contain an op
position in the sense indicated above and expressed in Ruth's ut
terance about her husband's drinking habits. Fredrik felt that his 
wife's reaction, on the other hand, indicates that she interpreted his 
utterance as an opposition. 

The list of phrases which initiate arguments is a long one. Accord
ing to my informants, any activity or behavior can potentially be op
posed and can serve as the start of a verbal fight. This is in and of 
itself not unreasonable. On the contrary, to be dissatisfied or 
discontented with another human being is part of our everyday Iife. 
Our interaction with others continually places us in contradietory or 
paradoxical situations, which may lead to conflicts. The literature on 
family interaction focuses on how these conflicts between family 
members can be solved. According to the prevailing view in the 
literature, the problem-solving strategy is a distinctive feature of a 
family system. Families with an inadequate ability to transform 
disputes into settlements are considered dysfunctional (Cromwell 
and Olson 1975; Hoffman 1981; Matthews 1988). 

As a result of what my informants tald me, I became interested in 
the strategies the couples used for problem-solving. During our con
versations, strong feelings of grief and powerlessness were revealed, 
but I uneovered little evidence of what could be called a problem
solving strategy: 

l don't know what l am going to do. l just keep wondering why; it is as 
if I keep going around and waiting for him to change, or thinking that 
everytbing was going to be different. Bu t i t is wrong to wait for other peo
ple to change. May be l should change royself too, like getting angry and 
saying no, this is not the Iife I want to live. There has to be a change. 
When l get angry, it is usually at the wrong time, and usually leads to 
more fighting. Then afterwards, I am so sad that I cannot talk to him. 
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I am more Iikely to walk around and wonder 'w hy does i t have to be like 
this, why do I always have to be so sad?'. (Ruth H, individual interview) 

According to the criteria outlined in the literature on family interac
tion, my informant couples could be classified as dysfunctional due 
to their lack of problem-solving strategies (Hoffman 1981). Further
more, their narratives revealed an extremely local perspective. The 
opposed utterances were generally made abruptly in commonplace 
situations, and triggered a verbal aggressive episode that seemed to 
be lacking in context. 

My preliminary data analysis consisted of attempts to classify the 
informant couples in terms of systernie dysfunctionality, due to the 
absence of problem-solving strategies. Attempting to understand the 
couples' verbal aggressive behavior, however, proved impossible. In 
fact, these attempts seriously challenge the idea of marital argumen
tative behavior as a problem-solving activity. As a consequence, my 
analytical perspective shifted to that of verbal marital aggression as 
a valid enterprise in its own right. The concept of "valid enterprise" 
here refers to the structure and proeectures used by the couples to 
construct the verbal aggressive act. This way of approaching my data 
proved more successful, in the sense of making i t possible to enhance 
my understanding of what h ad happened in the lead-up to the violent 
phase. 

Here I have discussed the opening phase as if there were no possi
ble disagreement as to when it all started. Every person who has ever 
argued with another person knows that this is not usually very easy 
to pinpoint. In actuality, it is precisely this issue that can lead to 
fights: "Who started this fight?" The arguments I describe are all 
similar on this point. In my maJe informants' narratives, the woman 
made the first move by unjustly accusing her husband - and vice ver
sa in the women's accounts. 

These different means of accounting for the start partly originate 
in the different positions heJd in the opening phase. "You started it", 
Ruth's husband may be motivated in claiming, being the object for 
discontent that he is. "You started it", Ruth may also be justified in 
claiming, as the person who lives with a husband who torments her 
with his drinking. Both parties seem justified in arguing that the 
other "is picking a fight", that is, forwarding argumentation as to 
what can be classified as the initial phase. 
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An opposed utterance related to the joint marital project 

Generally speaking, once an opposition has been uttered in an in
teractional sequence it can be treated in a variety of ways. A full
blown argument or dispute has only one possible and contingent 
outcome, as determined by the next speaker (Sacks et al. 1974). 

A prototype for how disagreements and differences in viewpoints 
need not necessarily lead to arguments, but rather to solutions to the 
problem could be summarized in four points: 

(l) The first speaker makes an opening statement that indicates what the 
difference involves, while also indicating the way in which the difference 
represents a problem. 
(2) The first and seeond speaker discuss the matter, tagether confirming 
or reformulating the issue. 
(3) This discussion presupposes that a solution to the problem is being 
considered. 
(4) The conclusion implies that the parties agree upon a solution and do 
in fact solve the situation. 

The opening utterances described by my informants never followed 
the script written above as to what constitutes an opening to a discus
sion or argument. The seeond speaker disagreed with the opening ut
terance in away which conferred relevance to the first speaker's ut
terance as a preJude to dispute, and not as a preJude to problem
solving. The interpretative frame used by the seeond speaker for 
reaching that conclusion was kept hidden from me, though, and even 
worse, was likewise hidden from both speakers. The first speaker 
most frequently referred to the seeond speaker's reaction as incom
prehensible, and the seeond speaker referred to feelings of anger and 
the obvious impertinence displayed by the first speaker. To exemplify 
this, let us return to the sequence where a verbal fight is brewing be
tween Fredrik and Nina P. Fredrik has asked for somepaper towels, 
and Nina has thrown a dishrag in his face. Her comment about his 
actions is the following: 

You should have heard his tone of voice: PAPER TOWELS! PAPER! !t 
was horrible the way he shouted. He has really mastered the art of 
humiliating another person. H e never shows me any respect. l have a Iot 
of affection inside me - both that I want to give and that l want to get. 
But it's just not happening here. l am rather sensitive ... lt is easy for me 
to take things to heart. I feellike a failure and pretty worthless. (Nina P, 
joint interview) 

Nina' s reaction and comments were filled with feeling, and when she 
spoke her body language communicated how angry and hurt she had 
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been and still was. During the interview, Fredrik made it clear that 
he absolutely di d not understand what had happened in their kitchen 
on the evening in question. He said that he had needed her assistance 
at that moment and had had no ulterior motives. Feeding the child 
had simply turned into a rather messy affair. Her perception of the 
event was entirely different. She claimed that w hen Fredrik asked for 
paper, he was signating discontent and resentment. 

Urho H, husband to the earlier quoted Ruth H, makes the follow
ing comment about his reaction to her statements about his drinking 
habits: 

Until this happened, she'd been so great... I think it started when we 
bought this apartment... Suddenly, everything became so unreal...and 
hyped up. My old friends were no longer good enough ... If I go and take 
a few beers or drinks ... she hassles me so much about that... I don't think 
it 's any of her business. A person ought to be allowed to relax 
sometimes ... (Ur ho H, individual interview) 

Considerable listening was needed before I understood t hat there was 
a "!ink missing" in my informants' narratives, a !ink that contained 
the interpretative framework used by the seeond speaker to interpret 
the first speaker's utterance as an invitation to a verbal fight. lt was 
w hen I first discovered more about my informants' joint marital pro
jects that I identified this !ink. Only then did their descriptions of 
what had happened in the argument's opening phase appear to be 
logical. 

What happens in the argument's initial phase can be an expression 
by the first speaker of a difference in viewpoint from that of the se
cond speaker who, in light of their joint marital project, interprets 
this utterance as unfair, provocative, and belligerent. In this way, the 
problem is never defined in relation to the specific issue that is the 
subject of the difference of opinion, such as the one party' s aleohoJ 
habits, and that could have served as the subject of discussion and 
resolution. 

lt is also entirely possible that the couple has developed strategies 
for solving the problems, and that they might have been able to 
describe these had I asked them about an argument in which a pro
blem was identified calling for a concrete solution. What they related 
was notbing like that. What they described was how the violent act 
began. In this context, no problems were solved. 

Accordingly, a possible solution of differences and disagreements 
within a marriage through interaction characterized by the four 
points Iisted above for problem-solving, may presuppose a problem 
that consists of a concrete issue and not one where, as in this case, 
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the parties' positions and relationships to each other as spouses 
come into question. The subheading of the analyzed disputes could 
be formulated as follows: "As my husband, you cannot act like 
this"; "As my wife, you cannot act like this". The precise content of 
such statements differs from couple to couple, depending on the 
design of their joint marital project. Nevertheless, the fundamental 
significance is similar for all couples. 

The observation that the opening phase of an argument is closely 
related to the couple's marital project inspired me toreread what the 
informants had told me about these projects. What I was looking for 
were simHarities and differences in the couples' means of organizing 
their joint projects that might shed light on the specific significance 
of a statement such as "As my husband, you cannot act like this". 

In light of descriptions by feminist researchers of violent mar
riages (Dobash and Dobash 1979; Walker 1979; Christensen 1984; 
Lundgren 1985), I expected an over-representation of what was 
described in chapter 2 as "traditional marriages", where the rela
tionship was based on the man's dornination and a clear gender
bound division of labor. But my expectations were not bom out by 
my material. The analysis of the couple projects indicated a broader 
span of modes of organizing married Iife. 

At this point in the discussion, I would like to digress briefly in 
order to describe my informants' marital projects. However, my 
material on this point is such that any deductions must remain great
ly uncertain. Therefore, the following should be viewed as a 
schematic presentation, which only with further material could be 
made more complete. Nevertheless, understanding what happens 
during all phases of a violent event requires a basic insight into the 
couples' marital projects. 

The basic organization of the marital projects 

For the purpose of gaining insight into the basic organization of the 
joint marital projects, I used the descriptions given by the informants 
and classified the marital projects on the basis of t wo principles that 
in part overlap one another. My first task was to determine whether 
the marital project was organized primarily according to the princi
ple of complementarity or to the principle of symmetry. I found that 
the material contained two gro.ups of nearly equal size, that is nine 
couples who organized their marital project along the complemen
tary Iines, and eleven that expressed the ambition to organize their 
marital Iife along symmetrical Iines. My seeond task was to deter-
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mine whether the parties were agreed or not about how the marital 
project was to be organized. A majority (12) of the couples were 
agreed, while the rest were not. 

Of the ninecouples who organized their couple project along com
plementary Iines, five lived in traditional marriages with rigid role 
division. In three of these couples (Ulla and Hans A; Sonja and Per 
B; Angela and Pablo J), both parties claimed to be quite satisfied 
with the arrangement, while there was great discord in the other t wo 
cases as to the organization of the marital projects. In bot h cases, the 
men (Refa D and Ove T) wanted, and had succeeded, in keeping the 
women (Fathima D and Pir jo T) at home to care for the family. Their 
wives were openly discontented. 

The remaining four "complementary" couples lived "traditional
ly" to the degree that the women had the responsibility for home and 
children. However, these women were not as oriented towards the 
home as were the women in the previously described marriages. 
These four wo men either worked outside the home or studied. Three 
of them (Pia I; Annika R; and !rene E) were satisfied with the ar
rangement. One of the women (Marie G) was extremely dissatisfied 
and believed that her husband's most cherished desire was to "chain 
her to the stove", something that she had avoided by acquiring her 
own source of income: 

He's stillliving in the forties and seems to think I am too. Women should 
stand at the stove and keep their mouths shut. When he's upset, he's 
allowed to scream and threaten. He's good at his job, so I can' t complain 
about that. But he's prepared to go to any lengths to have a l940s family. 
(Marie G, individual interview) 

To sum up, six of the couples who organized their marital project 
along complementary Iines agreed about this arrangement; three of 
the complementary organized couples disagreed about this way of 
organizing the maritaiii fe. What these three couples have in common 
is that the men established a Iife style which was primarily based on 
complementarity, but this was done over their wife's protests (table 
4:1). 

The remairung eleven of my informant couples expressed the am
bition to organize their marital projects along symmetricallines, and 
I categorized them on this basis. The ideal of the symmetrical mar
riage in terms of an "equal marriage" or a "marriage of com
radery" was thus not attained by any of the couples, as far as I could 
understand. In accordance with Haavind's description of what is 
characteristic for the modern marriage, these marriages had ''quasi-
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egalitarian" features (Haavind 1985). The women consistently heJd 
the primary responsibility for the children, even if the men expressed 
the wish to share this responsibility to a greater degree than did the 
"traditional men". In contrast, the women shared the responsibility 
of supporting the families with their husbands. Two of the women 
(Lisa Q and Louise K) were highly educated with incomes higher 
than their husbands'. Three of the women (Ruth H , Lena S, and 
Kristina L) we re essentially the breadwinners of their families, du e to 
their higher earning husbands' aleohoJ problems. 

Six couples were agreed as to their desire to attain a symmetrical 
living pattern. Three of them built their marital project around a 
positive similarity oj va lues, as ex p ressed in the saying "t wo can do 
betterthan one" (Ruth and Ur ho H; Maria and Victor F; Katrin and 
Hector C). 

One of these couples, the above quoted Ruth and Urho H, had liv
ed in extreme poverty as children and had early on joined together 
in a dream for a better Iife for themselves and their children. Their 
Iife projects depended on the marital project for success. They were 
prepared to work very hard to realize this dream for a home, security, 
and a socially acceptable status. 

The remaining three (Viveka and Adam N; Gunilla and Rolf M; 
Susanne and Paul O) of the six couples who agreed on symmetrical 
patterns built their marital projects on what could be described as a 
negative similarity of values, as reflected in the expression "this is 
the best I can do''. Bot h the men and the wo men in t hese marriages 
had several failed relationships behind them. They had been Jet down 
and rejected. None of them displayed a strong emotional bond with 
their partner, and they had entered into the marital project in hopes 
of improving their own Iife projects. One of the women, Gunilla M, 
related how she had had ''bad !u ck in love'' many timesand ha d been 
left. She met her current husband through a contact ad in the 
newspaper. She could not recall what attracted her to him, "but he 
had a jo b, which was more than most of the men who had answered 
the ad". 

F i ve of the couples who had organized their marital Iife according 
to symmetrical principles disagreed about the arrangement. While 
three of the women - and none of the men - living in some form of 
complementarity expressed dissatisfaction with the arrangement, the 
situation here was the opposite. In all five of the symmetrical mar
riages where dissatisfaction was expressed, it was the men who were 
dissatisfied. One example of such a marriage is that of Lisa and 
Ismeth Q. 

Lisa comes from a Swedish middle-class environment in a small 
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town in southern Sweden. Ismeth comes frqm a !arge lower-middle 
class family in a big city in Asia Minor. He came to Sweden as a 
child. His ambitions are high, and he appreciates Lisa's "class" and 
good education. They metat her workplace where he was on a tem
porary assignment as translator. They have built up their marriage 
on the principles of harmony and symmetry. Ismeth chose Lisa 
because he perceived her as somewhat his social superior, which 
suited his social ambitions weil. 

In the beginning, both were content with the situation. Lisa 
thought she had found the man of her dreams: considerate, warm, 
active in household work. But Ismeth grew increasingly 
discontented. As time passed, his picture of his wife changed. He 
started finding her darninating and unfeminine. He became more 
and more dissatisfied with their marital project: 

lt probably was all wrong from the beginning. When I met Lisa, l was 
down and felt lonely. I was a little impressed by her; she was weil educat
ed. And she was very calm. But she's starting to irritate me more and 
more ... and it's becoming clearer all the time that it's her who wantsto 
hold the reins .... It's gotten worse and worse. She even tries to boss me 
around in front of my family, sitting there like a pasha and ordering me 
to 'do this and do that'. (Ismeth Q, individual interview) 

Ismeth dreams about being back in his first marriage. His former 
wife had been a warm, feminine, and a "real" woman who devoted 
herself to him and their son, and who would never have even con
templated humiliating him the way Lisa does. He deeply regrets that 
divorce. 

The description of Lisa and Ismeth's marriageleads us back to the 
question of what a "Swedish" marriage is. When categorizing the 
informants' marital projects, I was unable to find any systematic dif
ference between a "totally Swedish" marriage and "other" mar
riages in terms of the organization of the marital project. On the 
other hand, each couple had its own history, of which the spouse's 
country of origin was a part. Lisa and Ismeth's marriage was an ex
ample of this. I shall give another. 

Fathima and Refa D both worked as teachers in their original 
country. They were economically weil-off andenjoyeda broad net
work of supportive relatives. They metas students at the university 
and organized their ensuing marriage al o ng symmetricallines. Re f a' s 
political activism is what drove him and his family into exile. 

Refa anticipates the family's return to his home country after cir
cumstances change there. He is working very hard in Sweden to 
establish a solid economy for this return. As there are no longer 
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relatives ab le to assist with child and household care, this is a burden
same task. Thus, he believes that a " traditional marriage" where 
Fathima stays home is now in "everyone's best interest". 

Fathima does not totallyshare his vision. She does not believe that 
the family is going to return to their home country. Should i t become 
possible one day, she thinks that the children will be too "Swedish" 
to want to move there. Her view is that it is wisest to build up a Iife 
here in Sweden. She wants to recreate their former marital project 
where both worked making it possible to move into a better home. 

The chasm between the spouses is deep on this point. Refa, who 
had never before raised a hand to his wife and who never believed he 
could do such a thing, attacks her physically in their Swedish exile 
which both believed would be peacefuL This seriously troubles him. 

To sum up, six of the couples who organized their marital project 
along the symmetricallines agreed about this arrangement. Five of 
the symmetrical organized couples disagreed about this way of 
organizing their maritaiii fe. What these couples have in common is 
that the women were successful in establishing a lifestyle primarily 
based on symmetry, but it was done over their husbands' protests 
(Table 4:1) 

Accordant 

Syrornetry 

Com plementarity 

• all opposed by the husbands 
** all opposed by the wives 

6 

6 

Discordant 

s• 
3** 

Table 4:1. Basic organization oj the marital projects 

Here I would like to end the digression from the main subject of this 
chapter and return to the study of the verbally aggressive act. I will 
give two examples of the initial phase of a verbal fight, the first one 
taken from an accordant, traditional marriage and the seeond one 
taken from a discordant, quasi-egalitarian marriage. 

Prelude to arguments in an accordant, complementary 
(traditional) marriage 

Ulla and Hans A live in a traditional marriage with which they both 
claim to be quite content. Hans sympathizes with all husbands of 
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women who prefer to invest their energies outside thefamilyand who 
may even lack the ability to create a beautiful home and a har
monious family Iife. For her part, Ulla sympathizes with all women 
who do not have bread-winning husbands who then have to leave 
their children in the hands of strangers so that they, the women, can 
go out and earn a living. In Ulla's and Hans' marriage, Friday even
ings have a strong symbolic value. On that evening, their joint 
marital project is to be celebrated. Ulla's contribution is a weil
prepared dinner in a pleasing atmosphere made economically feasi
ble by Hans. Both are expected to appreciate this and to show their 
appreciation. Then, what is not supposed to happen, happens: 

He sat down in front of the TV and FELL ASLEEP. I think he almost 
started snoring ... OK, he had had a few drinks. I can take quite a bit , bu t 
this builds up inside of me and then I just explode. Do you understand? 
l t is difficult to explain, but whatever it is, I explode and he dismisses it 
with 'for that unimportant thing'. Bu t it's not just that. It's t his and that 
and this and t hat. H e h ad hardly finished eating .... I me an all t hat we h ad 
agreed to do .... (Ulla A, joint interview) 

Hans' comments were: 

Dammit, I can understand that she got pissed off.. .. I was too in a way, 
'coz I didn't want to fall asleep ... She doesn't think I appreciate her, 
which I can understand after everything that's happened ... But what I ap
preciate the most is t hat she makes such a nice home for us. And she's 
really a good mother. She takes care of us. Warm... But I also do 
everything for the f ami ly, in the way I am ab le to. Sametimes I get t i red, 
bu t that's because I work so much. There's no 40 ho urs a week, mo re like 
60. Plus all the night work with bookkeeping and the like. I think she 
could understand .... (Hans A, jo in t interview) 

Both Ulla and Hans are willing to restrict their individual freedom 
in order to attain something else together, in their highly valued mar
riage. Ulla makes their lives pleasant, and Hans works hard. This 
gives them a reciprocal right to demand things in the name o f the 
joint marital project. Conflicts arise when one of them demands 
something he or she thinks is legitimate in light of the marital pro
ject, but which is refuted by the other. Hans does not think that he 
has diseredited Ulla or their marriage w hen he falls asleep in front of 
the television, because he was simply overly tired. Ulla is of the op
posite view. 
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Prelude to arguments in a discordant, symmetrical 
(quasi-egalitarian) marriage 

To be part of a marital project where there is disagreement about its 
fundamental orientation means that in addition to a latent conflict 
between the Iife projects and the marital project, there is also a eon
stant uncertainty as to the continued existence of the marital project. 
How can there be a unity w hen there is discord about the most basic 
aspects? Living in such a marital project must mean that thoughts of 
escape and separation become part of the marital project as weil as 
pondering about whether one's spouse cares and intends to stay. 
Thus, the theme of trust and the theme of caring are continually ex
posed in a painful way. 

After these introductory remarks, I would like to quote Nina P's 
description of her and Fredrik's marriage: 

I havegoals for this Iife. I have wanted to better myself and attain a cer
tain status. Fredrik wants exactly the same thing. He has dass. He has 
ambition. He knows, just like l do, what he wants out of Iife, and you 
don't getthere on your own. (Nina P, individual interview) 

When Fredrik met Nina, he thought that she was the perfeet Iife 
companion, cheerful and optimistic and with the same attitude to 
Iife as he had. They got married and had a daughter. With time, both 
Nina and Fredrikstarted doubting whether they had really found the 
right person in the other: 

We have had a good marriage, but there's no doubt that it has gotten 
worse and worse as time goes on ... To describe o ur sex Iife as a 
refrigerator would be misleading, like a freezer wo u! d be mo re accurate ... 
And Nina has some drinking problems. She can't handie alcohol like 
normal people and pours down everytbing she can get her hands on and 
gets drunk and provocative and acts totally undignified. (Fredrik P, 
individual interview) 

Fredrik's Iife project is more im portant for him than the jo in t marital 
project in that he married Nina after deciding that his chances for at
taining his goals were better within the fraruework of a joint marital 
project. As he starts doubting w hether Nina can really fulfill her side 
of the bargain in the marital project, thus jeopardizing his Iife pro
ject, his view of the marital project is becoming increasingly 
negative. Nina views the ability to give and receive emotional support 
as an important aspect of her Iife project and has become less sup
portive of Fredrik 's efforts to conven their marital project into an 
endeavor for material success: 
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I have a Iot of affection inside me - both that I want to give and that I 
want to get. But it's just not happening here ... He's too conceited. I don't 
know what he's thinking these days. He wants more and more things. 
And when we argue, the only thing that means anything to him is the 
house. (Nina P, individual interview) 

To live in a marriage of discord does not primarily mean struggling 
over the basic choices of how the joint marital Iife is designed in a 
formal, principal meaning. Instead it means living in a marriage, the 
existence of which is in eonstant doubt, and where the basic human 
needs of trust and caring are consistently neglected. 

The reaction phase: The verbal abusive attacks 

To summarize, my informants characterized the initial phase of their 
verbal fights with the following exchange: 

First tum: An utterance, which is constructed as an opposition about a 
commonplace issue. 

Seco n d turn: A disapproval of this utterance, ex p ressed in away that con
fers relevance to the first utterance as a preJude to dispute. 

According to the logical order of this exchange, I expected a reaction 
to the seeond turn in the form of a continuation of the first speaker's 
disapproval of the seeond speaker' s utterances. No such reaction was 
found in my informants' narratives. What was found, however, was 
the frequent use of a turn, not meant as an opposition to prior ut
terances, but more as an opposition to the general competence and 
personal characteristics or status of the person making the utterance 
in question. 

The reaction that followed the two turns which initiated the verbal 
fight seemed to be camposed essentially of pejorative personal 
descriptions and insults. The person portrayed and constituted 
through these utterances was a clearly restricted person with a status 
that was being questioned: 

When things are calm, we are able to say 'we have to talk, the two of us, 
we can't keep holding it in'. But then nothing happens. When we start 
arguing, I say exactly what I think and feel. Everything that I had been 
carrying around wanting to say comes out then. Not very flattering 
things. And he can't deal with this, with me throwing these things in his 
face. He goes completely crazy. (Nina P, joint interview) 
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In contrast to the common idea that female interaction is 
characterized by politeness and an aversion to fighting, I found my 
female informants equally competent in this kind of activity as were 
the men: 

Even when I'm very angry, I can go around, cold, saying nothing. Or I 
can keep on fussing about something without really showing that I am 
upset about it. It drives him crazy that I don't give up. I can restrain 
myself, and I know how to handie him. I know how to hurt him. I say 
those mean things that I know are going to really get to him. The content 
of what I say varies from occasion to occasion, depending on what he is 
sensitive about just then. (lrene E, individual interview) 

According to what both the men and the women said, the types of 
arguments used by the women seemed to be more advanced and com
plex than those of the men. The women seemed to know more about 
their menthan vice versa. Knowledge a bo ut the other party, especial
ly about weaknesses and sensitivities, was considered to be valuable 
in this kind of verbal fighting. The above quoted Irene E. described 
the kind of knowledge she used as she counterattacked her husband 
during their fights: 

His image is tough, but I know that inside he is rather insecure. He had 
a pretty bad childhood. He doesn't like to open up. It took a Iong time 
before h e ... could express what he thought. H e has a complex about 
everything. He never shows his weak sides, and he is the type who believes 
that you never !et anyone elseget involved in your problems. Other people 
just want to use and hurt you. He believes that. People look for seandals 
and love it when someone else feels bad. (Irene E, individual interview) 

Vladimir E, the husband of Irene E repeatedly described his wife as 
nice but a nag who never listened to him: 

When she starts harping about something, and doesn't stop, l get real 
down. Then we have an argument. That's when I start reacting like a 
human being. She's always nagging about my drinking, even if a whole 
week goes by without a drop, or even 14 days, she just keeps nagging .... 
(Vladimir E, joint interview) 

The description of the nagging woman, who does not listen, who is 
impossible to reach with words, who attacks with violent verbal at
tacks, was a recurring theme in my informants' narratives. The 
following quotation comes from the already frequently quoted 
Fredrik P: 
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She has all her claws out and it's impossible to penetrate her arrnor or 
shield or whatever you want to call i t. Everything I sa y to her gets thrown 
back in my face. You'd think that the laws of prohability would mean I' d 
be right at least once in two years. But never once have I been right in 
what I 've said to her. l t is impossible to talk to her, and she never listens 
to what I have to say. I always get i t back - twice as bad. (Fredrik P, joint 
interview) 

The communicadon of worthlessness 

Characteristic of the utterances during the reaction phase was their 
suggestion of the speaker as "the one up" who was trying to " put 
down'' the other. In other words, the main feature of the reaction 
phase can essentially be described as the communication oj worth
/essness. 

The narratives contain many exaroples of how this was achieved. 
l have classified the utterances which are weil adapted for the com
munication of worthlessness by content as, 

- the use of weaknesses, 
- the use of embarrassing events, or 
- the use of bad traits of the other party. 

Furthermore, I have classified them according to the qua/ity oj the 
words used, such as, 

- the use of a definite utterance, 

and by the quantity of words, where 

- silence as weil as 
-a voluminous amount of words could be used. 

The use of weakness 
''H e has a complex a bo ut everything' ', on e of my female informants 
tells me. She continues, "l know how to handie him, and I say mean 
things that I know will get to him. He believes everytbing I say. If I 
say, 'God, you look terrible; I can't stand to be with you' he can run 
around an entire day worrying about his appearance" (l rene E, in
dividual interview). 

The kind of weakness exploited could, as in this example, be 
related to the perceived physical or spiritual weakness of the other 
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person. 1t can also touch upon the most central and sensitive aspects 
of the marital project, such as doseness and trust: 

I have a Iot of affection ... both that l want to give and t hat I want to get. 
But it's just not happening here .... I am rather sensitive .... I get upset 
rather easily .... It's as if I don't mean anything to him, likethat he could 
leave me any time if he weren' t so crazy about our house. Then I get sad, 
and feel like a failure, like l'm worthless. (Nina P, joint interview) 

The use oj embarrassing even/s 
The most useful events for communicating worthlessness to one's 
partner are events during which the latter behaved in away disdained 
evenbythat person. One of my female informants gave me an exam
ple of this. Nina P's narrative reveals how this can be used. 

When Nina and Fredrik met, both had good j obs, and Ii ved stab le 
lives. After they had known each other for a while, she confided in 
him that her previous Iife had been anything but settled. Her 
childhood home was a mess, and she more or less got kicked out 
when she was a teenager. She escaped at one point and Iived a 
vagrant's Iife which included some drug abuse. Eventually, her 
parents helped her rent an apartment after she had reached rock bot
tom from drugs and despair. Finally, she sought psychiatric help, 
which was the turning point in her Iife. 

Nina told Fredrik about all this while they were still very in
fatuated with each other, and he had been empathetic. She felt that 
her painful story had brought them doser to one another. Fredrik 
was later to exploit her confidences during their arguments: 

He claims he dragged me out of the slums. That's not true and it is 
disgusting ofhim to say such a thing. I can't deny it, because there's some 
truth in i t. Like using the f act t hat I told him I had used drugs over a five
month period. He takes advantage of what I said to him in the strictest 
confidence when he says that I have an aleohoJ problem now. I think that 
this is a violation of my confidence. But he uses things like that. (Nina 
P, joint interview) 

During the verbal fight, Nina' s life-history was rewritten by Fredrik. 
He betrayed her reliance. He was entrusted with the task of con
fidence that he abused when he used her past as proof of her 
wickedness. His attacks had a tremendous impact on her self
confidence. Strong feelings of guilt and self-hatred were linked with 
her youth. She was ashamed about her previous Iife, and ashamed at 
being exposed. She was ashamed at being a victim of her own desire 
to come close to someone. She derided herself for being so stupid as 
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to have thought that she could ever be worthy of someone's love and 
respect. 

The use of bad traits 
A sensitive event can be replaced by a sensitive trait that is ascribed 
to one's partner. If the partner views this trait negatively, but 
perceives him- or herself as carrier of i t, the possibility exists to com
municate worthlessness by charging that person with that bad trait. 

Ulla relates that Hans often calls her "whore" during their 
arguments. She says this makes her mad, but does not really shake 
her up, because she knows it's not true: 

There's just some things there's no point in saying, because they have no 
effect. Bu t the opposite istrue for other things. They can break you com
pletely. (Ulla A, joint interview) 

What Ulla could get most upset about was w hen Hans indicated that 
he doubted her intellectual capacity. His standard expression was: 
"As dumb in the head as you are, one would think you would be in 
a special class". In her turn, she pointed out that "there are so many 
good-Jooking guys around" and "lots of them are standing in Iine 
for me". Her most effective comment was " I don't talk to under
aged boys". Her comments encroached on her husband's maJe ego. 
He was ten years her junior. He was not pleased with his own ap
pearance, and he felt fat, inexperienced, and immature. 

The majority of couples had several terms for each other' s more 
sensitive traits. These concepts first attained their full force within 
the marital project and within the specific argument. An expression 
such as "I don't talk to under-aged boys" would be almost comical 
in another context. Classic put-downs such as " fatso", "you 
disgusting fat pig", or "you toad", refer to bodily deficiencies and 
identify the other person as unattractive and repulsive. Concepts 
such as "bum", "pimple-face", "slob", touch upon the object's 
social status. These types of comments have some potential effect 
within the framework of many marital projects. But the man who 
wantsto communicate worthlessness to his wife by calling her "you 
disgusting fat pig" is helped if his wife does not happen to beslim 
as a model. 

The use of "definite" talk 
A recurring theme in the descriptions of the argument was that it led 
to confusion since the other person " did not tell the truth". The 
spouse's belief that it was possible amidst the tangle of accusations 
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and counter-accusations to establish the truth and lies was so strong 
that the parties becarne confused when they did not succeed in doing 
so. 

A contri bu tory cause for their confusion was their u se of language 
in a way that could be designated "definite" talk. Described using 
"definite" talk, things ha p pen never or always, w hen they most pro
hably happen seldom or ojten. "Definite" talk omits everytbing 
specific, and touches upon every subject with a general sweep. 

The use oj silence and the voluminous use oj words 
Even if the arguments are described primarily as verbal activities 
with a high noise level, silence is used as a means of communicating 
worthlessness. One of the women describes an argument that Iasted 
the several days that her husband refused to talk to her: 

Right in the middle of o ur argument, he left and went to a friend's house 
and came home late. I was very upset when he came back, but he only 
said he was 'very sorry'. He had nothing more to say about i t, and then 
sa id nothing for days ... I fel t... I was just empty. I couldn't eat for ma ny 
days. I felt so bloody bad you wouldn't believe it. If you want to totally 
destroy someone, that is the way to do it. I don't understand what kind 
of person could do such a thing. (Gunilla M, individual interview) 

Thus, it is not only the quality of language that is an instrument in 
an argument, but also its quantity. Silence can be used, but so can 
voluminous talking. A common Swedish saying can be translated as 
"talking until the other person falls over". This saying depicts a per
son who by means not of skillful argumentation but rather of the 
volume of words steamrolls his or her counterpart. 

A first note on social order 

The overall purpose of my analysis so far has been to describe the 
basic structure of the marital verbal fight as it serves as the pre
history to woman battering in my informants' narrative accounts. l 
have used time as an organizing factor for the text, and related the 
structural aspects to the time factor, while describing the initial 
phase and the reaction phase of the verbal fight. 

As the spouses fight verball y, they also create basic forms of social 
organization. My description of the structure of the verbal aggressive 
act in part concerns the marital organization. To finish the descrip
tion of the verbal aggressive act, l willmake some remarks about the 
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kinds of social order in the marriage that could be the outcome of 
this kind of interaction. 

Characteristic of the utterances made during the reaction phase 
were depictions of the speaker as "the one up" who was attempting 
to "put down" the other. I used the expression "to communicate 
worthlessness" to describe this quality. Consequently, a prominent 
feature of the social process underway during the verbal fight could 
be described as an endeavor to question the status of the other per
son, and to dernate him or her to a lower ranking. The social order 
produced by this activity could be suitably described as a hierarchical 
organization of the marital project. In this process, the verbal fight 
played a constitutive role. 

My description of utterances which are weil adapted for com
municating worthlessness showed how a hierarchical social order of 
my informants' marital projects was formulated, refuted, and 
reconstituted by means of the turn taking during the reaction phase. 
In this respect, I did not find any difference between those couples 
whose basic organizational principle was complementarity, as in the 
traditional marriages, and those who sought symmetry in a quasi
egalitarian format. According to my informants' narratives, par
ticipating in an argument that results in a hierarchical social order 
where the parties are in a struggle to gain an advantage over their 
partners may apparent! y occur just as easily in a traditional marriage 
as in a quasi-egalitarian one, where responsibility is shared for the 
support of the family. 

Neither a pattern of coexistence, nor a hierarchically conducted 
social order, however, are fixed categories, but rather are relations 
which are reproduced by the regularity of particular actions. As the 
spouses interact in the opening phase of the vialent incident, they 
create a fundamental form of social order. I will return to the ques
tion of how this kind of social order evolves over time. 

The lerminatian oj the verbal aggressive act 
With few exceptions, my informants' narratives all contained 
evidence of exceptional difficulty in ending the verbal fight. The 
spouses seemed bound to the fight by numerous factors: The rhetoric 
itself bound them, since the recurring sequence of opposition
reaction contained no terminating phase. The notion of marital 
fighting as a problem-solving activity bound them, as they continued 
in their hope that the argument would end in resolution . The next 
chapter is devoted to the violent incident. Except for this means of 
terminating the verbal fight, two others were mentioned: 
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- interruption by children, neighbors, or friends, for example, a child 
demanding attention or a neighbor complaining about the noise. 
- the resignation of the woman, t hat is, if the woman indicates submis
sion, the argument can come to a stop. The majority of female infor
mants knew how to do this, but were also aware of what it did to their 
Iife project: 

Sometimes, when J've been really afraid, I've walked around like in a 
vacuum. W hen the f ear gets to be too mu ch ... then l disappear ... I get 
apathetic .. I stare, get paralyzed. But then all unpleasantness disap
pears... Everything seems meaningless. H e usually stops then... bu t 
sometimes keeps going on and on ... He gets angry if he doesn't get a 
response ... (Ruth H, individual interview) 

You know, I have sometimes been able to calm him down./ .. ./ That 
would mean that r was giving in to him and that would be the same as 
actmitting t hat l had been wrong. / .. ./ l have tri ed man y timesto say ' l et' s 
stop talking now; each of us can have an opinion', but he refuses. He 
insists on telling me how wrong l really am... (!rene E, individual 
interview) 

When l review my informants' accounts in order to discover what 
they said about stopping their arguments, it was not only what they 
said t hat captured my attention, bu t also what they d id not say. l can 
list at least five possible ways to end an argument that do not seem 
to have occurred to, or been used by, my informants: 

- he leoves 
-she leoves 
- he adopts the subordinate position 
- they switch the form of in teraction and identify a problem t hat is 

possible to so/ve 
- they admit that they are hurting one another and, by defining the 

situation as such, can stop arguing. 

My amazement at what was missing from the accounts was con
sistently greaterthan my amazement at what I d id fin d in them. The 
couples' repertory of behavior patteens in conflict situations was 
strikingly limited. My cautious conclusion is that a common trait of 
my informants' marital projects is a rigid power structure of domi
nant/subordinate positions, as weil as a tendency to refrain from tak
ing responsibility for one's own behavior during an argument and to 
b lame the other party. To arg u e that "I am doing this because my 
partner is doing that" is much more common in my informants' ac
counts than an argument such as "l am doing this because my feel
ings have been hurt". 
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When no verbal aggressive act preeectes the vialent act 
The two exceptions: 

l. The desire for revenge as pre-history oj the violen! act 
Two of my informants' accounts of the pre-history to the vialent in
cident differ from the other eighteen. These people linked no verbal 
aggression to the vialent outburst. In the first of these accounts, the 
wife, Lisa Q, describes the preJude to her marriage in the following 
w a y: 

When we firs t met, i t was True Love from the start, for both of us. We 
quickly moved in together, after on! y a few months. l thought he was real
ly affectionate, an emotional person, considerate, sensitive. All the good 
characteristics. Sometimes l was a little astounded at his temper. But l 
wasn't the target of it - I only saw it in other situations. (Lisa Q, in
dividual interview) 

In retrospect, her husband, Ismeth Q, did not view their first meeting 
and time tagether as positive. He referred to the relationship as 
something " most probably wrong from the start". As mentioned 
earlier, his view was that the marriage had taken unfortunate turns: 

I never thought she was particular ly sexy. Later, that became a problem. 
I got more and more irritated when she dressed poorly and unwomanly. 
On to p of that, she started deciding mo re and mo re, and after a w h ile, she 
was in full command over me. 'Do this, do that'. No one can tell me what 
to do like that. We argued; she pushed my sensitive buttons the whole 
time, until we finally moved apart. (lsmeth Q, individual interview) 

Lisa' s account is consistently more upbeat. She describes two young 
people who plan a Iife together, who buy a row house, and who have 
children together. The conflicts that arose were not more than she 
thought possible to handle. There were fights about money and 
especially about her husband 's work situation: 

He decided he wanted to go in to business for himself. Hestarted borrow
ing money to invest it. That turned into a conflict. l have no faith in his 
ability to manage his own business. You have to know a Iot, but he 
thought he would be able to get it off the ground with no trouble. (Lisa 
Q, individual interview) 

The conflict deepened between Lisa and Ismeth. Ismeth spent less 
and less time with his family, moved away from them, but returned. 
Finally, they decided to separate: 
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The way i t was, you can understand w hy we got a divorce. Bu t that wasn't 
the end of i t. She still insisted on deciding everything. I couldn't even de
cide how to spend time with my child. I couldn't take her home. I had to 
sit and play with her in the sandbox. It was so humiliating, that feeling 
of someone else dictating the terms of my Life. I t was like she was stick i ng 
needles in me the who le time, and w hen I as ked her w hy she did that, she 
den i ed i t. I t was horrid. Finally, I got obsessed with the idea of redressing 
these wrongs. There had to be justice. She had to be humiliated as much 
as I had been if I ever was to be free again. / .. ./ A film gave me the idea. 
A man who had been terrorized by his wife like I have, forced her outside 
naked and shamed her. So I went home to Lisa and my hate blinded me. 
I can't describe what happened. I brought a big knife along with me to 
force her to take off her clothes. (Ismeth Q, individual interview) 

Ismeth did not wholly succeed in getting his wife torunoutside nak
ed in front of the neighbors, but the situation ended in aggravated 
assault. This violent incident will be further described in a following 
chapter. 

2. Divorce as pre-history of the vialent act 
One of my informant couples accounted for their pre-history in 
terms of a painful divorce, unacceptable in the eyes of the man. This 
kind of account was most frequent in the police reports. A clear ex
ample of this kind of account is the following, taken from a police 
report. A woman summons the police to her apartment late one 
night. When the police arrive, they find a woman with a swollen face 
and kick marks on her legs. She told the following, as reported in the 
police report: 

At about 9pm last night, my ex-husband showed up here. I told him I 
didn't want to see him, but he said he wanted to see the children. They 
had just gone to bed so I asked hirn to leave and closed the door. He 
didn't leave and kept begging to come in. After a while, it got quiet bu t 
t hen I heard h im walking up and down the stairs. H e started swearing and 
screaming and kicking the wall. The neighbors came out. They were 
furious and asked him what the hell was going on. He calmed down bu t 
didn't leave. Suddenly, he rang the bell again and begged and pleaded to 
come in. So Ilet him in. That was stupid, really stupid. But I was so sick 
of everytbing and embarrassed in front of the neighbors. I thought r 
could keep him calm. He first came in quietly and sat on the sofa in the 
living room. I asked him what he wanted, and told him that he couldn't 
just come around like this. Then he got angry and said that I always had 
to be so unpleasant. Then he got up and started circling around yelling 
that I probably had another man there. He talked about a Iot of intimate 
things we h ad done. Then I noticed that he wasn't sober. r tried to get him 
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out of t here, and i t was then he started hitting me. (Woman 36, summary, 
police report) 

The man gave his version in the police record: 

l can't understand why she had to bring in the police. This is no police 
business, it is a family matter. We had a fight the other night. I was real! y 
sorry about i t, but she real! y should take part of the b lame. She can get 
real! y aggressive. We sat and talked and then she just decided to kick me 
out. She claims she has the right to, since we are divorced. Yeah, sure we 
are, but it depends on how you look at it. I mean, this is my family. She 
didn' t like it when l drank. Constantly nagging. So I don' t live with her 
anymore. But I don't dislike her and I love the kids. (Man, 41, my sum
mary, police report) 

This is a special type of discord, and the discord affects the defini
tion of the relationship, a discord that could be described in terms of 
a misunderstanding in the categorization oj the relationship - they 
are legally separated, but the legal separation has not been fol!owed 
by any psychological separation on the husband's part. 

The pre-history of the vie lent incident - a summary 

The pre-histories to the vialent incidents can be described, with two 
exceptions, as unjinished argument sequences. These argument se
quences are characterized by a verbal interplay of the conflict type, 
where the focus of the interaction is shifted from the verbal jactual 
content of the argument to the quarreling parties' social status and 
personality lraits. This takes the form of comments by the quarreling 
parties about something that is part of thejoint marital project and 
the individuallife projects. 

The central issues of the narratives of the pre-history can be con
cluded as follows: 

- A (woman or man) makes a request of B (woman or man) to 
change action (e.g. stop talking, frame talk differently). 

This request reflects a certain understanding of rights (on behalf 
of A) and obligations (on behalf of B) operating in the marital con
text of the couple in question. 

- The request is refused by B, the refusal reflects a denial of rights 
(on behalf of A) and obligations (on behalf of B). 

These two verbally exercised steps are repeated in a symmetrically 
escala ting way: request follows refusal, follows request, follows 
refusal and so on. 
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The content of speech in theset wo verbally exercised steps can be 
said to be the communication oj the other person's "worthlessness': 
Verbal interactional strategies are adopted by the parties for the pur
pose of communicating worthlessness by evoking topics that are sen
sitive to the other person, such as embarrassing events, sensitive 
traits, weaknesses. The qua/ity of the words may also make it possi
ble to communicate worthlessness by the use of "definite" talk, and 
the same applies to the quantity of the words. Total silence or a tor
rent of words can both serve a purpose in this context. 

This type of interaction creates a social order in the marriage 
which is characterized by a rigid hierarchical organization which 
contains a dominant and subordinate position, as well as the shirting 
of responsibility for one person's actions to his or her counterpart. 
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The Violent Incident in Figures 

Introduction 

In this chapter, an overview is given of the violent incident as found 
in the 141 cases of repeated violence taken from the police records 
and social welfare office files. The material is based on a review of 
available records as weil as on information conveyed orally in those 
cases where the records were found to be insufficient. The following 
sources were used: 

Police investigation records 
Crime reports 
Social welfare office files 
Conversations with social workers 

Forms of violence 

When categorizing the violent events, the police look at w hether the 
event can be considered as illegitimate or not. Police efforts are ex
pected to result in a determination ofwhether a criminal act has been 
committed, if so, how the crime should be captioned, and against 
whom there are reasonable grounds for suspecting the criminal ac
tions. In this process, establishing the kind of violence that had been 
used is essential. This determination is primarily based on informa
tion obtained during interrogations with the men. 

The social worker investigates the individual's social situation in 
general, and not the violent incident in particular. In the 29 of the 141 
cases which were known on! y to the social authorities, I was compelled 
in most cases to comp1ement my information through conversatians 
with the social worker. Des p i te these efforts, som e information is still 
lacking about these 29 cases. 

In the description ofviolence in the 141 cases, apunch is the most 
common type of act. In 124 cases, the man strikes the woman, and 
in 90ofthese cases, the blow is serious (that is, he uses his fists). In 
34 cases, h e does not strike as hardas this, bu t instead strikes or slaps 
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her with an open hand or shoves her, or pulls the woman's hair. In 
49 cases, he kicks her. Twenty-one men threatened the woman with 
some form of weapon, possibly a chair, an extension cord for the 
vacuum cleaner, or a bottle. Fourteen men went further and used 
their weapons. (Table 5:1) 

No. of cases Prop. (OJo) 

Threats 

Not present 50 36 

Minor 35 25 

Serious 47 33 

Information lacking 9 6 

Total 141 100 

Puncltes 

Not present 13 9 

Open hand 26 18 

With fi st 90 64 

Shovcs 8 6 

Information lacking 4 3 

Total 141 JOO 

Kicks 

Not present 84 60 

Present 38 26 

Serious I l 8 

In formation lacking 8 6 

Total 141 JOO 

Weapon 

Not present 88 63 

Threatened to use it 21 15 

Used it 14 JO 

Attempted choking 9 6 

Information lacking 9 6 

Total 141 JOO 

Table 5:1 Forms oj violence used by the men 
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The various categories of violence are not mutually exclusive. On the 
contrary, the most common pattern is for the men to use several dif
ferent forms of vio/ence and for serious violence to subsume milder 
forms. 

What do the 141 cases say about the frequency of this violence? 
The general tendency is for several non-reported vialent incidents to 
underlie each reported incident. (Table 5:2) 

No.of cases Prop. (OJo) 

No previous incident 2 l 

At least once 22 16 

More than one incident 55 39 

Occurs 

Often 39 27 

Regularly 19 14 

Information lacking 4 3 

Total 141 100 

Table 5:2. Frequency of violence 

Women's injuries 

What can we see from the 141 cases about the women's injuries? 
Facial injuries are reportedfor 103 women. There is reason to assume 
that in cases where no mention is made of facial injury, there was in 
fact no such injury. Such obvious and serious injuries would surely 
be noted. The most common facial injury is bruises, that is, black
and-blue marks and swellings on the face, without fractures. 

Bodily injuries were noted for 86 women; for 40 women, it was 
noted that there was no such injury, and information was lacking in 
15 cases. These figures are not as reliable as those for facial injuries. 
They are primarily based on the women's accounts, and not on 
physical examinations by physicians. With regard to serious injuries 
- fractures and others - it ought to be assumed that the figures are 
correct since such injuries generally require hospitalization. 

Sixty women exhibited or claimed to have symptoms of anxiety 
and worry. Six women said they were depressed, or appeared depressed 
to the police. Two women tried to commit suicide. (Table 5:3) 
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No. of cases Prop. (OJo) 

Facial injuries 

None 23 16 

Mediom/ minor 36 25 

Black and blue 48 34 

Fractures and other serious injuries 19 14 

Information lacking 15 Il 
Total 141 tOO 

Bodily injuries 

None 40 28 

Medium/ minor 41 29 

Black and blue 31 22 

Fractures and other serious injuries 14 lO 

Information lacking 15 Il 

Total 141 100 

Mental injuries 

Not present 27 19 

Anxiety 60 43 

Depression 6 4 

Attcmpted suicide 2 l 

Information lacking 46 33 

Total 141 JOO 

Table 5:3 Ballered women's injuries. 

The general picture of marital violence in the 141 cases can be sum
marized as follows: A man hits his wife in the face with his fist, hard 
enough to bruise her face and cause black-and-blue marks and swell
ing. The violent action described in the police report is only one in 
a series of several such incidents. 

AleohoJ and marital woman battering 

A substantial body of literature deals with the question of aleobol 
and violent interpersonal crimes. In their comprehensive review of 
the literature on alcohol and intrafamily violence, Kaufman Kantor 
and Straus summarize the findings from 15 empirical studies and in-
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clude their own (Kaufman Kantor and Straus 1990). Kaufman Kan
tor and Straus contend that there is no consensus in the literature on 
even the elementary question of whether there is a earrelation bet
ween drinking and intrafamily violence. The studies reviewed eneom
pass a range of estimates of alcohol's presence in spousal violence 
from 6% to 85o/o. However, Kaufman Kantor and Straus found many 
methodological problems in these studies. Most used descriptive or 
bivariate statistics, and therefore lacked contraJs for confaunding 
variables; same were based on clinical samples and others on more 
or less representative community samples, where a variety of 
measures for both aleohoJ and wife abuse were employed (Kaufman 
Kantor and Straus 1990 pp. 219-223). 

In their own study, Kaufman Kantor and Straus performed a 
multivariale analysis in order to study three essential factors related 
to intrafamily violence: alcohol, social class, and norms about the 
use of violence. Using survey data based on a nationally represen
tative sample of 5,159 couples, they examined three questions: (l) Do 
men who drink heavily have a high er prohability of wife beating than 
those who do not? (2) To what extent does drinking occur at the time 
of the vialent incident? (3) Are such linkages between drinking and 
wife beating found primarily among working-elass men? Their fin
dings revealed a strong !ink between aleohoJ use and physical abuse 
of wives. A leohol was invalved in about one out of four instances of 
wife abuse. Further, they found that the combination of blue-collar 
occupational status, drinking, and the approval of violence is 
associated with the highest Iikelihood of wife abuse. Men with these 
characteristics have a rate of wife abuse which is 7.8 times greater 
than the wife-abuse rate among white-collar men who drink little 
and who do not approve of slapping one's wife under any cir
cumstances (Kaufman Kantor and Straus 1990 pp. 203-224). 

In my own investigation of the link between wife battering and 
alcohol, the police reports revealed that 69 (49%) of the men and 46 
(33%) of the women were under the influence of aleohoJ at the time 
of the vialent incident. In 29 (20%) of the couples, both parties had 
been drinking. (Table 5:4) 

I consicter it difficult to draw any far-reaching conclusions about 
the degree to which aleohoJ is present during incidents of w i fe abuse 
based on my sample of police reports. lt may be reasonable to 
assume t hat the police are more Iikely to intervene if one or both par
ties are drunk. On the other hand, battered women have commented 
on their intoxicated spouses ' ability to appear sober when the police 
arrive (Reed et al. 1983). Finally, women may need to attribute the 
batterer's violence to aleohoJ as a means of comprehending the irra-
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tional and of excusing the vielent event (Dobash and Dobash 1979; 
Gelles 1974). 

Influence of alcohol Influence of alcohol among the woman 
among men 

Information No Minor Serious Total 
lack i ng 

Information lacking 9 2 l o 12 

No J 49 J l 52 

Minor 2 Il 12 J 26 

Serious 3 18 13 17 51 

Total 15 80 27 19 141 

Table 5:4 Influence of a leohol at the time of the violen/ incident. 

In order to understand the impact of aleohoJ on the vielent incident, 
I tested the correlation between the presence of alcohol and a series 
of variables such as reason for conflict, type of violence, in jury, age, 
and so on. I found a correlation between the woman's serious in
juries and the man or the woman being under the influence of 
alcohol. I here define the concept of " serious injury" as black and 
blue marks, fractures, or other serious injuries. 51 of the men were 
extremely intoxicated, and they eaused 30 of the 67 cases of serious 
facial injuries, that is, 580Jo of these men eaused serious injuries to 
their wives' faces, compared to 37% of the men who were not under 
the influence of alcohol. (Table 5:5) 

Nineteen of the women were extremely intoxicated, and they were 
the victims of 13 of the serious facial injuries, that is, 68% of the ex
tremely intoxicated women had serious facial injuries, compared to 
36% of the women not under the influence of alcohol. (Table 5:6) 

lt may be reasonable to interpret these figures as indicating that 
the presence of aleohoJ makes it more difficult for both the man and 
the woman to control the situation. She has more difficulty in pro
tecting herself, and he has more difficulty in keeping the assault 
within certain boundaries. 
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Proportion ( IIJo) of cases of serious 
injury to women within each 
group of men's aleohoJ intoxi-
cation (absolute numbers given in 
parenthesis) 

Facial (67) Bodily (45) 

Degree of man's aleohoJ intoxication (N= 141) 

Information lacking (N = 12) 25 (3) 17 (2) 

No a leohol (N= 52) 37 (19) 36 (18) 

Light ly (N = 26) 55 (15) 35 (9) 

Extremely (N = 51) 58 (30) 32 (16) 

Table 5:5 Number of women's serious injuries and men's 
degree of alcohol intoxication. 

Proportion(%) of cases of serio us 
injury to women within each 
group of their alcohol intoxication 
(absolute numbers given in paren-
thesis) 

Facial (67) Bodily (45) 

Degree of woman's aleohoJ intoxication 
(N= 141) 

Information lack i ng (N = 15) 47 (7) 20 (3) 

No alcohol (N= 80) 36 (29) 36 (29) 

Light! y (N= 27) 67 (18) 26 (7) 

Extremely (N = 19) 68 (13) 32 (6) 

Table 5:6 Number of women's serious injuries and their 
degree of alcohol intoxication 

The vielent incident in figures - a summary 

In this chapter, a brief overview was given of the vielent incident as 
found in the 141 cases of repeated violence taken from police records 
and social welfare office files. The violence mainly ranged from 
serious to medium-serious, where 490Jo of the men and 33% of the 
women were under the influence of alcohol. The woman's injuries 
proved to be more serious if she and/or the man were intoxicated at 
the time of the battering. 
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Accounts of the Vialent Incident 

Introduction 

It was just 'stop it, stop talking shit'. Like, I just didn't want to hear any 
mo re. I h ad heard enough. Bu t I never wanted to hurt her. She means too 
mu ch to me for that. The hitting is just a warning. Otherwise, I could just 
as weil take a pistol and shoot her. I know I am hard-handed. She says 
so too. But I'm nothardon purpose. I am also soft. She admits that. Bu t 
wo men are different from men. Wo men are psychologically stronger, they 
say. I just react: 'Now, dammit. You are going to keep quiet. Don't say 
another fucking word.' I don't say 'now you are going to get i t so you die'. 
It is not like that. (Vladimir E, individual interview) 

The fourth chapter revealed a remarkable concordance between the 
men's and women's narratives about the pre-history. Their narratives 
described pre-histories which had a narrow and consistent structure 
consisting of an inseparable sequence of events, each one following 
the other in chronologica1 order. The accounts of the violent in
cidents allow no such concordance. After a first reading of the men' s 
accounts, and a comparison with those of the women, it became 
clear that the accounts diverged substantially. Although the men and 
women took part in the same violent events, the men's stories 
generally revolved around a description of an incident they called "a 
fight" (Sw. "bråk"), while the women referred to what had happen
ed as "an assault" (Sw. "misshandel"). Apparently, they made dif
ferent sense of the same marital violent act. 

After a subsequent reading of the accounts, this first impression 
of divergence faded to some degree. Once Istarted to identify the dif
ferent languages being used, the descriptions became more concor
dant. Some aspects of the violent incident recurred in all narratives, 
seemingly an integral part of these incidents. The basic descriptions 
contained words locating the scene (the situation in which the 
violence occurred), indicating the agents that performed the acts (the 
man and the woman), suggesting the purpose of the violent act (w hy 
the man did what he did), and describing how he did it. 

According to this basic form, the accounts then varied depending 
on w hether the narrator was a man or a woman. The point of depar-
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ture of the men's accounts was the purpose of the action, whereas the 
women mainly described what happened when the men assaulted 
them, and the consequences of these actions for them. 

The quotation that opened this chapter was from Vladimir E. It 
was typical in its form and content of the men' s manner of narrating. 
Pablo J's description of what happened when he hit his wife is a 
more uncommon form of narration: 

I think I hit her mainly with my hands ... at first, at !east, and t hen I pro
hably a lso kicked her. I hit her in the face, in the head, for I don't know 
how Iong. You can't tellhow Iong it goes on. I mean, you're not thinking 
-you sort of go crazy/.../ I ' m not sure where I kicked her. It could have 
been on her legs, bu t a lso her arms/.../ I feel so bloody bad a bo ut this 
now. I would like to have my wife here and say to her: 'Whatever happens, 
Angela, I love you! Do you understand, I love you, Angela' [starts to 
cry]/ .. .1 She was swollen around the eyes, with a big bump over her 
eyebrow. (Pablo J, individual interview) 

To understand the principles for structuring an account of the 
violent incident, we will have to return to the previous discussion on 
the marital violent act as a questionable marital action. A marital act 
considered as questionable challenges the stability and the continuity 
of the marital world. In other words, it challenges the joint marital 
project as weil as the individuallife projects. As we listen to the infor
mants' accounts of the vi o lent incident, we are given a description of 
what it is that characterizes this incident. If we look not only at the 
content of these accounts, but also at their construction, the ac
counts enable us to understand how the informants deal with the 
conflict between their individuallife projects and the marital project, 
on the one hand, and the questionable marital action, on the other. 

Usually, we deal with challenging events in our lives by talking 
about them. In an attempt to render the events meaningful, we 
reflect on what happened, assign motives, and try to characterize the 
situation in the context of a general scheme of meaning (Kohler 
Riessman 1990). The narrative form of the accounts must be exam
ined with this in mind. The manner of narrating depicts the attempt 
to span the conflict between an action and the maritalllife projects. 

In the first quotation, Vladimir E describes his use of violence in 
terms of a desire to get his wife to stop "talking shit", and stresses 
that he did not mean to hurt her at all. In this way, he presents his 
action as something understandable, although not acceptable. Thus 
a possibility is created to span the conflict between the action and the 
marital and Iife projects. Pablo J' s manner of narrating does not of
fer the same possibility. He presents the violence against the woman 
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he loves, and lives with in a highly valued marriage, as something in
comprehensible and despicable. "You sort of go crazy", Pablo J 
says, and cries. 

l interpret my informants' agreeing to talk about the vialent act as 
an urge to make sense of what happened, as an attempt to develop 
a reasonab/e enough understanding of the vialent act. That is, an 
understanding that may bridge the conflict between vialent action 
and maritalllife projects in a reasonable enough manner. In a maJe 
perspective, a narrative form favoring words about why he acted as 
he did, served that purpose better than a form favoring words about 
how he did it. It is as though these men deem it possible for a 
reasonable enough understanding to contain a description of their 
good intentions (Vladimir E), or to involve total incomprehension 
(Pablo J). 

In the women's accounts given soon after the vialent act, I could 
trace their attempts to develop a reasonable enough understanding in 
their struggle for working at the experiences of threat to their Iife 
projects as represented by the violence. The women focused on the 
consequences of the act for them. The women talked about their fear 
of physical harm, their f ear of being mentall y or emotionally broken, 
and their attempts to proteet themselves: 

l got so scared ... I ran down to the laundry room and hid. Some weeks 
later, the same thing happened, but this time I ran out and called the 
police/ .. .1 You know, sometimes I have been able to calm him down. 
May be I just didn't want to this time/. .. / That would mean t hat I was giv
ingin to him, and that would be the same asadmitting that I had been 
w ro ng ... so, i t was not on ly to avoid tosing the fight; i t was also for my 
own self-respect. Bu t this means that I am becoming more afraid; I don't 
know what he is liable to do. Whatever I do, it really shatters me. (!rene 
E, individual interview) 

At a later point in the research process, the women's accounts changed 
and highlighted the conflict between the vialent act and the joint 
marital project. But at the beginning, the matter of their own lives 
was, not surprisingly, in focus. 

The use of a contrasting language 

In texts on woman battering, surprisingly little attention has been 
given to how the men and the women perceive and label the vialent 
events according to their gender. In other words, surprisingly few 
questions have been asked about how the women and men view the 
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kind of incidents they have been invalved in and instigated. The ma
jority of texts on woman battering deal with the concept of "batter
ing' ', as if there were a general understanding of the meaning and use 
of the concept. In my informants' narratives, this did notproveto be 
the case. 

Thirteen of my male informants had been reported to the police, 
and their acts of violence were investigated under the crime caption 
''assault' '. In the remaining cases, the local social service bureau had 
captioned the events as "assault". Only five men used the word 
''assault'' to describe the acts they had committed. Fourteen labelled 
the act as a part of a "fight"; one man calledit "harassment" (Sw. 
"trakasseri). The following description of "assault" represents a 
typical example of a male perception of the various kinds of violent 
acts: 

Assault, that's real hitting. But to call pushing an assault ... that's 
ridiculous. U the police come, you go to jail in any case. They don't even 
need any witnesses; it's enough if the woman says that that's what hap
pened. It's really horrible to call shoving an assault. I think most people 
would agree with me. If someone says: He beat me, then I think of real 
hitting, the worst stuff. Otherwise it's quarreling or fighting. People can 
get mean, and you may have to defend yourself. Most times, i t' s enough 
to draw the Iine, but you may have to strike out. Hell, the way people 
carry on ... do you have to take that? ... lf you do, you'd end up like a 
bloody puppy-dog / .. ./ But it's not OK to keep slugging away after the 
other person has given up ... some people would just keep on going, 
wouldn't even stop kicking. God damn! Now that's a real assault, and 
that's bad! Those types ought to be put away! (Vladimir E, individual in
terview) 

The men classified the violent acts according to the seriousness of 
the violent attack as weil as to the degree of redprocity between vie
lim and attacker. When a violent act was described as an assault by 
the men, serious violence had been committed and the attacker was 
clearly dominant in relation to his victim, and was thus in control of 
the situation. 

Only five menused the word "assault" to describe the act they had 
committed. One man called his violent activity "harassment", a 
principally verbal aggressive act characterized by less serious 
physical violence. Fourteen of the men la belled the incident ''a 
fight", a reciprocal activity with no clear distinction between "at
tacker'' and ''victim' '. Vladimir, in the example given above, explained 
how he viewed the difference between "assault" and "fight". He 
labelled what he had participated in as a "fight": 
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We have fights, sure. When she starts harping about something and 
doesn't stop, l get real down. T hen we have an argument/ . ./ First comes 
the screaming, back and forth, then maybe some plants go flying ... but l 
don't can this assault. There was no hitting with fists or in the face ... lt 
was more like this ... [acts out slaps and shoves]. l t was just a reac
tion ... you start shoving ... react like a human being/. ../ Maybe sometimes 
you spit in her face. (Vladimir E, individual interview) 

In Vladimir's narrative, his emphasizing of his wife's "harping", as 
weil as the "screaming back and forth" is an essential factor in his 
Iabeling of his violent actions as part of a "fight". Below is his wife 
lngela's description of what he calls "fights": 

The first time h e hit me ... yeah, i t was w hen I was pregnant. Bu t t hen h e 
hit me carefully, because he was also real af raid of hurting me while I was 
pregnant. It was mostly what you'd call smacks. Like shoves and slaps. 
Then, after our daughter was born, it got worse. But he never keeps on 
hitting me after l 'm down on the floor, like you read about. So maybe its 
not battering after all ... But it is battering if you get hit so much that you 
are completely broken ... terrified. (l rene E, individual interview) 

According to my female informants, the primary feature of assault 
is the man's clear position of dominance in relation to the woman. 
In those cases where the man's dominance was not obvious, but in
stead where some form of redprocity prevailed, a violent act could 
nevertheless be characterized as assault, if the wo man was ''broken'' 
by the violen t act. It was the effect, more than the brutality of what 
was done, as weil as the degree of redprocity between victim and at
tacker, that determined the female categorization of the violent act. 
The concept of effect here refers to how much the violence has af
fected the woman. In the words of the woman above, the crucial fac
tor is whether or not she had been mentaily or physicaily "broken" 
(Sw. "knäckt") by the violence. 

The concept of effect was related to the seriousness of the violence 
in such away that the risk of the woman being "broken" was greater 
if the violence was serious than if it was minor. According to the 
women, however, there was no simple correlation here. Even minor 
violence might have disastrous consequences for a woman. The 
foilowing description represents a typical example of a female 
perception of "assault", focusing on the crucial concept of being 
"mentaily broken" (Sw. "själsligt knäckt"): 

He has a particular way of screaming, Iong and loud. He doesn't stop, 
just keeps at it for hours on end. I get so scared and can't tell what he's 
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going to do. I try to avoid i t in every way I possibly can. If I raise my voice, 
I just get more back. Same if I lower my voice and slip away. He usually 
says that my ways of avoiding fights all lead to more fighting./ .. .1 He 
twists my nipples, he hits me in the face so t hat my glasses fly off and then 
I can't see anything. And the mean things he says shows his contempt: 
' ... You disgust me, you bitch ... now you are really going to get i t...' That 
really gels to me, breaks me, not only physically, but also emotionally. 
(Kristina L, individual interview) 

Only one woman used the word "fight" to describe the actual 
violent act, whereas the rest of the women labelled the violence they 
bad been subjected to as "assaults". 

Of all the vielent acts that occur in marriages, the form of violence 
designated as assault is the most difficult to integrate into marital 
Ii fe. The concept of " integration" is used here to describe the process 
of continuing a marital relationship with violence as a component. 
The idea is not the acceptance of the violence, but rather the ability 
to remain in a relationship where such violent incidents have occurred 
and do occur. 

"Assault" is the form of violence where the attacker exploits his 
dominant position in order to place the victim in an even more 
vulnerable position by eausing fear, pain, and injury. It is the type of 
act that is in greatest contrast to that which is hoped for in terms of 
the love and care associated with marriage, according to the idea of 
"romantic love" as the base of marital Iife. To integrate a "fight" is 
much less of a problem. A "fight" is not as morally reprehensible as 
an "assault", since the responsibility for the incident is shared . The 
principle finding hereisthat the majority of women describe actions 
which are very di fficul t to integrate into a marriage, whereas the men 
see themselves as having committed acts less difficult to integrate. 
The men's designatians for the acts reveal their perception of them 
as being compatible with marital Iife. The women's designations in
dicate the opposite. 

Men talk about the vielent incident: A controlied act 

In the literature, the violent act has usually been described as an im
pulsive act that occurs because the man Joses contro l and is overcome 
by his aggressive impulses (Schultz 1960; Snell, Rosenwald and 
Robey 1964; Faulk 1974; Cullberg 1984; Gondolf 1985; Hornberger 
and Hastings 1986). An act of that kind, that exists beyond the 
realms of consciousness, is not easy to give an account of. Therefore, 
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I had expected my maJe informants to have difficulty in describing 
the violent events. 

Du ring the initial round of interviews, this expectation was fulfilled. 
When I asked the men to describe what had happened during the 
violent incident itself, the typical response was "and thenitjust went 
blank and I did not come to before I heard her screaming" or "I just 
blacked-ou t, and then she was on the floor bleeding". Such accounts 
triggered an image of men committing their violent acts in a state of 
total amnesia. 

During the subsequent interviews, J decided to attempt to map out 
what had happened step-by-step. I sometimes confronted the men 
with their accounts of the violent act (for more about this 
methodological approach, see chapter 3). This approach proved 
quite useful. The accounts then changed character, as the violent act 
was presented as a conscious, controlied act, with clear rules as to the 
degree of violence permissible and an awareness of when these rules 
had been transgressed. 

It went too far the last time. Previously ... yeah, I kicked her on the shoul
der, I kicked her another time too. Since then, I haven' t beaten her. But 
this time I obviously went too far. It seems I just stood there and beat on 
her./ .. ./ I must have grabbed her by the throat and banged her head 
against the wall. They jound strangle marks on her throat, bu t I have no 
memory of it. It's awful when she tells what happened. She thought her 
time had come. I h ad had quite a Iot to drink and was undoubtedly rather 
smashed. Not until afterwards when Isat in jail did I find out what hap
pened. I was shocked . (Hans A, individual interview) 

When Hans A in this quotation describes actions which he claims 
constituted a violation of the rules ("It went too far the last time"), 
his language becomes vague. In his presentation, there is a certain 
degree of uncertainty as to w hether the act's perpetrator and the nar
rative first-person is the same person. This separation of the nar
rative first-person and the subject of the act is typical for the 
rhetorical form, which is often adopted by the men w hen discussing 
the violent events. 

Hans describes how he almost violated the rule that marital 
violence against women may not be Jethal or cause serious injuries. 
During the incident in question, he had "had quite a Iot to drink and 
was undoubtedly rather smashed". The significance of aleohoJ on 
one's ability to abide by this rule was recounted by all of the infor
mants. In the six cases where serious violence occurred, four of the 
men were under the influence of aicohol; in the eleven cases of semi
serious violence, five of the men had been drinking; as ha d on e of the 
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men in the three cases of minor violence. 
The men gave three reasons for why they used violence: 

- they used violence to put an end to the verbal fight 

- they used violence as part of the verbal fight. 

- they used violence as a reaction to earlier events in the marriage. 

"It was just stop it, stop talking shit" 

In the quotation from the interview with Vladimir E that opened this 
chapter, he claimed to have hit his wife because he "just didn't want 
to hear any more". He "had heard enough", and wanted to stop her 
from " talking shit". Ten of the men made similar statements. They 
described how they used violence in order to putan end to the verbal 
fight, to prevent their wives' further rantings. In the following quota
tion, Per B describes how he used violence to prevent his wife Sonja 
from hurting their child: 

It would be wrong to say that we often fight. But when it happens, it's 
always the same thing/ .. .1 Sonja can go around and work herself up 
about anything. It doesn't need to be about me, it can be about totally 
different things. So when she has been drinking ... she gets all wound up 
and all her aggressions come out. It usually stops with her leaving and 
walking around to calm down. When she comes back, she says she' s go
ing to move out, and that she's taking the baby with her. I couldn' t let 
that happen . I have to stop it, physically so to speak. That's when she 
jumps at me and starts fighting. It's atthat point that l sometimes hit her 
to get her to calm down. (Per B individual interview) 

In the following quotation, Refa D describes how he used violence to 
prevent his wife Fathima from hurting herself: 

lP: She's always sad. I try to help her. I call her three times a day, and 
when I come home, I always try to tell her how good dinner is. But she 
is so very homesick, and she is sad she doesn't have a good job. Soon 
she'll be unemployed again, after having had a temporary job for six 
months. Next month, she' l! be unemployed / .. ./ Then we' l! start fighting 
again ... w hen we fought the last time she was so sad, she went to the 
police and reported me. 
I: Had you hit her then? 
lP: N ah, not hit her. But she thinks I have beaten her ... she gets nervous 
and says real! y mean things. T hen w hen I want to stop her. ... she als o 
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tears at herself when she gets nervous. She is very nervous and seralehes 
herself. She has also hit herself. 
1: She's hit herself? 
lP: Yeah, she' s donethat also. I was in jail for a week. And she cried the 
whole time. But then in the courtroom, she said she wasn't mad at me. 
She said she cares about me./. . .l W hen she gets t hat upset ... last time she 
ran out... l was forced to stop her ... l was scared she was going to hurt 
hersel f. 

A common conception about wife battering is that the man has dif
ficulty expressing himself verbally, and therefore starts throwing 
punches when the words fail him. What the ten men who claimed to 
have used violence in order to putan end to a verbal fight were saying 
was doser to the opposite: They use their fists because they did not 
want to hear any more words, not because they had run out of them. 
Stopping another human being by means of physical violence is a 
well-tried, effective, and not very sophisticated means of enforcing 
silence: 

It's when she' s been drinking and gets aggressive that I hit her, 'coz that's 
the only way I can get her to keep quiet/ .. .1 One midsummer, we had a 
beauty of a fight, and Nina got more and more aggressive. I had tried to 
stop her, even our friends tried to stop her. But she wouldn't ease up. She 
yelled and shouted, but then w hen she pulled my hair and scratched me, 
that was the limit. I threw her out and gave her a good beating/ .. .1 
Somelimes I get a little high from on e glass of wine and I hit her, bu t not 
always. And I have always known what I was doing. Mostly I have just 
hit her with an open hand, a few times with a fist. But I have never used 
any weapon or kicked her. She only understands when I beat it into her. 
That's the only way she understands that she has done something wrong 
and that she can't keep doing it/ .. .1 After I've hit her, then she runs to 
the neighbors and screams and shouts that she has been heaten and 
reports me to the police. The laws in this society allow a woman to act an y 
way and say anything. When the man reacts, then it becomes illegal/ .. ./ 
The only thing I want is a little peace and quiet and to be able to talk 
things over without her claws coming out and her throwing back 
everytbing I've said to her in my face, only twice as hard. (Fredrik P, 
individual interview) 

In this quotation, Fredrik argues in away typical of the accounts of 
the violent incident as being airned at stopping the woman in some 
way. He regards his action as morally acceptable in that Nina's 
behavior had been indefensible and had to be stopped. In this way, 
the violent incident is portrayed as a joint enterprise. Fredrik further 
supports his way of reasoning by referring to the f act t hat his percep-
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tion of her needing to be stopped was shared by many, and that all 
alternative methods of dealing with the situation short of violence 
had already been exhausted. lmplied in this way of accounting for 
the violent incident, is the apprehension that in a situation like this 
Fredrik's efforts to gain control are not only defensible, but called 
for. 

Fredrik's account differs in one important way from the others 
where men describe stopping their women with violence: He does not 
condemn his action . The majority of men, regardless of the reason 
for their use of violence, denounce the use of violence per se, as seen 
in the quotation below from Hans: 

It's awful to think about. I must have hit her hard, with my fist. I think 
she end ed up with a concussion. That must have happened when I banged 
her head against the wall. lt's awful, oh God! (Hans A, individual 
interview) 

As a well-tried means for enforcing the subordination of others, the 
use of violence offered these men the best option for achieving what 
they wanted. They "didn't want to hear any more". They "had heard 
enough". And they beat their wives into silence. 

"lt escalates and tums in to bigger and bigger fights" 

Eight of the men allude to a blurry transition from the verbal fight 
into the violent incident. As the verbal aggression escalates, the 
physical violence begins. Kristina L. describes how such a violent in
cident evolves: 

He twists my nipples, he hits me in the face so that my glasses fly off and 
then I can't see anything. And he shows his contempt through the mea!l 
things he says: ' ... You disgust me, you bitch ... now you are really going to 
get it...' (Kristina L, individual interview) 

In order to understand the function of violence in these cases, we 
need to recapitulate what the verbal aggressive act looks like: 

- the interaction follows a stereotypical pattern of attack and 
counterattack. 

- the communicational sequence accelerates, so that one complaint is 
met with a still more serious counter complaint, one insult is met wit h a 
still worse insult. 
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- at the center of interest are the actors themselves. Both partners strive 
to gain an advantage over the other, not by attempting to o utelass or sur
pass the other, and thereby using their own merits to assure themselves 
of first place, but rather to gain the advantage by belittling their 
counterpart. 

The strategy in the verbal fight phase of "belittling" the other party 
and of "communicating worthlessness", entails a series of attempts 
to cause narcissistic harm through verbal attacks. When the man 
uses physical violence as part of a verbal fight, he uses violence as an 
additional means for attairring this goal. He hopes to get the woman 
to act differently, namely, to do what he wants, and he hopes to 
prevent his loss of the initiative in the discussion. Carl-Magnus L, 
the husband of the above quoted Kristina, describes this as follows: 

She is capable of risking everything for the sake of a completely crazy 
discussion. She backs herself into a corner and then tries to defend the 
most absurd position. In an effort to put me down, she can shut herself 
off, like in a daze. Then there is no more any contact, nothing to work 
out, all promises forgotten. Or she can respond to everything with totally 
irrelevant associations, so that only an absurd discussion can result. In 
this way, l can never get or keep the upperhand. lt's on/y an illusion that 
we discuss what l bring up. In rea/ity, she controts the who/e discussion. 
This type of dishonesty builds an enormous amount of pressure inside of 
me, so it grows, and Jeads to bigger and bigger fights. Sometimes we go 
on like that for three-four hours. (Carl-Magnus L, initial individual 
interview) 

What Carl-Magnus is attempting to do here is not to put an end to 
the verbal fight, but rather to continue it in another form. He wants 
to interrupt the symmetrically escalating interaction and replace it 
with a complementary one, with him in the position of control. The 
men who used violence in order to put an end to a verbal fight 
basically bad the same goal of replacing the symmetrieaU y escalating 
interaction with a complementary interplay with them in the domi
nant and the women in the subordinate position, but for the 
simultaneous purpose of ending the verbal fight. 

As already stated, the use of violence is a well-tried means for en
forcing the subordination of others. It is not only effective at stop
ping another human being, and preventing her from certain actions, 
it is also a very effective means of eausing narcissistic harm. (About 
battered women's low self-esteem, see further Walker 1979; Pagelow 
1981; Araldsen and Ciasen 1983; Christensen 1984). Ulla expresses 
this as follows: 
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If he had loved me enough, he wouldn't have done this. You start feeling 
so worthless. I think it's that that gets me thinking, 'Ah, l can't go to the 
store with a black eye'. Others will start saying to themselves, 'Ah, he 
can't love you.' That's how you think. That's why you don't want to Jet 
anybody know about what happened. (Ulla A, individual interview) 

A violent act that is a component of a verbal fight has no end in the 
way that a violent act constituting the end of an argument does. 
Subsequently, the violence in the verbal fight is frequently very 
serious. None of the eight cases where the men claimed to have 
resorted to violence as part of a verbal fight have involved minor 
violence. The violence was very serious in one case, serious in two, 
and semi-serious in five cases. "He stops when he's totally ex
hausted, or he asks me to get out of there because he's afraid of los
ing controland hitting me too much", Kristina comments about how 
the violent act stops. 

Pablo J, who was quoted earlier in this chapter, was responsible for 
one of the cases of serious violence. He describes below the context 
in which this violence took place: 

When l got home that day, I starled fighting with my wife. It happens 
that she lies to me. She does it rather often, even if there's no reason to. 
We have tried to talk this through because it's a big problem for me. But 
it doesn't work. When I have been drinking, a ll this comes back to me. 
And then .. . I know that I have messed tills up ... She lied to me something 
terrible ... I mistrust her about everything ... I have got to make her tell me 
the truth ... I get so upset.. . l couldn't stand all the lies. (Pablo J, in
dividual interview) 

Pablo has one way of viewing the subject they are discussing, his wife 
Angela has another. At the time of the above quoted situation, they 
were short of money. She could not find any particular explanation 
for this - they simply had used more money than they could afford. 
He had a plausible explanation, however: she had supported her 
relatives, something that he had forbidden her to do. She maintained 
her position; he perceived it as a denial, as a lie. 

Like Carl-Magnus in the previous quotation, Pablo did not use 
violence as an attempt to put an end to the verbal fight, but rather 
to force it to continue in an other form. Pablo wants his wife to start 
"telling the truth", and then he will stop hitting her and attacking 
her verball y. H e never attains his goal. W hen morning comes, he falls 
asleep from total exhaustion. His wife Angela leaves the apartment 
and takes the children to their day-care center, where the staff calls 
an ambulance. 
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"I wanted to do something just as horrid as she had done" 

In t wo cases, the vialent incident was not preceded by a verbal fight. 
In both cases, the marriage was in the process of breaking up. In 
Katrin and Hector C's case, minor violence occurred when he came 
to meet his daughter. The most serious incident occurred just prior 
to my contact. Hector had waited for Katrin in the subway, and w hen 
she arrived, he attacked her from behind, hitting her in the face and 
dragging her by the hair towards their previously shared apartment. 
During the telephone conversatian I have with Hector, he explains 
that he was exploding with rage. He wanted to show Katrin and the 
world that she "couldn't treat me like dirt". 

In the previous chapter, I described the pre-history of on e of t hese 
cases, that of Lisa and Ismeth Q' s earlier maritallife. One Saturday 
afternoon, Ismeth came to call on his daughter. Lisa was serving him 
coffee when it happened: 

I had gotten the idea from a movie. I t was about a man, a respected cor
porate executive, who was constantly terrorized by his wife. Finally, he 
couldn't take it any more. He forced her to go outside naked, so people 
could see her and be shamed in front of everyone/ .. .1 When I got to 
Lisa' s, I can't explain how filled with hate I was. If you haven't fel t like 
this, you can't understand. I had a big knife with me. I never intended to 
use i t, bu t I needed i t to threaten her/ .. ./ At first everytbing went weil. I 
forced her to take off her clothes. But then notbing went the way it was 
s upposed to. I couldn't get her out of the house. She didn't say anything, 
she just didn't move. I didn't know what to do. I thought l wanted to do 
something just as horrid as she had don e ... I intended to screw her ... I got 
her down on the floor by threatening her with the knife ... we had some 
sort of sex ... [voice got weaker and weaker ] ... the worst thing isthat An-
na was in the kitchen and watched everything ... (Ismeth Q, individual in-
terview) 

Lisa recounts the same incident in the following way: 

We drank coffee. Suddenly, he gets up, goes out, and w hen he comes back 
he's carrying a big knife in his hand. He heJd it up to my face and 
threatened to kilt me. I remember thinkjng I had to get help and l tried 
to get out in the hall. He came after me ... he grabbedat my clothes ... and 
pull ed my h air. .. shoved me. I was bruised all over ... the whole time the 
knife ... he didn't say so much ... He [sniffles] forced me to take off all 
my clothes ... then he pulled down his pants and pushed me down so I 
wo u l d suck h im [ cries] / .. ./ I don't know for how Iong ... Then h e forced 
me to lean forward, forced himselfinta me from behind ... the whole time 
he had the knife against my leg. It was horrible/ .. ./ If you haven't been 
through something like that, you can't understand. I think I was totally 
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stiff, like cold. I thought he was going to kill me. And the whole time I 
could see Anna standing in the kitchen. I think she went and h id ... Sud
denly he stopped and said something like 'now I've gotten what I need
ed'. Then he pulled up his pants and left. (Lisa Q, individual interview) 

lsmeth did not attain his principal goal. He did not force her to 
disgrace herself in front of the neighbors. He degraded her in his 
presence and part of the degradation was witnessed by their 
daughter. He did not achieve the feeling of redress that he sought. lt 
was not even a matter of course anymore that she was the degraded 
person, and not himself. Shortly after, he was convicted of ag
gravated rape and assault in two cases. 

Lisa and lsmeth, were the only couple who told about sexual at
tacks in connection with the battering. My material provides no 
evidence which would support the findings from other studies that 
woman battering is not infrequently accompanied by sexual abuse 
(Lundgren 1985). On the other hand, my material provides no 
evidence which would refute these findings, either. 

Women tell about the violent incident: An act with 
severe consequences 

My female informants' accounts deal foremost with what the men 
had done to them and what the consequences of these actions were. 
The women talk about events that were extremely physically painful 
for them, without ever explicitly talking about pain. Pain is ubiq
uitous in their accounts, but it is never named. This absence of pain 
amazed me. I think it is worth reflecting on. 

"Physical pain has no voice", Scarry states in her comprehensive 
theoretical work, The Body in Pain (1985). When one listens to an ac
count of another person's physical pain, the events happen within 
the interior of that person' s body. Thus, w hen a person speaks about 
his or her "own physical pain" and about "another person's physical 
pain'', these ma y seem to be two wholly distinct orders of events. 
Whatever it is that pain achieves, i t achieves i t in part through the im
possibility of sharing it, and it ensures this unshared nature through 
its resistance to language (Scarry 1985). The impossibility of sharing 
this experience with another human being reflects a Jinguistic defi
ciency, according to Scarry, who quotes Virginia Woolf: "English", 
Woolf writes, "which can express the thoughts of Hamlet and the 
tragedy of Lear has no words for the shiver or the headache ... The 
merest schoolgirl when she falls in love has Shakespeare or Keats to 
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speak her mind for her, but leta sufferer try to describe a pain in his 
head to a doctor and language at once runs dry" (Woolf 1967 in 
Scarry 1985). 

True for the headache, Woolf's account is even more dramatically 
true for the severe and prolonged pain that may accompany the 
violence a woman is subjected to by her husband. 

Moreover, it was difficult but still possible for my female infor
mants to find some verbalexpression for thefear for what their men 
had done to them, and how they had tried to escape the violence: 

He came home late that night and startcd fighting ... I think it was 
because I had reported hi m to the police for assault a few weeks earlier .. . 
He said that that had been really stupid, that the children would end up 
in the middle, if I stoppcd them from living a normal family Iife. But I 
can't remember too weil. It's always likethat when he hits me a Iot/.../ 
H e hit me in the face with his fists ... h e kicked me all over my body. I was 
bleeding a Iot and I was crying and begged him to stop, 'stop, stop'. 
After a while, he stopped and I wcnt into the bathroom to wash up. He 
ca me in t here and tri ed to hit me with his fists. I remember t hat blood got 
splattered on the wall, because when he finally finished, he told me to 
clean up in the bathroom. Then he went in there and wiped it up himself. 
After that , he left the apartment and was gone for about an hour/ .. .1 
W hen h e ca me ho me aga in, h e h ad a friend with h im. They sat and drank 
in the kitchen. When his friend left, he started accusing me of having 
destroyed ou r family Iife and started hitting me again. I got really scared 
'coz he didn't usually hit me this much. I tried to go out in the hall. The 
children woke up and staned crying. That's what got him to calm 
down/.../ l trunk it was morning by then, since he said we were all going 
to go to the police and report what happened. H e couldn't take it any 
more. We started getting dresscd. Then when we were ready he changed 
his mind. So he hit me again ... and then he went and laid down. He must 
have been tired, because he fe l! asleep. I left with the children and went 
to the day-care center. I got help there. (Angela J, individual interview) 

The women described the violen t incident often in terms of a specific 
referential content, that of their individual Iife projects. They talked 
about the men' s violence and then about how it had eaused fear and 
depression in their lives: 

He got so mad. First he started harping about something. Then I 
answered him back a little ... then he hit me ... beat me good ... I was one 
big bruise. I was bleeding, and I had black and blue marks / .. ./ It's so 
awful. I got so upset and sad. Why does he do this to me? (Sonja B, in
dividual interview) 

He never kicks me. He only hits me with his hands. Against my head. 
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Wherever. It's difficult remembering everything, for when it happens, I 
get so nervous. I get so afraid/ .. .1 I am very sad, very pessimistic. I am 
so disappointed, because everything has turned out the opposite of what 
I had hoped for. When I was little .. . you know, I dreamed. Those type of 
dreams you ng g iris dream/ .. ./ I was very good. I was one girl am o ng six 
brothers. I was always happy, and I had every chance. But it turned out 
the opposite of what I had dreamed about. Had I known then what I 
know now, I would never have moved in with him. I have lost everything 
because of him .... 

I feel real bad sometimes. I was real good this morning, but then in the 
afternoon, I felt like I was going to faint. I don't know what happens, I 
get so dizzy. It's hard. This type of thing makes you sad. I who have 
a lways been so strong, gone around, made people look at me. Now I can't 
cope with anything. l have been through every type of examination, but 
they don't find anything wrong with me. I feellike I am going to die. I 
dream about dying. It hurts so bad. (Fathima D, individual interview) 

Having different perceptions of the purpose of the violent act 

The difference between the men's and the women's way of recount
ing what happened makes the concept of "purpose" crucial for 
understanding how the man and the woman make sense of the 
vielent incident. But it is also crucial for understanding the type of 
marriage the vielent marriage has evolved into. 

Despite the fact that the man and the woman are actors on the 
same stage and are part of an incident that they by and !arge describe 
in similar ways - a pre-history, the course of the event, the role of 
aleobol - the experience of the act leads to at !east two different 
perceptions of the purpose of i t. Two different understandings of the 
act also result. 

The man identifies his own purpose as that of influencing the 
woman, since it is necessary for him to prevent her from injuring 
herself or someone else or to get her to act differently. Based on her 
perspective of the consequences of his violence on her Iife, she iden
tifies his purpose as that of wanting to harm her. She can describe 
the situation in which the purpose applies, and she can describe how 
i t happened. Bu t in the perspective of their joint marital project, she 
is unable to understand it. 

By citing the purpose of his own action as that of influencing the 
woman, the man, on the other hand, makes his action comprehensi
ble to himself. These divergent perceptions of the man's purpose are 
reflected in the differences in the terminology that I have discussed 
above, w here the man prefers to talk about ''fights'' and to stress the 
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redprocity in the action, and where the woman talks about 
"assaults" and emphasizes the one-sidedness of the action. 

If we continue this discussion about the divergent perceptions of 
the man's intentions, the issue arises as to what type ojresponsibility 
the man and the woman consicter appropriate in relation to the man's 
use of violence. 

As I have noted earlier, in daily Iife, we often view our feelings as 
reactions which result from provocation. We use expressions such as 
"you make me mad" or "I think that it is her boss's dissatisfaction 
with her that has made her so desperate". When we make such 
statements, we also make the judgement that it is the object of our 
anger and not we ourselves that are responsible for our anger. With 
this type of argumentation, an extreme position as to responsibility 
for one's own actions is to focus on the condition in which an in
dividual (A) finds herself, and to hold the person (B) who eaused her 
to be in such a condition responsible for all ensuing events. 

The opposite extreme position focuses on the condition an in
dividual (B) has placed another person (A) in, and where the in
dividual (B) who placed the other person in that condition takes 
responsibility for the other person' s reaction. In accordance with this 
way of allocating responsibility, A can act in such a way that makes 
B sad or upset. When B expresses these feelings, A becomes sad and 
upset, which in turn eauses B to apologize for hurting and upsetting 
A. Here, B puts the blame on herself. 

Both of these extreme interpretations of the allocation of respon
sibility when individuals act in an interplay situation make it im
possible for the parties to see the purposes of their actions in relation 
to one another. Furthermore, if they are unable to do this, they will 
also have difficulty in dealing with conflicts. 

In a conflict between two individuals, the focus is on the difference 
between them: He wants one thing and she another. This difference 
creates a chasm between them. In order to be ab le to bridge this gap, 
they have to become more alike in terms of the closeness, which 
means coming out of themselves for a moment, without this imply
ing a denial or an attempt to obliterate the boundary between them 
as individuals. 

If one or both parties in a conflict adopt one of the extreme posi
tions outlined above, the conflict will cease to be about differences. 
In the one extreme position, the parties suddenly find themselves in 
a situation where i t is a question of ending the painful situation they 
find themselves in, by holding one of the parties responsible. In the 
other extreme position, it is a matter of, at all costs, campensating 
the other for the situation she/he was in. Human beings have the 



118 WOMAN BATIERING 

tendency to adopt one or the other of these two extreme positions. 
Some behave like externa! creditors, constantly placing demands on 
others and constantly seeking someone to take the responsibility. 
Others are like permanent debtors and behave as if they were burdened 
down by eonstant guilt or by continually negleeting their duty. These 
individuals are always seeking something they ought to have taken 
responsibility for Iong ago. 

The men's accounts reveal an aptitude for adopting the extreme 
position that allows others, in these cases their wives, to take respon
sibility for the painful condition they are in as weil as for the actions 
they committed in order to put a stop to this condition. From the 
women's accounts about the violent incident, it is difficult to deter
mine their stance on the issue of responsibility. Their accounts are 
future-oriented and focus on descriptions of the consequences of the 
incidents, and not on who has responsibility for the emergence of the 
situation. Nevertheless, I will return to the question of the women's 
propensity to take responsibility, when the sequel of the violent act 
is discussed in the next chapter. In some types of accounts 
originating from the sequel of the violent incident, the woman and 
the man quite clearly make ajoint project out of exculpating the man 
from the responsibility for his actions. 

Does the man achieve his purpose? The informants' accounts in
dicate both affirmative and negative answers to this question. Affir
mative, because the interplay in the current violent situation is 
altered to the advantage of the man, where he can retain the domi
nant position and controlover the situation by means of relegating 
the woman to the subordinate position. Negative, because his 
violence reinforces the form of interplay that constitutes the pre
history that he considered unbearable. Negative also because by 
committing a questionable marital action, he places himself in a 
vulnerable position. The consequences of this is the topic of the next 
chapter. 

A seeond note on social order 

Here, it should be borne in mind that a prominent feature of the 
social process underway during the pre-history referred to as a "ver
bal fight", was described as "the endeavor to question the status of 
the other person, and to demote him or her to a lower ranking". The 
social order produced by this activity could be suitably described as 
a hierarchical organization of the marital project. 

The central issue of the narratives of the pre-history, can be con-
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cluded as A making a request of B to change action, a request reflect
ing a certain understanding of rights on behalf of A, and obligations 
on behalf of B. When B refuses the request, this refusal reflects a 
denial of A's rights and B's obligations. This issue of requests and 
refusals is strongly associated with a dispute over rights and obliga
tions reflecting a certain understanding of the participants' social 
status, or rather a conjlict around this understanding: both parties 
make claims on the dominant position. 

Laoking more closely at this understanding one might conclude 
that rightsin my informants' view are exclusively connected to the 
position of dominance, while obligations are exclusively connected 
to subordination. What is conspicuous by its absence are the other 
two conceivable combinations: the one where a superior position im
plies certain obligations, and the other where a subordinate position 
brings certain rights to its possessor. 

The hierarchical social order of my informants' marital projects 
never seemed to be called inta question, in spite of all the dissatisfac
tion expressed. On the contrary, the repeated efforts to question the 
status of the other person seemed to reinforce the hierarchical order. 
The defense of rights and the struggle for status then set the stage for 
the man's physical vialent action. The man's vialent actions were 
found when the sequence of verbal aggressive speech acts led in a 
direction where l) speech needed to be stopped, according to his 
judgement 2) speech was emphasized or strengthened by the vialent 
action. 

How distant is the idea of "romantic love" here, how inaccessible 
the intense wishes for reconciliation and belongingness. How easy to 
be successful in endeavors of stopping another person by use of 
vialent means. How easy to be successful in efforts to emphasize a 
certain social status by the use of physical violence, how reinforcing 
for a hierarchical social order. What an absolute failure when it 
comes to the gaining of another person's love, when it comes to the 
gaining of understanding for one's needs and efforts. 

The importance of previous experience of violence 

My informants revealed quite varied experiences of violence in their 
childhood homes. Four of the men and five of the women described 
themselves as having been "spoiled" during their childhood. This 
conversatian in a jo in t interview with Victor (V) and Maria F. (M) re
counts Victor's upbringing: 
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M: Yeah, he was really spoiled. Hetold me how if it was raining outside, 
his mother kept him home from school. Isn't that right Victor? Your 
mother told me herself. 
V: Yeah, yeah [ laughs] . They would do anything for me. 

Four of the men and three of the women had been seriously battered 
as children. Two men and three women described their childhood as 
" unsettled", "violent". They grew up in families where the father 
had been an alcoholic. They had been hit without calling it battering, 
and some of them had seen their mothers beaten. Four men and four 
women claimed to have had a "tough" background, characterized by 
a lack of money and a "rigid" father. Six of the men and five of the 
women described their childhood as "normal", "not special in any 
sense", and where violence consisted of "the occasional spanking". 

To my question about the significance of their earlier experiences 
of violence for what was happening now, the "spoiled" women all 
replied that they could never have d reamed t hat they would have been 
beaten, and that this is why they became so afraid, so upset, and so 
condemning: 

I was never hit at home, not as much as a slap from my parents. I think 
that that's why I react so strongly. The way l was brought up, you could 
get angry, but not hit. It just wasn't done. I think it is so wrong. (l rene 
E, joint interview) 

The "spoiled" men liked having been cherished as children, and 
would like this to continue: 

l waited for a Iong time to get married ... I had my ideals ... I was Jooking 
for something like what I was used to at home. My father came home to 
dinner on the table and all that. Then when I started getting to the age 
that I could imagine getting married ... i t wasn' t like what I expected. The 
girls had become freer and hadn't grown up like I had at all. I would 
know ... [laughs] ... when they couldn't even boil water for tea. They were 
out the door immediately! With Sonja, I could see at once that she was 
different! (Per B, joint interview) 

There were two discernible patterns among my informants who had 
been beaten as children with regard to their understanding of the 
violence they had been subjected to now as adults, or the violence 
they commit. These patterns can be designated submission and pro
test. The following quotation from the interviews with Viveka and 
Nina may serve as examples of how two women who were both 
severely beaten as children developed very dissimilar patterns of 
understanding: 
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I have been beaten so much that I think there must be something wrong 
with me. I have been beaten so much and been through so much that I 
don't think very many others could have had the same experience ... I got 
hit a Iot as a kid, I think 'coz I eaused trouble. After I turned twelve, I 
wasn't Iively any more .... Bythen I h ad become a person who apologized 
for being alive, sort of like that/ .. .1 [t's hard living with royself nowa
days ... I hate it when it's messy and unfinished ... My whole Iife is un
finished, but I don't do anything about it. .. I even admire Adam for put
ting up with me. (Viveka N, individual interview) 

lP: It's also a fact that Hanna [her mother, author's note] and I have 
fought as Iong as I can remember. 
1: You mean physical fighting? 
lP: Yeah, ugly fistfights. We threw things at each other, and when I was 
little, my mother pounded me black and blue. It was like that the whole 
time. She hit me in the face with the dishrag, she beat me with a stick. Bu t 
she couldn't get the better of me. She found out once that I was scared 
of the dark, so she starting locking me in the brooro closet/...1 I think I 
was mad all the time. I was s u ch a b rat t hat no on e could handie me/ .. ./ 
I don't know, ... I'm the type that can never forget a wrong. I don' t know 
whether Fredrik could continue, but I can't. Why is everything so hard 
to forget? It must be that our problems are mostly wounds that don't 
heal. (Nina P, joint interview) 

In the accounts of men who had been beaten as children, any clear 
reference to the submission theme is missing, but there are different 
degrees of references to protest: 

Normally, it was just grin and bear it. The first blows were always the 
worst. Then you started getting numb, and then you might as weil keep 
quiet. Sometimes I thought about what I could do, but always realized 
there was nothing to do, that I just had to stick it out/ .. ./ For some 
reason, both my sister and I were picked on real bad at school. I was 
small, so they figured I was just a dumb, little j er k. I didn't like to fight, 
I had had enough of that at home. But I did try to give as good as I got 
and to proteet myself. So, I understood early on that one day I would be 
strong enough that no one could bully me. Nina usually says that my 
whole life is one big act of revenge/ .. .1 Last time my father hit me was 
when I was fifteen. He tried to cream me ... I punched him back and [eft 
him lying on the hall floor. (Fredrik P, joint interview) 

Have you ever seen a pressare cooker? That's me. A ridiculously nice guy 
who never eauses trouble. But it bubbles away inside of me until it boils 
over. (Birger S, individual interview) 

My informants possessed quite varied experiences of violence rang
ing from both spouses being severely beaten in their childhood (Nina 
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and Fredrik P), to neither of the spouses having experienced family 
violence (Maria and Victor F). From my informants' accounts, I 
learned the following about the relationship between previous and 
current experiences of violence within the family: 

- A man can hatter and a wo man can be battered within a marriage with
out either partner having previous experiences of violence. "Prior 
knowledge" is not required, either for the victim or for the perpetrator. 
- Women without rhe experience of violence in their original ramilies 
consistently condemn their husbands' use of violence. 
- People can make sense of their previous experiences in different ways, 
along a declirring scale from an acceptance of the violence as something 
"that just is", to something one strongly condemns, "never more will 
this happen". 

Witnesses to violence - the children 

Marital woman battering is an act that takes place in the couple's 
borne usually without outsiders present. At the same time, the cou
ple's borne is their children's childhood borne. From among the 141 
police reports, 103 of the couples had a total of 122 children living 
at borne. Twelve of the couples had no children, and for 26 coup les, 
there was no information about this. Seventy-eight of the children 
were 0-6 years old, 26 were 7-12 years old, and 18 were 13-19 years 
old. Corresponding figures for my informant couples were 19 
children 0-6 years, four children 7-12 years, and six children 13-19 
years old. 

In 69 percent of the police reports which indicated that the couple 
had children, it was noted that the children had been present during 
the assault. Since the majority of the families had children of ages 
when they are in or near the bornewhen the parents are not at work, 
it is reasonable to assume that the children in these families had been 
at borne. 

In 67 percent of the cases where the children had been present, the 
child had seen the mother seriously beaten. In 35 percent of these 
cases, the child had heard the mother seriously verbally threatened . 
In another 25 percent of the cases, the children had seen the mother 
beaten with an instrument or other weapon. 

If I had spoken to a group of my informants' children, I would un
doubtedly have heard entirely different accounts from those of their 
parents'. The children's accounts would be determined by the posi
tion the children found themselves in during the violent act. The 
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man's position was characterized by the fact that he was the 
perpetratar of the violence, and the woman's by the fact that she was 
the victim of it. What characterized the children's position? 

In the heading of this section, I called the children the witnesses 
of the violence. The children are neither perpetrators nor direct reci
pients of the violence committed. But the children are not really 
witnesses in the typical sense of the word either, namely, that of an 
outside observer. It would be psychologically impossible for these 
children to be outside observers to events that are a part of their liv
ing environment. In this sense, they are "indirect victims of the 
violence", because they are in an anguish-filled situation that they 
have not themselves chosen, nor are responsible for. They are not 
outsiders, but rather "participatory" witnesses, since they are com
pelled to react in some way to the living environment they are in. 
Thus, the children's position is not determined once and for all. Ac
cording to my understanding, it is also deterrnined by the method 
they develop to deal with the vialent act. 

When I read the police reports and attempted to interpret how the 
children described in these reports dealt with the vialent events in 
their living environments, I discovered a common denaminatar in 
the degree of responsibility the children fel t for the vialent act. The 
degree of responsibility could fall into three categories: 

(l) In 54 of the cases, i t is noted that the children tried to escape 
from the situation by remaining as passive as possible. They sat cry
ing and frightened and watched what was going on, or they ran into 
an adjoining room and put their hands over their ears. A seven-year
old girl usually fainted from fear. A seven-month baby girllay in her 
crib in the living room when an explosive fight broke out. It ended 
with the mother getting beaten and landing on top of the little girl. 
A four-year-old girl sat weeping in her mother's !ap as the father 
threatened with a knife. A woman sat bleeding on the bed with her 
one-year-old heJd close to her. Nowhere is it noted how the presence 
of these children affected the situation. 

Unborn children represent a very special situation. In five cases, 
there are entries indicating that the woman was assaulted during her 
pregnancy. In one of these cases, the father clearly expressed his 
repugnance at the thought of the child and wanted the woman to 
have an abortion. 

(2) In 23 cases, it was noted that the children actively intervened 
to get the father to stop hitting. The children often succeeded. In 
some cases, the children's intervention resulted in their getting 
beaten as weil. A seven-year-old girl witnessed how her father was 
trying to choke her mother. The girl forced her way in between her 
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parents, and begged and pleaded for her father to spare her mother. 
A nine-year-old girl saw her father hitting her mother and threaten
ing to kill her. The mother cried out to the girl to fetch help. The girl 
was very upset and ran out. On her way out, she kicked her father on 
the leg. 

The older the children in the intervening group, the more active 
their interventions. A 17-year-old witnessed how his father threaten
ed to kill his mother with an empty bottle. H e stepped between them 
and twisted the bottie out of his father's hand. A 16-year-old girl 
heard her parents fighting in the next room, as had happened many 
times before. She knew that her mother was going to get beaten up 
this time as weil. She decided that it was time for this to be stopped, 
for good. She called the police. The arrival of the police calmed her 
father down, which observation the policeman wrote down in his 
notebook and prepared to leave. The girl became desperate and 
described everytbing her father had done and tried to convince the 
police to take him in and interrogate him. Finally, she succeeded. The 
father was later prosecuted and sentenced for his violence. 

(3) A couple of the children behaved in a way that could be 
described as indirect attempts to influence the situation. When their 
parents started fighting, these children would start whining or 
fighting, get demanding, becoming aggressive or troublesome in 
some manner. As a result of this, the parents' attention would focus 
on the child - and not seldom their rage as weil. 

To be indirect victims of violence due to one's attempts to escape 
a situation implies living with an overwhelming sense of 
powerlessness. A six-year-old boy described his world like a world at 
war, where the outcome is determined in advance. Everytbing is 
total, closed, and unchangeable. A little girl hid behind the clothes 
in the hallway when her beloved father seriously battered her mother. 
He was sentenced to a Iong prison sentence. Her parents separated, 
and her father disappeared from her Iife. She told people that her 
father was dead. The man who was in prison had her father's name, 
but it was another man, not her father. 

To live as a direct observer can also have the opposite effect. The 
child is put into a position of power, but a position of power which 
entails an unavoidable responsibility: my parents cannot cope with 
this, so I must deal with i t. To be weak is an impossibility, dangerous. 
If the child "fails", this willlead to guilt feelings. Even a child who 
"succeeds" can be afflicted by guilt feelings: " Why didn't I in
tervene sooner?" The 16-year-old girl above told the police that she 
bitter ly regretted not informing them sooner. She blarned herself that 
the battering had gone so far. After the trial she also said: "I was 
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forced to do it, but for the rest of my Iife, I have to live with my guilt 
for sending my father to prison". 

I would like to point out one final essential factor in the way in 
which children are affected by the battering of their own mothers. 
Apparently, it is not only the violent acts in themselves, but also the 
long-term consequences of these acts for the women that are signifi
cant for the children' s living environments. In 49 percent of the cases 
where the children witnessed the violence, there were notations that 
their mothers had developed mental problems as a result of the 
violence. It is reasonable to assume, that these children would have 
had a more burdensome childhood than those children whose 
mothers did not develop psychological problems to the extent they 
were noted in the records. (For further discussion, see Christensen 
1990; and Jaffe et al. 1990). 

The termination of the violent incident 

When the man's purpose with the violent act is to stop the woman 
in some way, his use of violence ceases when he "attains" his goal. 
When the violen t act constitutes a part of a verbal fight that the man 
wants to gain control over - not primarily to put an end to - there is 
no clear-cut end to the violent act. "He must have been tired, since 
he fell asleep" (Angela J, individual interview); "Sometimes he yells 
at me to go, so he won't be able to hit me too much" (Kristina L, in
dividual interview) are examples of descriptions of how these types 
of violence end. In cases where the man claims that it was necessary 
for him to puta stop to the "fight" the couple have been having, and 
which does not lead to serious injuries, six of the couples remain at 
home together after the violent act ends. 

Eight of the women left borne after the violent incident which 
brought them into this stud y. All of these women described this par
ticular incident as assault, claim to have been seriously injured, or to 
have been afraid of being harmed. Six men left home at the end of 
the violent act. What these men have in common is that they live in 
marriages where there is disagreement about the basic organization 
of the marital project and where the relationship is moving towards 
dissolution. 
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Accounts of the violent incident - a summary 

An initial central observation upon reading the accounts of the 
violen t incidents was t hat the men and wo men dejined what could be 
counted as violence and described the actual violen t incidents entire
ly differently. 

The women defined both that which they perceived as violence 
and the actual vialent incidents they were subjected to in terms of the 
consequences the men' s actions bad bad for them, such as jear and 
physical injuries. 

The men, on the other hand, tended to define the violence in part 
along a continuum with the poles reflecting the degree oj reciprocity 
between victim and attacker, and in part based on thejunction filled 
by the violence. Different types of functions were found in the men' s 
accounts: 

as a part of the verbal fight; something that leads to a violen t escalation 
and very serious consequences for the wo man. A vielent outburst serving 
this function with no natural end, in contrast to the vielent outburst t hat 
is a means for ending the verbal fight. The vialent outburst can also be 
revenge for previously perceived injustices, or a reaction to a separation, 
an action that appears to be a desperate attempt to 'fight his way back'. 

The vialent incident reinforced the hierarchical social order, contain
ing a dominant and subordinate position, that was revealed, refuted 
and reconstituted by means of tum taking during the ' 'verbal fight' ' 
of the pre-history. By using violen t means the man gained the domi
nant position in the hierarchy. 

Previous experiences of violence seem to be of significance for 
both the men's and the women's interpretations of the vialent inci
dent. This came across clearest in the women's accounts. A general 
characteristic of these accounts isthat the women who lackanyprior 
experience of family violence have extremely negative reactions to 
the vialent incident and become quite afraid. Those women with 
some experience of violence tend to react either with submission or 
protest. 

The earrelation between a person's previous vialent experiences 
and current ones does not seem to be particularly strong. A man can 
obviously batter a woman with or without previous experience of 
violence. "Prior knowledge" may be present, but is not required, 
either for the victim or for the perpetrator. 
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The Aftermath 

Introduction 

The immediate consequences of the man's violence for the seriously 
battered women included a visit to a hospital or other medical 
centers. The immediate consequences of the man's violence for the 
seriously battering men included being arrested by the police, in 
some cases leading to a trial and conviction. 

Only rarely in cases of medium-serious or minor battering did the 
violent incident lead to such palpable interventions by the "surroun
dings" for the purpose of protecting and assisting the woman or 
holding the man accountable. The immediate consequence of such 
incidents varied from total silence between the spouses, followed by 
one or both falling into bed exhausted, to one or both temporarily 
leaving home for a few hours or days. At this point, some of the 
women reported the violence to the police. In cases of medium
serious or minor violence, these reports did not generally lead to any 
direct or extensive reaction by the police. Not infrequently, they were 
instead "shelved" awaiting assignment to an investigator, which was 
followed by a slow process of inquiry, which not often led to the case 
being dropped due to lack of evidence. 

The accounts of the violent acts underlying the previous chapter 
were obtained soon after the violent incident occurred . Several of the 
initial individual interviews took place w hen the spouses were apart, 
either because the man was in jail, or had left home and was tem
porarily living with friends or relatives, or because the woman and 
the children had obtained a temporary placement through the social 
authorities or were living at a women's shelter or with relatives. 

The interviews containing the account that forms the basis of this 
chapter occurred after a certain period of time had lapsed. The ma
jority of couples were once again living under the same roof. The 
time that had passed since the initial interviews about the violent in
cident ranged from weeks to months. During this period of time, the 
two parties had begun a process of integration/dissociation that I 
will discuss in terms of the aftermath period. 

In the following, l propose to describe the aftermath phase as the 
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phase following the vielent incident, during which the man and the 
wo man, jointly or separately, develop an understanding of what had 
happened. That is, they reach conclusions about the effect of the 
vielent incident on their joint marital project as weil as on their in
dividuallife projects. Furthermore, the aftermath is the phase during 
which the woman and man decide to continue the marriage or to 
separate. 

The nature of the narrative accounts, on which the analytical work 
in this chapter is based differs sernewhat from the narratives of the 
previous chapters. The analysis of the pre-history and vielent inci
dent was founded on narratives told in retrospect, as I asked my in
formants to tell me about what had happened in the past. The 
ana,lysis of the aftermath is based on narratives told in prospect, that 
is, the interviewing continued over a two-year period of time, in order 
to follow the development of my informants' means of making sense 
of the earlier vielent outbursts. 

To analyze narrative accounts of the aftermath phase 

Classifying by content 
The classic artide "Accounts" by Lyman and Scott (1968) serves as 
a good starting point for my analysis. In their article, Lyman and 
Scott proposed that when an untoward or unanticipated behavior 
has occurred, a gap arises between the action and the expectation. 
The agent therefore tends to account for this action in such a way 
that this gap is spanned. Accounts that serve this purpose can be 
classified according to content, such as under "excuses" and 
"justifications" (see further Austin 1990), each with its own sub
types (Lyman and Scott 1968). 

Excuses and justifications constitute socially approved ter
minology which neutralize an act or its consequences, when one or 
bothare questioned. "Justifications" are accounts in which one ac
cepts responsibility for the act in question, bu t denies the pejorative 
qualities associated with i t. Lyman and Scott exemplify this by telling 
about a soldier who admits to killing but who denies the immorality 
of the act, since h e had killed an enemy ''deserving of his fate' '. ''Ex
cuses", on the other hand, are accounts in which one admits that the 
act in question is bad, but denies responsibility, since the act instead 
of being undertaken entirely voluntarily, was committed under some 
kind of compulsion, accident, or biological drive (Lyman and Scott 
1968). 
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Following in Lyman and Scott's footprints, I began my analytical 
work by classifying the accounts according to content. I then iden
tified two types of accounts: neutralizations and rejections, each 
with its own subtypes. 

The accounts I classified as neutralizations were accounts in which 
the man indirectly admitted his involvement in the violent incident 
by dissociating himself from it, but dise/airned responsibility for it. 
The term "disclaimer" was introduced by Hewitt and Stokes (1975) 
and defined as ''an interactional tactic employed by actors faced with 
upcoming events or acts which threaten to disrupt emergent meaning 
or discredit cathected situational identities" (Hewitt and Stokes 1975 
p. 1). Schafer (1976) discusses the definition of "disclaimed action" 
and writes that such actions are a common part of our everyday ex
istence and are often especially extreme in nature. Nonetheless, we 
feel compelled to confess that "my tongue slipped" or "I must have 
been out of my mind" (Schafer 1976 p.l30). 

The term "disclaimed action" captures weil the essence of the 
passivity-activity ambiguity towards the man's behavior that was 
revealed in both the men' s and women's narratives: the man's violent 
behavior was neither denied nor confirmed. The description of the 
violent action in terms of a "disclaimed action" removed the issue 
of the man's responsibility for what had happened from the agenda, 
and by that neutralized the incident. 

In the account of my informants, I found two subtypes of 
neutralizations. The first type was when the act was disclaimed by 
means of a strong commitment to a good future. The act was then 
smoothed over with silence. When I pointed this out during the inter
views, both men and women explained that they were not interested 
in "muckraking" or digging up the past, and that they were rnature 
enough to consicter it a closed chapter and to look forward. 

The seeond type of neutralization was w hen the act was disclaimed 
through a rather intricate redefinition of the act by the offender or 
the victim, until the act had "dissolved", and the man was relieved 
from responsibility for it. 

The accounts I classified as rejections were accounts in which the 
violent incident was strongly renounced. I found the rejection of the 
act strong! y connected to a rejection of either the man or the woman. 
Four subtypes of rejections were found: 

- The woman rejects the act and the man, expressing her fear and 
dissodating from him. 
- The wo man rejects the act and herse/J, due to her perception of herself 
as an inadequate person since she had been battered to such a degree. 
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- The man rejects the act and the woman on the basis of her behavior 
during the pre-history and violent incident. 
- The man rejects the act and himself. This kind of rejection was found 
in two cases of the most severe violence. 

Classifying by way oj eons! rueting 
To continue my analytical work, I classified the accounts by their 
way of construction. I found them to be constructed in three dif
ferent ways: (l)jointly, by the man and wo man in cooperation; (2) in
dividually constructed by the man; or (3) individually constructed by 
the woman. There was a tendency for my informants' accounts to 
follow one of the following patterns: 

Neutralization of the violent act, as a jointly constructed account, en
compassing hope for the good Iife. 
Neutralization of the violent act, as a jointly constructed account, alter
ing the meaning of the act. 
Rejection of the violent act, as an individuaUy constructed account, in
vo!ving dissociation from the other or from oneself. (Table 7:1) 

Individually con- Joinlly 
structed constructed 

Rejection Dissociation from ---
other or oneself 

Neutralization ---- Encompassing 
hope or altering 

of act 

Table 7:1 1)ipes of accounts of aftermath phase 

The understanding of what had happened and the parties' conclu
sions as to what these incidents had meant for the marital and Iife 
projects was not self-evident for the woman and the man, nor easy 
to communicate. Due to my decision to follow my informants over 
a Iong period of time, it was possible for me as an outsider to stud y 
the different "modes of accounting". The process of understanding 
the vital modes is time-consurning however. So is the process of 
drawing conclusions about what determines whether it is possible or 
not to integrate a questionable marital act into the joint marital 
project. 

Both means of trying to neutralize the violen t action enhanced the 
possibility of in tegrating the act as a marital act. Of the seven couples 
who still lived tagether after two years, the majority described the 
vialent act according to these patterns. 
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Ten couples separated over the course of the two years during 
which I had contact with them. Three couples established a "half
way" form of marriage, where the man was to remove himself to 
another dwelling during periods of discord. A majority of these 
couples had described the vialent actsin terms of repudiation, in in
dividually constructed accounts. 

Neutralization of the violent act as a jointly constructed 
account, encompassing hope for the good Iife 

Both kinds of accounts that neutralized the act were constructed 
jointly by the husband and wife. The man was generally the initiatar 
of this joint enterprise, by dissociating himself from his own violent 
behavior. The initiation could take the form of pleading for 
forgiveness, showing remorse, or never-ending attempts at rehabilita
tion. Or as Hans A expressed it: 

The only way for me to show how much I love her after behaving so Ull

forgivably is to buy her flowers and a ring. I love her so much. I keep tell
ing her that. Everytbing is so good when we are together and everything 
is the way it should be - nice and cosy. (Hans A, individual interview) 

T hus, a precondition for a joint construction of the account - w h ich 
was the way of relating to the even t that most certainly ensured its in
tegration in to the marriage- was the man's submission to the woman 
as the opening of the aftermath phase. Paradoxically enough, this 
position was easiest to maintain w hen the vialent act was seen by the 
man as an "assault", due to its moral reprehensibility. I t was evident
ly harder to adopt a corresponding position w hen the man viewed the 
act as a "fight". This distinction was even more troublesame since 
nineteen of the women assessed the acts in question as "assaults. 
Those men who called the acts " fights" t hus were unable to agree 
with their wives in a joint appraisal. 

As mentioned before, a "fight" is characterized by reciprocity, 
and the positions of perpetratar and victim are not clearly delimited 
in a pattern of dominance/subordination. The joint construction 
nevertheless demands that the man repudiates the act. In order to do 
this, he must refrain from criticizing the woman for her behavior 
during the fight, and he must adopt rationalizations for his wife's 
behavior. On e of the men said his wife acted the way she di d because 
she was unhappy and missed her family; another blarned his wife's 
behavior on her volatile temper. Finally, one of the men was of the 
opinion that his wife was dissatisfied with her Iife as a housewife: 



132 WOMAN BArrERING 

What's wrong isthat my wife has been shut in for 3-4 years, you know, 
yeah, about as Iong as we have lived here. She has stayed home with the 
kids and I have worked. Really hard. Often from nine in the morning to 
the middle of the night. She is really nice. But she has her outbursts just 
like I do. But I' m not trying to say this is her fault. She's been on her own 
for four years. Hardly ever seeing her husband. Finally, she attacks me 
too, to show ' I am a person'. (Ove T, individual interview) 

This way of re fraini ng from criticizing his wife for her behavior dur
ing the vialent act but without really freeing her from responsibility 
for her actions does not mean that the husband here has altered his 
definition of the action in to t hat of an' 'assault". By formulating his 
attention and cancern about her as indulgence, he enhances the im
age of symmetry in their actions, and directs attention away from his 
dominance during the vialent act. "She has her outbursts just like I 
do", says Ove T in the quotation above, and presents their "out
bursts" as equivalents. In the wife's case, her "outburst" consisted 
of verbally expressed impudence, accompanied on one occasion by 
a flower vase being thrown at him. The husband's "outbursts" con
sisted of repeated incidents of her being beaten. 

In this spirit of indulgence and symmetry, it is no longer difficult 
for the man to repudiate the violen t act and to turn to the woman for 
a joint reconciliation after the vialent act. At this moment, the 
woman has the power of self-determination: 

Undoubtedly, I' m a little dumb. I think the whole time that it is going to 
get better, and when he also believes that it will get better and even 
proroises that. .. bu t then l see that i t doesn't get better. Bu t the longer you 
are married, the more you get upset that you've stayed together so Iong 
- i t feelslike you 've wasted time. / .. ./ I' ve thought about getting divorced 
many times. At this point I couldn't listen to his proroises one more 
time ... but I've had the children to consider. They have to have a father. 
My father di ed w hen I was very young./ .. ./ T hen I thought I couldn't get 
along without him. So when he offers hope .. . lots of things make you 
want to hope. (Susanne O, individual interview) 

The couples who agreed on jointly constructed accounts that eneom
passed a hope for the good Iife, all lived in accordant marriages. 
Their marriages were a very important precondition for success of 
their individual Iife projects, as these presupposed that they would 
live as husband/wife. A separation in this case would represent a 
substantialloss for the individual's Iife project. Furthermore, these 
couples had only limited or no experience of violence in their earlier 
lives. Finally, the violence that they had experienced had been of in
termediate or minor seriousness. 



THE AFTERMATH 13 3 

This way of accounting for the violence focused on the undesired 
consequences for the joint marital project as weil as for the in
dividual projects: 

We really want to stay together, but a Iot has to change if we do. These 
fights destroy so much. We have to learn to talk to each other and solve 
problems without fighting/ .. ./ O ur relationship is what you could call "a 
passianate relationship", with its ups and downs, but it always goes up 
after being down/ .. ./ We have a good sex Iife ... really good ... I saw a TV 
program the other night. They said that good sexual relationships have 
a Iot of playfulness. That's the way it is between me and Mats. We have 
everytbing we need - playfulness, tenderness. At those times, he really 
cares about me. (Annika R, individual interview) 

I don't like to fight. l've had too much fighting in my Iife. I have fought 
too much myself. So I try to avoid fighting with Annika. And that just 
ends up in a fight. I walk around steaming. If I' ve been drinking, then 
I can't keep it inside anymore. But then it usually tums out wrong ... It's 
hard for me to sit down and explain things, to say what I want to say. 
After these fights, I am completely shattered. I don't want us to keep this 
up. (Mats R, joint interview) 

By directing interest away from the act and towards its consequences, 
a husband and wife can come tagether with regard to their plans for 
a brighter future. They agree to leave the dark clouds behind them, 
and concentrate their energies on the time ahead. Nobody admits to 
anything in connectionwith the violent act, which is transformed in
to a disclaimed act through this process of "turning a blind eye". 

Neutralizations of the violent act as a jointly constructed 
account, altering the meaning of the act: 

1: It got really serious the last time. You almost killed her. 
lP: Yeah, Ulla says so. 
I: What stopped it? What kept you from killing her? 
lP: You tell me; l'm hardly the best person you can ask since I don't 
remember anything. What she says happened is awful. She thought her 
last days had come. It's awful. 1'11 have to live with that for a Iong time. 
(Hans A, individual interview) 

Like five other men, Hans bad seriously battered his wife. He lived 
in a highly val u ed marital project. His individual project h eld a clear
ly subordinate position in relation to his marriage, or it could be said 
that it relied heavily on his marital project. He could not imagine liv
ing any other way than in a marriage with Ulla. For these reasons, h e 
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strongly repudiated the violent act. In the quotation above, he ex
presses this in terms of it being "awful" and that he does not 
"remember anything". He turns to Ulla and implores her not to 
leave him. 

In the accounts which concern serious violence, it is the men who 
seek contact with the women during the aftermath phase. The 
women have sought medical attention for their injuries, and the men 
subjugate themselves to them. They plead arduously with the women 
and pressurethem to become reconciled during the aftermath phase. 
In my opinion, it seems that these men desperately need their wives, 
not so much to save the marriage or even primarily to do so, but 
rather to save their own Iife projects. The strong rejection of both 
violence and themselves, pushes them into a state of crisis. Their 
wives are the only persons who can give them absolution after they 
have committed an "awful act" that they will have to "live with for 
a Iong time". 

With regard to the violent acts of a less serious nature, there is 
a lways the possibility of overlooking the violent act and uniting for 
a better future. The steps that constitute such a "strategy of disregard
ing" were shown in the previous section: (l) A joint dissociation 
from marital violence. (2) The man's freeing the woman from respon
sibility for her behavior during the act, a "fight" in his eyes. (3) An 
invitation from him for her to enter into a joint enterprise of 
disregarding his use of violence and Jooking at a brighter future 
together. (4) Her acceptance of his offer. 

An action that both designate as an "assault" and which has 
resulted in serious injuries to the woman cannot be overJooked in the 
same manner. From my informants' accounts, however, l have learned 
that it is possible to neutralize even such an action, regardless of 
whether or not the technique for doing so is extensive and com
plicated. In brief, since the act cannot be disregarded, this is a matter 
of altering the act so as to neutralize it. In this section, I shall try to 
give a step by step description of how this could be done. 

What the couples agree to in regard to what happened in these 
cases could be formulated in one sentence, in a male version and in 
a female version: 

I have beaten (assaulted) my wife. 
I have been beaten (assaulted) by my husband. 

Expressed in this manner, the meaning of the violent act constitutes 
a serious threat to the marital project as weil as to the two individual 
Iife projects: 
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To accept the fact that you are a ballered woman is almost impossible. I 
am so ashamed. For me, a battered woman is an unloved woman. l think 
that's w hy a woman won't go down to the grocery store with a big black 
eye. She doesn't want people to think, 'there goes the woman who has a 
man who heats her'. (Ulla A, individual interview) 

I have hit her. l 'd prefer not to think about it. Bu t I am not a wife batterer. 
(Pablo J, individual interview) 

In the narrative accounts of severe violence, I found that the action 
could be altered, until i t no longer appeared to be threatening. What 
was needed can be described in terms of changing the sentences 
above. I identified three different ways in which this could be done: 

Through changing the subject (the perpetrator) of the sentence. 

Through changing the predicate (the act) of the sentence. 

Through changing the object (the victim) of the sentence. 

Changing oj perpetrator: "Someone e/se beat me/my wife" 
The most common way of changing the offender of the act, accord
ing to my informants' accounts, was to Jet aleohoJ takethis role, and 
claim that aleohoJ had operated through the man and gotten him to 
commit the most horrible act: 

He is two entirely different people. He's one w hen h e is sober and another 
when he is drunk. When he doesn't drink, then he's himself. Then he's 
cheerful and pleasant, but also very shy. I think that's w hy he drinks. He 
plays the accordion. So when he is himself and is happy, he sings and 
plays the accordion. When he drinks, I don't recognize him any more. He 
gets restless and irritated. You don't need to say anything to him for him 
to get angry. And then he's capable of anything. (Ruth H, individual 
interview) 

Under the influence of alcohol, it was no longer the man who did the 
beating. The aleohoJ had got the better of him. 

One of the men alleged that it was his bodily constitution that was 
responsible for the beating: 

You see, in our heads there is a place with two poles. There has to be a 
certain distance between them. When you get angry, you get close to one 
of the poles. In my head, the poles are too close together, so that when 
l get angry, they crash into each other. I can see on your face that you 
don't believe me, but this is true. A doctar himself told me this. I think 
it was eaused by a motorcycle accident I was in. (Kjell l , joint interview) 
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I have already quoted Kjell in another context, in the discussion of 
methodology for combining and confronting my informants' 
stories. I t hen referred to his statements as to the rhetoric oj excu/pa
tion. By altering the offense, Kjell could no longer be held fully 
responsible for his action. 

Changing of act: "My husband/ l slugged me/my wije" 
lt was striking how same of the women's accounts of the violen t acts 
diminished over time. The act, labeled as assault in the first inter
view, could later become less and less significant. Or it could be 
redefined and described as same other type of act, such as a 
substitute for talking: 

It was always the case that I had an easier time to talk. During our 
arguments ... I was always rather superioron that point. His words sim p ly 
came to an end more quickly. Then he would start screaming and then 
start hitting. I think i t was just his way of talking. I have read about this, 
that people express themselves in different ways, not only by talking. 
(Lisa Q, individual interview) 

Changing oj the victim: "My husband/l beat someone e/se" 

I can get really nasty about the least little thing. That's w hy hetakesa go 
at me. For example, at the beginning of a fight, I can grab his newspaper. 
And so I always end up getting slapped. 'But hit me back', Hans says. 
'No, I don't hit minors', I can throw back at him and t hen I know it's go
ing to get hot. I can really be mean. When I get like that, yeah, I hate 
those sides of me as much as Hans does. (Ulla A, individual interview) 

Ulla saw herself as cruel and a nag, at times. She tried to contra! 
thesesides of her personality and hold them in check, but sometimes 
they got the better of her. She becarne belligerent and mean. Her 
perception was that her husband was beating these bad sides of her, 
sides that she condemned herself. When she assumed part of the 
blame, her image of her husband was preserved, and paradoxically 
even her self-image. She was not altogether an unloved woman accord
ing to this way of arguing and could retain a sense of being loved in 
spite of the violence ("it is the bitch he doesn't like, and I don't like 
her either"). Further, this process gave her a sense of contra! ("if I 
just could stop nagging, he would never beat me up again"). 



THE AFfERMATH 137 

To transform the man's violent behavior into 
a disclaimed action 

The main significance of the neutralizing process, in my opinion, is 
the effort to release the man from responsibility for his violent ac
tion. As early as in the accounts of the pre-history, a tendency to 
refrain from taking responsibility for his own behavior during the 
argument and to lay theblameon the other party, was observed. The 
argument that "/am doing this because my partner is doing that", 
was mu ch mo re common t han arguments like "I am doing this 
because my feelings have been hurt". Most men labeled the act "a 
fight", which implied restricting their responsibility to something 
they shared with their wives. On the other hand, the term "assault", 
when it was used unilaterally by the woman, indicated a description 
of the violent act which is airned at forcing the man to understand 
the consequences of his actions for the woman and, therefore, not to 
repeat it. Finally, if both agreed to call the action an "assault", this 
indicated that both interpreted that which had happened as very 
serious. Both perceived the behavior as something that could not be 
allowed to continue, even if i t was undear as to what should be done 
to ensurethat i t would not recur. All three descriptions of the vi o lent 
event were however capable of resulting in a total exculpation. 

A total denial of an act that severely injured one of the parties of 
a marriage would bring immediate difficulties to that marriage. An 
active, responsible approach can also represent serious risk-taking. 
An entirely passive approach to the action, on the other hand, would 
imply extreme difficulties in seeking cooperation with the woman to 
neutralize his violent action. An account of the violent act as 
something for which he could not be heJd responsible eliminates 
such difficulties. By manipulating the act to the point where it 
becomes undear as to who did what, the act was transformed into a 
"disclaimed action" (Schafer 1976). A "disclaimed action" is an ac
tion one neither takes direct responsibility for, nor remains entirely 
passive about. 

What the narratives of the aftermath Jet us participate in, is the 
working up of a threat of separation and dissolution of the marriage, 
resulting from the men's conducting morally questionable marital 
actions. For it is not true that a battered woman never reflects upon 
leaving. On the contrary, she considers it constantly. Sometimes she 
Jeaves - but comes back. Sometimes she leaves for good. The batter
ing man knows about this. This knowledge sometimes fills him with 
fear. If he willsave his marriage, he must do something about it. As 
we here a re dealing with a man experienced in the conduct of 
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repeated violence, he knows that the odds for saving it are better if 
h e succeeds in making the working up a joint enterprise for hi m and 
his wife. 

The understanding that is desired, is in all humbieness an 
understanding that makes marriage possible. According to the nar
ratives, the crucial point seems to be that his credibility as husband 
is seriously ca/led into question. The means used for increasing 
credibility here, all seem to go in the direction of freeing him from 
responsibility: from his labeling of the act as a "fight", and thereby 
claiming shared responsibility with his wife, to his various ways of 
conducting the "rhetoric of exculpation", ending up in the disclaim
ing of the action. 

The accounts revealed, that once the action was disclaimed, the 
man was freed from the charge of assault against his wife. He could 
then be permitted to contirrue as a marital partner. The violent inci
dent no longer constituted a threat, either to the marriage or to his 
self-image. The joint marital project had been protected, and these 
couples could unite in their hope for a good future. But they paid a 
price for this. 

At the same time that the man was freed from responsibility for his 
violent behavior, both partners lost access to their overall course of 
action of which the vielent incident was a part. Neither of the part
ners had access to the powerful feelings of anger, despair, and hate 
that were linked to the violence. Therefore, it became impossible for 
them to integrate either the previous history, and/or the experiences 
of the vi o lent incident into their individual projects, or to make t hem 
part of their joint experience. 

Being acquitted from responsibility for the vielent act means being 
freed from responsibility for a large part of one's individuallife pro
ject. This way of neutralizing the act transforms the man into an ir
responsible child, who is intermittently overwhelmed by aggression, 
intoxication, lack of words, and physical violence. The woman 
becomes the one who accepts all this, the one who absolves him. He 
is the irresponsible little person; she is the enduring bigger person. 
The significance of this kind of marital interplay will be discussed in 
the next chapter, as it constitutes an essential feature of the vielent 
marriage, that is, a marriage with an extensive capacity to give refuge 
to violence. 
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Rejection of the violent act - individually constructed 
accounts revealing repudiation of oneself or the other 

In an individually conducted interview, Fredrik P spontaneausly 
commented on the vialent incident: 

l have never regretted a single blow I gave her. For all the slugs she' s got
ten, she has deserved at !east three limes more. She is not at all weak or 
innocent. She can'! hide behind the fact that she is a woman, and say or 
do anything. She acts like a man and is just as aggressive as a man. So 
she should just accept the fact that I treat her like this, that I slug her 
when she goes too far. (Fredrik P, individual interview) 

Fredrik admits the act ("never regretted a single blow"), but 
dismisses responsibility for it. He describes the act as a fight, and he 
does not exonerate Nina in any way for her actions during the fight. 
On the contrary, she is held totally accountable. In his view, Fredrik 
should be seen as moderate and kind, since he has beaten her "three 
times less than she deserves". 

This is not the kind of account that helps preserve a marriage. 
Altogether, twelve of the men accounted for the vialent incident by 
rejecting the act and by repudiating the woman, even if not every 
man was as outspaken as Fredrik. He and another man, Rolf, both 
left their wives during the two-year study period. A majority of the 
other ten were invalved in some kind of separation, or had distanced 
themselves from their wives to some degree. 

A female equivalent to the above account could be illustrated by 
the following quotation from lrene: 

I was never hit at home, not as much as a slap from my parents. I think 
that that's why I react so strongly. The way I was brought up, you could 
get angry, bu t not hit./. . ./ You know, I have sometimes been ab le to calm 
h im down. Maybe I just didn't want to this time/...! When we are in the 
middle of a situation that tums into a fight, and l can't give in because 
l think l am right, that's when I don't want to calm him down. It would 
mean giving in, and that would be the same as admitting that l was 
wrong ... so, it is not on ly to avoid losing the fight; i t is also for my own 
self-respect. But it means that I am becoming more afraid; l don't know 
what he is Iiable to do. Whatever I do, it really shatters me/.../ All this 
has made me mo re and mo re unsure w hether I have the strength to live 
with him. (!rene E, individual interview) 

This statement was characterized by an orientation towards the 
woman's own Iife project. She believed that she could stop the man 
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from hitting her by assuming the subordinate position in a sym
metrically escalating situation. But she also anticipated undesirable 
consequences for her own individual project as an outcome of such 
behavior. She said that "it is not good for my self-respect". She 
forcefully rejected the act, and gradually dissociated herself from the 
man. 

In the two-year perspective, three of the five women who gave ac
counts of what happened similar to Irene E's left their marriages. 
The two others established a "half-way" form of marriage, and ar
ranged for an alternative place for their husbands to live du ring times 
of disturbance. Both men initially rejected this solution, but the 
women offered it as an unnegotiable condition for the continuance 
of the marriage. All three women had come from what they con
sidered "extremely gentle" families of origin, and had no expecta
tions of violence related to family Iife. In these t wo types of accounts 
of the vielent act, the man's vielent behavior was strongly 
repudiated, and a dissociation (from the other party) by the woman 
or by the man accompanied the rejection. 

Two of the women dealt with the act by repudiating it, accom
panied by a dissociation of themselves. This was the most tragic 
course of action. Unlike the women who rejected their husbands for 
the act, these women indicated that they wanted reconciliation, but 
their request was rejected by their husbands. The two women bad 
both been subjected to severe violence in their family of origin. One 
of these two women told me that she had been beaten so much that 
she had already concluded that something must be wrong with her. 
Depression and anxiety had tormented her throughout her Iife. 
About her current situation, she said: 

I have been beaten so much in my Iife that I think there must be some
tbing wrong with me./ .. ./ lt's hard living with myself nowadays ... I hate 
it when it's messy and unfinished ... My whole Iife is unfinishe9,, but I 
don't do anything about it. I even admire Adam for putting up with me. 
(Viveka N, individual interview) 

This way of accounting for the vielent act revealed an abandonment 
in relation to the marital project as weil as the individual project. The 
marriage continued on a "low-gear" basis, characterized by resigna
tion, emotional distance, and anger. 

By classifying the accounts according to content and the way of 
constructing them, I ended up with three categories: two implying 
neutralization of the violen t act, and one its rejection. Each category 
contained a small number of cases, every one providing me with con-
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siderable information . I don't consicter this categorization as com
plete and conclusive, however. l rather regard it as preliminary, and 
l will urge other researchers to continue. Alarger sample could com
plete the picture perhaps by finding additional categories, by noting 
if any of the categories is more frequent than others, by actding new 
aspects to my findings. 

The integration of violence in a long-term 
perspective 
During the two years that I had contact with my informants, ten 
couples separated whereas seven continued to live together. Three 
couples perpetuated their close marital relation, bu t they periodical
ly lived at different addresses. 

Breaking Up 

Eight of the women (Katrin C, Maria F, Marie G, Ruth H, Louise K, 
Kristina L , Lisa Q and Pirjo T) and two of the men (Rolf M and 
Fredrik P) claimed to have initiated their separation during the two
year stud y period. All of these wo men ha d d edared their desire to get 
a divorce when they contacted the police or social authorities. 
Neither of the two men who had taken the initiative for a divorce 
meant that they had known this from the beginning; instead the deci
sion had evolved with time. With regard to Gunilla and Rolf M, 
Gunilla had wanted to get a divorce from the beginning but changed 
her mind when Rolf took over the initiative for a divorce. Nina and 
Fredrik P initially wanted to contirrue as a couple, hut Fredrik even
tually changed his mind. 

In the men's narratives, there was a direct !ink between the descrip
tion of the violent incident as a "fight", in which the man viewed the 
woman's behavior as inexcusable, to a strong rejection of the inci
dent and of her. During the course of the marriage, his image of her 
had undergone such alteration that she could no longer be his wife. 

When I met Rolf M for the last time, he had been separated from 
Gunilla for almost one year, and had already begun a new relation
ship. He was quite preoccupied with that and with being as good a 
father to his children as possible. He talked of Gunilla as a thing of 
the past, and had I not known better, I would have thought that they 
had hardly known each other or had not meant much to each other. 
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Nor was the other man who separated, Fredrik, especially talkative 
when we met after his decision to separate. But he did show more 
contempt and anger towards Nina than Rolf did towards Gunilla. 
Gunilla simply no longer existed for Rolf. 

The material I obtained from the men about what had led to their 
decision to divorce was extremely meagre. Once the decision was 
made, the marriage was treated as part of an uncomfortable past, not 
worth reflecting over. The material I obtained from the women as 
weil was samewhat scanty. Therefore, what I present here is to be in
terpreted as a sketch of the process that lead women to break out of 
a vialent marriage. Such a description would require further material 
and further precision. 

In the women's accounts as weil, a strong rejection of the act leads 
more often to separation than if the woman and the man tagether 
describe the act in a way that neutralizes it. The time factor though 
does play a ro le here. In the short run, i t is the wo men who forcefully 
repudiate the act and who take the initiative for a divorce. Over the 
Iong run, this pattern is not as clear. Those women who are described 
by the police and social workers as "strong" women are over
represented here among those women who leave their marriages. 
Perhaps it is reasonable to interpret thissothat "strong" in this con
text reflects the woman's ability to adhere to her own account of 
what she had experienced and not to change it by adopting the man' s 
account as her own. 

Over the long-term, it is feasible to view the vialent act as a threat 
to the woman's Iife project "from t wo directions". Her Iife project 
is threatened due to the destructive effect the violence has on it - bu t 
also from the effect on her joint marital project. The later threat may 
be just as strong as the first for those women who highly value their 
marital project and who consicter i t a prerequisite for a successful life 
project. 

In the accounts from women who leave their marriages, two 
themes emerge: the lost hope for a brighter future for the marital 
project and a longing to lend the Iife proj ect a new direction. The 
three voices below reflect these themes: 

It's not that I've given up hopefor our marriage. It's more that I've given 
up hope that it's going to be good. I am really tempted to leave this thing 
with Carl-Magnus, the whole thing. Out into the world, out into reality, 
and leave this confining, chained Iife t hat I'm sinking into. But out, in my 
own apartment, to meet people, do what I want, have my own friends, be 
Ieft in peace in the evenings. That's what I want. To start all over and see 
what Iife outside of this place is all about. (Kristina L, individual in
terview) 
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I thought i t was so bloody warped. He drank up all ou r food money and 
everything and then lied straight to my face: 'I didn't do this' and 'l 
didn't do that'. He didn't take any responsibility. It was me who had to 
fix everything. l am so angry and disappointed in h im and in the hospital 
[Erik had been admitted for treatment for his alcoholism, author's note ). 
He can do just about anything, and they'll still admit him when he wams 
to come back. But I am also a person. I want to be taken into account. 
They can't walk all over me. (Marie G, individual interview) 

You think all the time that it's going to get better, and he promises that 
too. Bu t then you see that it doesn't get better. Bu t you continue anyway. 
l 'm probably a little stupid too. You get so sad about having stayed 
together so Iong. It feels like you've completely wasted your time. But 
now it's like I have lost all hope that anything will ever be different. It is 
so tragic. (Ruth H, individual interview) 

These women express strong feelings of grief and anger. In same of 
the women's accounts, the feeling of hate dominates: 

Now there's just this hate. In fact, I feel such disgust, that if I could 
choose, I would never see him again. Somelimes I want revenge so badly, 
that if he turned up here ... yeah, J would cut his dick off, 'coz he doesn't 
deserve to have one. Or l 'd put him up against the wall and shoot him. 
I can get so mad that I become afraid of myself. I would like to kill 
lsmeth. I don't intend on being afraid anymore. (Lisa Q, individual in
terview) 

Hope as weil as sorrow that one's hopes have not been fulfilled, as 
expressed by Ruth and in part Kristina, and the hate that Lisa and 
in part Marie express, derive from different sources of energy: hope 
from love and Iife and the dream of togetherness, and hate from the 
wish for destruction and death. Both are sustained though by the 
perpetually unfulfilled desire for respect from the other partner. 
These feelings are similar in another way as weil: both bind. Hope 
binds the hopeful person to that person her hope is about. Hate 
binds the hater to the hated person as if to a Joved one. 

Perhaps in contrast to common conceptions, I do not view hate as 
a divider, nor solely as the force of individuation, the opposite of 
love, or the servant of separation. On the contrary, hate wants to 
knock the object of hate down to the hater's leve!, in order for them 
to meet thereas peers, as hope wants to lift the object of hope to an 
encounter on the hopeful one's leve!. 

In other words, w hen a woman adopts an attitude of hope or hate, 
she finds her Iife project in the shadow of her husband's. Her Iife is 
dependent on what be does. In the position of hoper or hater, she 
makes herself the victim of his rampages. When the woman becomes 



144 WOMAN BATTERING 

a victim, I believe that she in some sense always forgets who she is, 
from where she came, and to where she is going. She sacrifices her 
Iife project for the marital project. 

A very tragic example of this is Gunilla. She cannot stop thinking 
about how disgusting Rolf is, about how much he has hurt her, and 
she feels he is still persecuting her. She sees his ear outside her office, 
so she does not dare go to work anymore. She sits at home with the 
curtains drawn. She organizes her Iife according to the basic nation 
t hat a man like Rolf will never cause her anything bu t pain. In realit y, 
he is already living with another woman and Gunilla is "forgotten". 
Gunilla has developed increasingly paranoid tendencies and was ad
mitted to a mental hospital, whereupon Rolf gained custody of their 
children. 

If hope or hate are not both abandoned, the women's own Iife pro
ject will remain invisible. From what I have been able to read from 
the women's accounts about their separations, the road there is lined 
with sorrow and the resignation that the man will never change and 
will " remain as loathsome as ever". A separation leads to a feeling 
of emptiness and sorrow, but also opens up new possibilities. My en
counter with the six women who separated from their husbands has 
led to a renewed respect for the emotional difficulties that a woman 
faces when undergoing a separation. If we add practical and 
economic difficulties to this, we undoubtedly have part of the ex
planation why women - and men - remain in marriages that are 
catastrophic for their Iife projects. 

"Half-way marriages" 

The following quotations were taken from an interview with 
Vladimir E: 

lP: Yeah , we are going to remain a couple but we' ll move apart. 
1: Really? 
lP: This is our plan anyway. We' Il see. If it becomes good again, maybe 
we' ll live together for real. 
1: But for now, you will each have your own apartment.. . 
lP: We will keep contact with each other. That's our plan. Because we 
have children together. You have to think about that too. 
1: How has this happened ... what led to your moving apart? 
lP: Weil [some laughter], I like to party sometimes, and Irene doesn't 
like to. It's her that 's decided this. That if I go partying, I'm not to come 
home. I have to stay at my own apartment. So I have had to find a little 
one-room apartment in the a rea. 
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1: So, this is an area you disagree about. But now you solve it by each of 
you having your own home. So you avoid getting all upset about this. 
lP: Exactly. Then we'll see what happens. Maybe we'lllike living alone. 
lt's tiresome to move back and forth all the time. But it is !rene who 
decided. I said I would start behaving better, but it didn't help. 
1: So it was !rene who decided .... 
lP: .... and I who obey her commands [laughs]! 

In the three couples (lrene and Vladimir E, Viveka and Adam N, 
Lena and Birger S) who eventually arranged what I call "half-way 
marriages", all of the women have Oike I rene in the quotation above) 
been the ones to push through these changes. The basic idea seems 
to be the same: the woman has failed in getting the man to change 
himself within the framework of their marriage, so she makes condi
tians for the continuation of their marriage. Two of these women 
were initially categorized as "strong" women, who forcefully 
repudiated the vialent act. One of the women is in the opposite 
category. Her "half-way marriage" was the result of weariness and 
a general sense of futility rather than of decisivenessand the drawing 
of clear boundaries. 

Continued co-residence 

As was the case for the couples who separated, it is possible to 
discern early on in the aftermath the tendency towards a decision to 
stay. Among these seven who continued to live together, there was a 
distinct tendency to neutralize the vialent act and to publicize what 
had happened as little as possible: 

You don't talk about this kind of thing. A couple of people I've talked 
to know about it. .. They know he's going to be sentenced and they think 
it' s good. It's no secret to them, they are my only girlfriends. But I would 
never have to l d them if I hadn't intended to get a divorce. Then I wouldn't 
have wanted anything to come out./ ... / They think that I'm totally crazy 
to take him back. I even got flowers from a friend of mine when I told 
her I was going to take out a divorce. Now she is really upset: 'You can't 
be so dumb as to take him back. We still want to have you as a friend.' 
But they really know very little about our feelings for each other. About 
how we sit and talk with each other. That we in f act have i t good to get her. 
(Ulla A, individual interview) 

The fact that knowledge about the vialent act is not spread outside 
of the family facilitates the neutralization and integration of the 
event within the marital project. The couple is then able to develop 
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its own framework for interpretation, without being disturbed by 
competing interpretative frameworks. 

All twenty informant couples had in some way gone public with 
the violence in their marriage, either directly by relating what had 
happened to the social authorities or to the police, or indirect/y by 
the women being forced to seek medical treatment. For those couples 
who continue as couples, having made the violence public is a factor 
that needs to be dealt with. At this point, the couple needs to consicter 
the surmunding world's interpretation of the violen t act and its con
clusions as to the consequences of the violence for the marriage. 
"The surrounding world", whether it be girl friends, health workers, 
or social workers, are described in the women's narratives as persons 
who are convinced that the battered women ought to leave their 
violent husbands: 

They were very adamant about me getting a divorce w hi le I was still in the 
hospital. So I did. Then I took the papers back. It was quite embar
rassing, because then I couldn't talk about what happened. (Ulla A, jo in t 
interview) 

The accounts given by those informants who continued to live 
to gether reveal two patterns for dealing with the surrounding world's 
expectations for change in their marriages. One approach was isola
tion from the outside world. One of the couples (Pia and Kjell I) 
rented a house out in the country and moved there with their 
children. Another couple (Angela and Pablo J) went in the same 
direction in a manner that greatly distressed me. 

At our final meeting - a result itself of a great deal of persuasion 
on my part - Angela was pale and thin, and Pablo Jooked tense and 
was dismissively friendly. Pablo had been released after having serv
ed a prison sentence for aggravated assault. At the beginning of 
Pablo's prison sentence, Angela was determined to follow through 
on the divorce she had filed for in the hospital. When she started 
visiting Pablo in prison, she began changing her mind. But what 
ultimately got her to change her mind were her two children, seven 
and nine years old. They begged and pleaded for her to allow their 
father to come home again. "Come and 1'11 show you that we are a 
family again", Angela says to me and takes me into the bedroom. 
There lay a baby girl, only a few months old, sleeping in her crib. 
''She is the pro of of o ur love'', says Angela. She explained to me that 
now they had proven to the world that the past was forgotten, they 
did not want to discuss the past anymore, neither with me nor anyone 
else. Our contact was thus terminated. 
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The seeond of the two approaches for dealing with the surmund
ing world's expectations did not involve a reinforcement of old in
teractional patterns, but rather an attempt at change. This endeavor 
for change was expressed in some of the men's accounts (Hans A; 
Mats R). These men described a powerful urge to find new ways of 
dealing with the situations that had normally led to fights. The 
following dialogue takes place between Mats (M) and Annika (A), 
where he tries to explain during our final meeting how he had tried 
to change his style and "not get all heated up" all the time: 

M: Something happened last Friday. It wasn't much, but it meant a Iot 
to me. Annika wanted us to go out dancing at a place nearby. She sound
ed very determined. I didn't want to go. We had been there before and 
then it was filled with a bunch of brutes that kept getting into fights. 
A: But you didn't say that. You just said you didn' t want to go, not w hy 
you didn' t. 
M: No, you're right. When she takes that determined tone, I try not to 
start arguing with her. But that never works. So we went to the dance 
place. I could tell immediately that there was going to be trouble that 
night. People were pretty drunk even though it was early. So then I got 
mad at Annika for bringing me there. I wasn't entirely sober either. The 
situation was ripe for a huge fight. Then I remembered what we had talk
ed about when you were here and r decided r didn't want to fight. I did 
not want to fight aga in. So I just left. I went ho me and was cooking so me 
food when Annika came in. She was really surprised. She didn' t say 
anything at first, but then asked me how I was. And for the first time, I 
got to say everytbing I wanted to say [laughs]. 
A: I would never have known that you didn't want to go there because 
you were afraid there'd be fights . I thought you didn't want to go there 
mostly 'coz I did want to. Next time, you can tell me why. lt's too much 
work to drag everytbing out of you all the time. (Mats and Annika R in 
a joint interview) 

In the quotation below, Hans A (H), expresses similar thoughts to 
the interviewer. This quotation, from the final interview with Hans 
and Ulla, willend this chapter on the short-term and long-term after
math of the violent act. In the following chapter on "the violent 
marriage", I will return to the discussion of the possibilities for 
change within a marital project that has over many years integrated 
the man's violence against the woman, but where the parties involved 
nevertheless want to stay married and continue living together. 

H: I have wondered a Iot about how to avoid all this in the future since 
I have such a hot temper. 
1: Do you have any suggestions? 
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H: To never really get started. Instead of protesting, just leave. Or start 
talking about something else. Most important is not to talk about 
anything t hat can lead to a fight except w hen I'm sober/ .. ./ I used to have 
t his really stupid habit before. I would start drinking to calm myself down 
after Ulla and I started to fight. It was crazy. !t on ly resulted in me getting 
really angry. I've stopped doing that. 
1: l think you a re t he type that likes to talk to someone when you get 
upset. 
H: That 's bloody right. That's w hy l talked the thing to death w hen Ulla 
and I fought. The more angry and sad I got, the more I kept talking in 
this reasonably pleasant way. Last time we fought, I Jeft and went to a 
friend's and drank a beer. Most guys know how women are! [laughs]. 
[Turns toward Ulla:] No, honey, you know I don't think you're a bitch, 
it's just something guys say! (Hans and Ulla A in a joint interview) 

A note on the integration of violence into a marriage 

One of the most commonly asked questions in discussions about 
woman battering is, "Why does a woman stay with a man who 
repeatedly beats her?" The question contains an undertone of skep
ticism about the woman's behavior: "Can a woman who lives with 
a violent man be entirely normal?" Strangely enough, the 
corresponding question about the man's behavior is not usually ask
ed. This kind of questioning, irrespective of whether the question 
has been directed towards a woman or a man, Ieads one's thoughts 
to the parties' personalities. Furthermore, the skeptical undertone of 
these questions seems to presuppose a given answer: ''T hese are in all 
Iikelihood people who suffer from an impaired ability to reach 
reasonable decisions about their own lives." 

The conversatians with my informants have taught me that this 
way of asking questions is too restrictive, too narrow, if we are to 
understand how it is possible to continue a marriage in spite of 
repeated violence against the woman. In the aftermath of the violent 
act, the involved parties weigh what the violent act has meant for 
them and their marriage. This process is certainly influenced by their 
personalities, but becomes difficult to understand if the entire 
phenomenon is solely seen in an individual psychological 
perspective. 

People's appraisal of what occurs in their own marriages is !arge! y 
related to the images they have about what a marriage should entail 
and what it should offer the individual woman and man. People 
value the significance of the marital project differently. For many 
people, a marriage is a necessary precondition for Iife, a fact that en-
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sures the joint project a strong position in these people's lives. For 
other people, the joint marital project is of less importance for their 
individual projects. Taken together, these different approaches are 
significant for the way in which people value the vialent incidents 
that occur in their marriages. 

My informants reached different and completely divergent conclu
sions about the meaning of the vialent action. I have found the ac
tion strongly repudiated by the battering man or the battered 
woman, a repudiation that was accompanied by an equally strong re
jection of the other spouse. l have found the vialent action neutralized 
by the battering man and the battered woman in a joint enterprise. 

Over a two-year perspective, those couples who neutralized the 
violence had the greatest chance of surviving as a couple. Not sur
prisingly, I have also found a earrelation between the significance 
that my informants attach to their marriages and the conclusions 
that they reach during the aftermath of the vialent act. Those 
couples where the marriage was of great importance to both parties 
tend to join forces and neutralize the vialent act, whereas the men 
and women who contend that their marriage was not of great 
significance for their lives tend to repudiate both the action and the 
other party forcefully. 

Campared to the significance of the marital project and the Iife 
projects for the process of attaching meaning to the man's vialent 
behavior, the degree of seriousness of the vialent incident was found 
to be of little consequence. I was surprised to learn that a mild slap 
could be repudiated as strongly as a sharp blow, and that an act of 
severe battering could be neutralized in the same way as a shove. In 
this context, the battered woman's experience of violence in her 
family of origin was seen as an important factor. 

There was no evidence in my study of a systematic difference be
tween couples with "immigrant backgrounds" and other couples 
with regard to the significance of the vialent act for the marriage. 

The battered wo man 's earlier experiences of violence were thus of 
importance, bu t not as factors leading to an increased risk for her to 
be battered. A woman can be the victim of her husband's vialent 
behavior without any previous experience of family violence, and a 
man can commit a vialent act without having witnessed, or having 
been subjected to, maJe vialent behavior in his family of origin. But 
earlier experiences of family violence do play an important role in 
the aftermath of the violen t outburst, in the process of making sense 
of and reaching conclusions about what had happened. The earlier 
victimized women were more Iikely to confront their husband's 
behavior by assuming a subordinate position, and they tended to ac-
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cept their husbands' invitations to join forcesin the neutralization of 
the man's violent behavior. On the other hand, those women who 
had no experience of the direct use of physical violence in the family 
context, tended to dissociale themselves sharply from both the 
violent act and the perpetrator. 

In this context, it is worth noting that both the narrative accounts 
where the violent incident was powerfully repudiated and the 
neutralizing accounts contained the same distinct dissociation from 
the man's use of violence. The rejecting accounts explicitly expressed 
this, and the neutralizing accounts indirectly expressed this through 
the effort that went into neutralizing the action. 

A reformulation of the questions of why the woman or the man 
stays, in spite of violent incidents, encompassing those aspects of 
central importance for the parties' own determinations in the after
math of the violent incident, would be: "What campels her to con
tinue her ejforts to get him to stop using violence, despile the jaet 
that the repetition of the violence is a reflection of her continual 
failure?" A corresponding question for the man would be: "If he in 
jaet wants the relationship to continue, why does he time after time 
commit questionable acts thai in and of t hemselves increase the risk 
that the relationship wi/1 be ended?" 

Reformulated in this way, the questions presuppose that the issue 
of staying or leaving the marriage is related to the possibility of in
tegrating the violen t actsin to the marriage as marital acts. I here use 
the word "integrating" to describe the process of maintaining the 
marital relationship, not the acceptance of the violence. Merely the 
ability to continue in a relationship where such violent situations 
have and do occur is what is meant here. 

The first point worth noting here is that over a two-year period, 
half of my informants' marriages ended in divorce, eight at the in
itiative of the women and two at the men's. The majority of the 
women who too k the initialive in the divorce had declared at the start 
of the study period that they were contemplating divorce. In con
trast, the men reached this decision during the course of the study. 
Another three couples continued to live together, but at two ad
dresses sothat the man could withdraw "intimes of trouble". Seven 
couples continued living together as usual. 

An integration of the violent incident always implies that the 
woman's individual Iife project is pushed into the background in 
favor of the joint marital project. The driving force for this may be 
that the marital project is highly valued - but it may also be that she 
and othersassign such a low priority to her Ii fe project. This tenden
cy is strengthened during the course of the integration process. The 
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import for a battered woman to enter into a joint enterprise airned 
at neutralizing the violent act is a gradual devaluation of her own Iife 
project. On this point, my female informants displayed similar pat
terns to those found in other research studies on battered women 
around the world (Dobash and Dobash 1979; Walker 1979; Araldsen 
and Ciasen 1983; Christensen 1984). 

I had categorized six of the seven women who continued to live 
with their husbands as "fragile" in the original classification of in
formants. During the study period, it was revealed that at !east three 
of these women had gradually become more "fragile" during the 
course of their marriages. Their weakness should thus be viewed as 
a consequence of their marital Iife, and not vice versa. Prior to get
ting married, on e of the ''fragile'' women, Sonja B, managed a store 
in a !arge franchise chain in her hometown. Now she is a steady 
customer at her local health center where she is treated for severe 
anxiety problems. Fathima D, likewise described as "fragile", was a 
teacher in her country of origin and now suffers from anxiety at
tacks, thinks she is going to die, and is convinced t hat she is seriously 
iii. 

Paradoxically, the same process of integration that leads to a 
devaluation of one's own Iife may also add something to it. Since the 
integration process means that the spouses start working together 
towards a neutralization of the violent act, they may also experience 
an intense feeling that the marital project is gaining something: 
togetherness and communality. 

For the man, the circumstances are somewhat more complex than 
for the woman. In one sense, his Iife project gains something from 
his violent behavior, namely, the experience of power and of total 
control and dominance over the woman he lives with. With the in
tegration of the violen t act in to the marriage, he receives reassurance 
t hat s u ch an act does not lead to the collapse of the marriage. On the 
contrary, i t leads to community and togetherness. B ut the integration 
of the violent act has another meaning for the man, which is related 
to the fact that he committed an act not only questionable as a 
marital act but also questionable from the perspective of his own Iife 
project. 

It is my conclusion that by committing this questionable act 
against their wives and yet dissodating themselves from the act -
which is necessary for the neutralization of the event, and thus its in
tegration - the men continue in a state of crisis. Their wives are the 
only ones who can absolve them for such "awful" acts. Their wives 
are the ones who will cooperate withthemin manipulating the act to 
the point where it becomes unclearas to who did what, to the point 
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w~ere the act was transformed in to a disclaimed act. In other words, 
to the point where the man is freed from all responsibility for his 
action. 

No one else but the wife can do that for the man. Other male ac
quaintances may support the man in his rejection strategies - and in 
the notion of the impossibility of wo men and so on- bu t they cannot 
join with him in a neutralization strategy to preserve the marriage. 

I believe that this dependence is fundamental for the man. Un
doubtedly, faulty conclusions are reached if an attempt is made to in
terpret the battering man who after a separation continues to 
threaten and abuse the woman in his desire to reunite with her. It is 
not necessarily the case that he wants to win her back. But it is her 
power to grant absolution and to restore his self-esteem and value 
that he needs. The ultimate evidence of this is her willingness to con
tinue in the marriage. 

His behavior also leads to a devaluation of his own Iife project in 
another sense. In order to plead with his wife for her cooperation in 
neutralizing his actions - even for the sake of his Iife project - he is 
compelled to refrain from criticizing his wife for her behavior during 
the pre-history of the violent incident. This means that re gardless of 
how much he feels she has hurt him, he cannot tell her this. 

These conclusions may be partial answers to the question of w hy 
a man and a woman remain in a marriage in which violent episodes 
repeatedly occur. 

The aftermath - a summary 

The last phase of the violent event is characterized by a dissocia
tion/ integration process where the man and the woman, separately 
and jointly, evolve an understanding of what had happened. 

In the aftermath of the violent incident, the pattero of dominance 
and subordination reveals its superior position as creator of the 
social organization of my informants' marriages. Thus, to improve 
the chances for the survival of the marriage, the man voluntarily 
places himself in the subordinate position as a necessity for the com
mencement of the aftermath. 

Two principal patteros can be disceroed in my informants' ac
counts. One of these basic patteros involves the neutralization of the 
violen t event, where the man and the woman jointly construct a nar
rative account of what had happened. This type of account may en
compass either a hope for the good Iife or an alteration of the act. 
Both types of neutralizing accounts imply great possibilities for the 
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integration of the action into the marriage. 
The seeond principal pattern for the development of such an 

understanding involves a rejection of the violent act. A rejection of 
the act proved to be strongly related to a rejection of either the man 
or the woman, according to one of the following combinations: 

- her rejection of the act and the man, expressing her fear and dissocia
tion from him; 
- her rejection of the act and herself, due to her conception of herself as 
an inadequate person after so much battering; 
- his rejection of the act and the woman, on the basis of her behavior 
during the pre-history and violent incident; 
- his rejection of the act and himself, since he had committed such a 
severe act of violence. 

The concrete results of this dissociation/integration process can be 
summarized under three headings: divorce, continued living 
together, or "half-way-marriage", that is cohabitation but with ac
cess to separate dwellings. 





8 
The Violent Marriage 

Introduction 

In this stud y, I have ehosen to analyze "woman battering" as a social 
phenomenon that has arisen through the exercise of some types of 
vielent actions (a man's) in a certain social context (a marriage) 
against a particular person (the woman/wife), and that has been 
described and characterized through a process of historical and 
social definition. This process of social definition must basically be 
understood as a we b of voices w h ich from different directions try to 
define, delimit, describe, and explain "woman battering". These 
voices may emanate from sociology, psychology, or feminism, and 
they are heterogeneous in the sense that they cannot be merged into 
a single definition of "woman battering". lnstead, the distinct voices 
must be analyzed in the light of their own premises. 

With the operation of this process, it has become possible for bot h 
women and men to begin defining their own and others' actions in 
terms of this social definition. Women and men will discuss the 
"woman battering" they have been subjected to (women) or that 
they want to be exculpated from responsibility for (the men). In this 
manner, men' s violence against women within marriage has become 
a possible field of study within the social sciences. 

To avoid becoming entrapped within a more or less normative 
definition of "woman battering", I have ehosen to study not only 
the course of the vielent incident, but also the involved parties' 
means for defining this incident and their possible responsibility for 
i t. 

l t is the emergence of women from a solitary existence as victims 
that generates the disclosure of men's vielent actions towards 
women. This study can be described as a response to this stepping 
forward ofbattered women, as weil as its condition. My goal with the 
study has been to understand the socio-psychological process that 
"woman battering" entails for the two involved parties separately 
(and in part also for the children) and jointly, and in part to under
stand how the police and social authorities define what had hap
pened. 

The study group consisted of cases that were defined over the 



156 WOMAN BATTERING 

course of one year by the police and social authorities in a Stockholm 
suburb as "woman battering". Altogether, this group included 141 
cases. Some basic data on the battering files were collected from this 
group, where the violence mainly ranged from serious to medium
serious, where 490Jo of the men and 33% of the women were under 
the influence of alcohol, and where the woman's injuries were more 
serious if she and/or the man were intoxicated at the time of bat
tering. 

From among the 141 couples, I selected a smaller group for study
ing the process of marital woman battering. After attempts to 
achieve a balanced sample of couples with regard to the degree of 
seriousness of the violence, personal characteristics of the woman, 
and socio-economic status, my sample consisted of twenty couples. 
I - and in some cases a male colleague - interviewed these couples 
separately and together over a period of two years. 

This interview material constituted the basic material for my 
description of the cyclical process of marital violence. My primary 
goal has been to contri bu te to the identification of the rules and con
ventions which determine the parties' behavior during the violent in
cident as revealed in the parties' descriptions, explanations, and 
justifications for the marital violent act. 

What I found to be central for the development of a violent mar
riage are the special means by which couples live their marita/lives, 
in the manner in which they make sense of the marital acts within 
their marriage, and how they deal with the fundamental social ru/e 
about male violent behavior as a marital action. By "violent mar
riage" is meant a marriage where violent incidents occur and are in
tegrated as marital acts, a marriage with extensive capacity to give 
refuge to violence. 

Living maritallife 

When two individuals enter into a marriage with each other, their 
form of Iife is radically transformed towards one of marital Iife. By 
marrying each other, the woman and man are transformed into 
something whose psychological import could be described in terms 
of the two individuals defining themselves in relation to the other 
person. One cannot be a spouse without there being another spouse. 
Your identity as a married woman or a married man depends on the 
other. 

Being a marital spouse, however, is not something that can be im
puted to a person, something that is applied passively, for example, 
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by genetic or historical forces. It is something that the involved par
ties determine and develop together. In this perspective, the marriage 
is something that is social/y constructed, something that is actively 
created with both parties serving as agents. I have described the 
modes by which the couples designed their social organization of 
marital Iife in terms of the partners forming ajoint marital project. 

To describe a marriage in terms of a project necessitates the in
troduction of the dimension of time. This means that a marriage is 
not on! y viewed in terms of the given or current situation, but more 
accurately in light oj its ju ture. The project is the expression of the 
marriage's goals and contents in eonstant fluctuation, in which the 
marital scene and the acts performed thereon continually influence 
each other. To participate in this cooperative project, from the ptat
form of the individuals' given preconditions, means that the actors 
are neither the helpless victims of a predestined fate nor the creators 
of an ultimate perfeet future. 

By introducing the dimension of time as a fundamental factor in 
the organization of marital Iife, I span a bridge between the 
theoretical perspective I have evolved for understanding what it is 
that characterizes marital Iife and the methodological approach I 
have used to study violence as a marital act. A person's account of 
what has happened in her or his Iife contains both a retrospective and 
a prospective dimension. The stories or the narratives of our lives not 
only precede us through our parents' and ancestors' histories - in 
which we are more or lessenmeshed-bu t also face to an equal degree 
ahead. By means of our ability to imagine a possible future, the nar
rative will determine our manner of approaching our dreams, our 
desires, and our fate. 

To give form to a successful joint project, the parties must be 
capable of dealing with - and of developing - the underlying rules 
for the marital Iife style that have evolved in our society. Here I do 
not mean rules in the sense of regulations about how a husband and 

· a wife "are", but rather the rules that generate husbands and wives 
from men and women. In the sense that I here use the concept of 
"rule", it is something that "makes" a married couple and in this 
way gives the marriage form. 

Up to this point, I have discussed what could be said to apply 
generally to maritallife. That which characterizes those marriages I 
have studied and distinguishes them from marriages in generalisthat 
they include repeated violen t actions by the man against the woman. 
These violent incidents are of a cyclical nature and consist of three 
separated phases that are repeated over many years. In principle, this 
cycle is broken temporarity by intervention from externa! agents 
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(such as the police or social authorities) or more permanently if the 
woman - and in some cases the man - leaves the marriage. 

The first phase of the violent cycle consists of the pre-history of 
the violent incident and is described as a verbal aggressive act, or as 
a desire for revenge, or as a desire to compel the wife to remain in the 
marriage in the case of imminent divorce. The seeond phase consists 
of the violent incident, and the last phase of the process of dissocia
tion/integration that constitutes the aftermath of the violent in
cident. 

Rules of woman battering in a Swedish cultural context 

I began this study with the assumption that the "rule" which con
stitutes a marriage in a Swedish cultural context and which in
fluences how men and women deal with violent incidents in all pro
hability couJd be summarized by the following statement: Violence 
is a morally questionable marital act. As a result of what I have 
learned from this study, I would propose changing the rule somewhat 
to make it more forceful and distinct: 

Woman battering within a marriage is not an acceptable act. lt is not an 
act a woman within the Swedish culturat context should expect as a con
sequence of her love for a man. 

My material does not support the belief that the time-worn notion 
"you heat the one you love" enjoys a strong foothold in the context 
of contemporary Swedish maritallife, or the approach of Moa Mar
tinsson's fictional characters, "Bernard" and his next door 
neighbor, as quoted in the introduction, that "when your woman 
starts acting devilishly, just hit her". 

I have had the opportunity to observe the above formulated rule 
in operation principally in the narratives about the aftermath phase. 
A violation of this rule triggers off a threat of separation. In this 
perspective, the aftermath phase could be viewed as one extensive at
tempt to avoid that threat. As the couples account for the violent act 
by neutralizing it, they not on ly reveal their idea of this rule, bu t also 
of how they want to appear in the eyes of others. "You get shamed 
in front of others; you imagine that they think that your husband 
doesn't love you" (Ulla A, individual interview). There are only two 
ways for a woman to resolve this dilemma: by dissodating herself 
from the violent act and her husband, or by manipulating the action 
so that the man is exculpated from responsibility for it. 
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The social order of a violent marriage 

In the chapter on the pre-history of the violent act, l made an initial 
remark about the social order prevailing in the marital projects of my 
informants. I concluded that as the spouses fought verbally, they 
also created basic forms of social order. " The one-up-manship and 
attempts to put the other down pattern" ofinteraction was strictly 
adhered to during the verbal fights. Asked about the frequency of 
these fights, ninecouples admitted to fighting "often" or "always", 
and eleven "not so often" or "often". From among the couples with 
a high frequency of verbal fights, two claim that their fights almost 
always turn into more serious fights, that is, violent encounters. The 
remairring seven who fight often say that their fights do not always 
develop into something serious. The figures for the couples with a 
low frequency of verbal fights are the reverse: Eight of those couples 
maintain that their fights almost always develop into serious 
arguments, whereas three couples claim that this does not occur. 

l concluded that the ro le of the pre-history was constitutive in pro
ducing a ltierarchical organization within the marital projects, 
following abasic pattern oj dominance and subordination. The pro
minent feature of the social process du ring the verbal fight was com
posed of the endeavor to bring the status of the other person into 
question, and to demote her or him to a lower ranking. The principal 
means for accomplishing this was the mutual communication of 
worth/essness. Weil adapted to this purpose was the exploitation of 
the other's weaknesses, recounting embarrassing events of the past, 
or listing the bad traits of the other party. Due to the fact that the 
pre-history of the violence turns into the violent phase itself, the 
hierarchical pattern becomes transfixed in a single image: the man in 
the dominant position and the woman in the subordinate position. 

In brief, this pattern of maJe dominance and female subordina
tion, as i t is expressed during the phase I have described as the violen t 
incident, has been the concern of feminist researchers and of the 
women's movement. In spite of the similarity between their conclu
sions and mine, I can identify some significant differences. In my 
opinion, a husband' s use of violence towards his wife, and the way 
she reacts to it produces social order, and as weil reflects an already 
existing social order in the surrounding society. 

In the view of some feminist researchers, the use of physical 
violence against women in their position as wives is not the only 
means by which they are controlied and oppressed. Nevertheless, it 
is one of the most brutal and explicit expressions of patriarchal 
domination. According to this view, the dominance a husband prac-
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tices over his wife is something external/y imputed to hi m. H e and his 
wife could jointly be considered victims of patriarchy, even if he is 
generally believed to be the one deriving an advantage from this 
mode of victimization. According to the linguistic usage I have 
adopted (see further Schafer 1976), I will refer to this way of accoun
ting for a man's use of violence towards his w i fe as away of disclaim
ing his action. By handling the ambiguity between passivity and ac
tivity of human action in this manner, the action of the individual 
man becomes masked. 

During the violent incident, the hierarchical organization within 
the marriage assumes a more definite shape. By the use of violence, 
the man usurps power over the woman. "Power over" refers to 
domination and control. "Power over" generally carries destructive 
consequences because of its self-serving and restricting nature. True 
for the use of power over another human being in general, it is even 
more dramatically true for a battered wife. 

When the man's dominance is expressed by means of violence in 
this rigid and illegitimale manner, this affects both the woman's in
dividual Iife project and joint marital project. Her subordination 
becomes visible by means of her inability to proteet herself and by 
means of her failed attempts to form the marriage in the way she so 
desires. In the women's accounts, this inability was described 
sometimes as failed attempts to decrease the man's relative 
dominance by adopting a defensive position and submitting to an 
even greater degree. Or it was described in terms of an increasing 
reluctance, which is due to the woman's way of protecting herself 
eausing encroachment in her own individual Iife and her "crawling 
her way to nonrecognition' '. 

This use of illegitimate means in order to maintain a dominant 
position thus results in a shift of positions during the aftermath 
phase. Retaining the rigid pattern of dominance/subordination, the 
positions are shifted so that the man lands in the inferior position. 
He is the one who has committed an unacceptable act, and she has 
been the object of this act and endured i t. In order to ''save'' his mar
riage, the man has to act in accordance with the prevailing rules 
operating within the context of a Swedish marriage, and dissociate 
himself from the violent act, and then implore his wife for a joint 
reconciliation. This means that he temporari ty holds a subordinate 
position, whereas her relative influence is enhanced. However, her 
enhanced relative influence is limited to the issue of w hether she will 
accept his remorse or not, and whether she will accept his offer for 
joint action or not. 

Thus, what happens in the aftermath of the violent act is not 
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renegotiations about how a wife and a husband basically deal with 
the issue of power in the marriage. The rigid pattern of dominance 
and subordination is not affected at any point during any of the 
phases of the vialent act. What is affected is the allocation of posi
tions within the established pattern. 

The temporary and limited dominance given to women whose 
husbands are desperate and repentant during the aftermath of the 
violent act, provides these women with relatively more power to in
fluence the form of their marital Iife. In the moment that the hus
band subordinates himself to his wife and pleads with her to join ef
forts with hi m, she has the power to determine w hether the marriage 
will continue or not. 

If she uses her power to say yes, the effect of this for the future 
marriage is ambiguous. As the person who does the forgiving and 
who endures, she is relatively strong; but as the person who is hat
tered and who wishes to continue living with her batterer, she is 
relatively weak. In contrast, the man has proven that he has the 
strength to dominate her totally, but by means that are morally 
reprehensible. 

If there were cause to use an expression like the vialent marriage, 
I think i t could be used for labeling the above described social order. 
This kind of marital project is primarily characterized by rigid and 
paradoxical rules for the distribution of power. That which makes 
the man strong, dangerous, and dominant in this type of marriage, 
also makes him smaJI , helpless, and dependent on his wife. That 
which makes the woman weak, helpless, and dependent is also that 
which makes her strong in the sense of perseverance and patience. In 
addition, this kind of marital project generates an interaction 
neutralizing the violent act, by disclaiming the man's reponsibility 
for it. 

Possibilities for change 

The socio-psychological interior that I have gained insight into 
through my informants' narratives is quiet dismaL Two individuals 
who hope for a Iife together which is betterthan their separate lives, 
enter into marriage and interplay within a .closed space according to 
rules that exclusively allow a rigid social order of dominance and 
subordination. When the man usurps the dominant position by il
legitimate means, he further increases the couple's isolation. Now 
they have something to hide. Nor is the prohability especially high 
that the "surroundings" willdemand admittance. According to the 
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Swedish view of marriage, marital Iife is strictly private. The most 
revolutionary action in the direction of change is here undertaken by 
the woman, as she decides to step forward and prepares herself to 
talk. 

Over a two-year period, ten couples found a way out. A study 
which examines what follows such a separation over the Iong run is 
an important research task. 

After two years, t wo of the still-married men describe a change in 
their manner of dealing with a situation which formerly could have 
constituted a preJude to a vialent act. They have decided they do not 
want to use violence. By taking responsibility for their actions, they 
construct a sphere of action which they use to break their usual 
behavior patterns. They refrain from taking control over the situa
tion and simply distance themselves from it. 

I would like to say three things to those outsiders who approach 
such couples for the purpose of facilitating change- such as social 
workers or psychotherapists: 

- Learn to understand the couple's own text to see what is expressed and 
what is not expressed. Be attentive to your own role in this context; in 
other words, be attentive to what going public means for the parties. 

- Confront the logical frame of the accounts. 

- Assist the two parties in constructing a new story. 

During such endeavors, one always first encounters the special 
"rhetoric of exculpation" described above. Here there is a need to 
listen carefully to what the woman and the man have to say, in order 
to identify defensiveness and rationalization. There is a need also to 
examine what the two parties say, in order to deconstruct minimiz
ing, externalizing and self-serving rationalizations. 

Further, there is a need for deconstructing the psychological in
terior of the vialent act for both parties, that is, a deconstruction of 
the moments leading up to a vialent outburst and, not least, the 
moments of the aftermath. Deconstructing the vialent act means ex
pounding the action piece by piece, moment by moment. This pro
cess entails asking the same questions over and over about "how?", 
"when?", "where?", " how di d you feel afterwards? ", "didn't you 
ever consicter another interpretation?", "if I had been in your place, 
I would have felt.. . how did you actually feel?", and "if you felt this 
way, how do you imagine what your wife felt?" Repetitious ques
tions of this kind yield many varying descriptions of the violen t act, 
thus bringing new meaning to the action. 
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In addition to the deconstruction of the psychological interior of 
the violen t act, the deconstruction oj the man 's logica/fram e oj nar
rating is called for. I will give an example of how this can be done. 
Let us consicter the following conversation once again: 

lP: You see, in our heads there is a place with t wo poles. There has to be 
a certain distance between them. When you get angry, you get close to 
one of the poles. In my head, the poles are too close together, so that 
when I get angry, they crash into each other. I can see on you that you 
don't believe me, but it is in fact true. A doctor himself told me this. I 
think it was eaused by a motorcycle accident I was in. 
1: How can you tell when this happens? 
lP: I simply get a total blackout. I get mad and the n PANG, i t erashes and 
I am not aware of anything for a Iong time. When l come to again, I have 
often done something violent. Hit Pia or trashed the apartment. 
1: Then it must be unbelievable luck that Pia is still alive. 
lP: What do you mean? 
1: I mean that w hen you get mad at her and i t short-circuits in your head, 
your bodytakeson a Iife of its own and becomes violen t. l t is lucky that 
you haven't stuck the bread knife in her, or scissors, or hit her even worse 
than you have. 
lP: Are you crazy or something?!! Do you think that I could do such a 
thing? l would never be able to hurt her that bad! (Kjell I, joint interview) 

In this conversation, the interviewer addresses the extreme 
manifestations of the logical frarne of the narrative (e.g. a narrative 
of exculpation). The interviewer opposes the informant's account by 
questioning it to its extremes. The consequences of the suggested 
behavior are laid bare. The informant then abandons the originally 
used frame andreplacesit with one that makesit possible for him to 
relate to himself as to a person of responsibility, in possession of full 
awareness and control capacity. In the wake of this altering of the 
frame, a new account of the violent act may get a chance to evolve. 

When the informant couple, after the woman's revelation of moral
ly unacceptable actions in the marriage, are invited to conversatians 
about these sensitive topics, a context shift is established. The 
"marital monologue" has been replaced by a "dialogue of 
research". The significance of this shift could be presented in terms 
of sharing, of the researchers gaining access to previously closed 
situations within the farnily, and finally in terms of the elaboration 
of a new context to talk a bo ut what often is seen as ''impossible to 
talk about". I would like to introduce the ph rase' 'impossible conver
sation" to grasp the essence of the deconstructive work that took 
place in this shift of context. The underlying message from the 
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researeher in this "conversation" is that personal responsibility 
could be something useful, not !east of all in the process of gaining 
awareness and control of one's own individual Iife project -
something that can be extremely difficult to gain for a person that 
entangles himself in the rhetoric pattems of exculpation. 

By refraining from confronting the man's personality, and concen
trating on challenging his ideas, another just as important message 
was implicated in the "impossible conversation". This mode of in
teraction meant challenging the basic pattem of dominance and 
subordination, the pattem that brought the status of the other per
son into question by means of the communication of worthlessness. 
It was replaced by the idea of a conversation along more symmetrical 
Iines. 

The new descriptions or narrative accounts for the man, that get 
a chance to evolve once the narrative of exculpation is abandoned, 
probably could be fitted around what was 01nitted in the previous 
story, namely, his own emotional experiences. By carefully 
separating all strands of the violent episode and by encouraging him 
to include feelings, a new story becomes possible, one including all 
steps of the actions taken - as weil as including all the possible ac
tions rejected. Such reinstatement of the narrator as a feeling , think
ing, and acting subject in the text is essen tia!. In the earlier accounts, 
the presence of the maJe narrator is missing; there i t was possible for 
aleohoJ to batter, and the man never said a word about how sad and 
hurt he had been. A high degree of psychological pain and tension 
will be connected with this kind of deconstruction. The distress may 
be so pronounced that it sparks a genuine crisis (Stordeur, R. and 
Stille R. 1989), which will in tum place demands on the social 
worker's or psychotherapist's ability to soothe pain and provide 
psychological support. 

If I had to identify a single significant factor in the maintenance 
of a marriage as a violent marriage, I would name the loss of a nar
rator in the account, that is, the lack of a man acting and taking 
responsibility for his actions. In the proposed narrative, the narrator 
claims his presence as an acting subject. The narrative probably 
could be fitted around another theme, located closely to his talk of 
his own emotional experiences, namely the question: "Do you want 
to remain a wife batterer?" In the case of a "no" answer, the new 
narratives of Hans and Mats can give an understanding of how such 
a narrative can be constructed. By confirming, not denying the oc
currence of confiktive situations, by claiming, not disclaiming per
sonal responsibility, a conscious strategy for managing without the 
use of violence can be constructed. This will in tum allow for the 
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creation of a new marital social order to replace the rigid one of 
dominance and subordination. 

A corresponding new description or narrative account for the 
woman probably could be fitted around her lack of commitment to 
her own sa fet y in f a vor of accepting responsibility for her own as weil 
as for her husband's actions throughout the violent episode. Ques
tions that could lead the woman further towards a new account are 
questions about personal power, in contrast to the initial account 
which was built around the experience of powerlessness. 

In therapeutic work with battered women, one often finds women 
of substance with strong opinions, who convey a sense of personal 
power, while at the same time expressing a feeling of overall 
helplessness (Goldner et al. 1990). The task hereisthen to change the 
terms of discourse to help the woman move from a victim position 
to a place where she becomes aware of herself as significant in the 
shaping of her own apprehensions. What she needs is a new context 
for her revised story. I will give an example of how this could be don e. 

A young woman sought me out for therapeutic consultation due 
to serious suicidal impulses following a battering. She described how 
she ruined her husband's Iife first by reporting his violence to the 
police and mo re recent! y by petitioning for a divorce. She had wanted 
to leave many times, but had always felt prohibited by his despair and 
pleas for her to stay. Furthermore, she did not want guilt feelings 
about having destroyed his Iife, especially since she had already had 
two people's lives on her conscience-her parents'. She was their only 
child, and she had eaused them unending grief by her disastrous 
marriage. What they had dreamed of most of all was a daughter they 
could be proud of. This young woman was completely resigned and 
felt trapped. 

"You must be a very powerful woman", I commented after hear
ing her account. ''The lives of three people rest to tall y in your 
hands." Before the end of our session, this woman had worked 
h~rself into a veritable rage over the fact that she had accepted the 
power these people had given her. This had eaused her to feel so 
paralyzed about her own Iife that she had been unable to imagine 
how to move ahead. 

To know what we do and how we do it is basic and significant 
knowledge. That is, the ability to articulate for oneself the particular 
means one adopts for connecting with others. The discovery of per
sonal power is of essential value for a woman, victimized by her hus
band's use of violence. This discovery will hopefully help her to 
establish boundaries and to define an absolute bottom-line in her 
new story. 
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Here I have discussed the deconstruction and construction work 
that I advocate in terms of constructing two newstories separately. 
The construction of a marriage excluding violence is thus a joint 
enterprise as weil. 

Recently, family therapy practice has widened its scope by bring
ing social problems such as battering and incest into the consulting 
room (Goldner et al. 1990). Previously, family therapy was pro
foundly m ute on the subject of power and its unequal distribution in 
thefamilyand in the society (Hare-Mustin 1978; Hare-Mustin 1987; 
Walters et al. 1988). In one way or another, family therapy practice 
has managed to omit power as an organizing principle of family Iife. 
Systems theory has been the primary way of observing and analyz
ing. Systems theory is so abstract that it may provide a seemingly 
coherent account of family p henamena while in factomitting signifi
cant variables, such as power, gender, and the link between them. 
Since systems theory focuses entirely on the rnaves rather t han on the 
players, who has the power over w horn and with what regularity it is 
exercised never enters into the analysis. (Goodrich 1991). The change 
that has taken place is extremely valuable for the couples who want 
to continue living together. 

The key to change in a vialent marriage is to be found in the con
struetian of a new story of the vialent act, a story covering the 
transformation of the disclaimed action in to an action for w hi ch the 
man is held responsible. Until then, the freedom to change the terms 
of the marital project will elude the parties - as will the freedom to 
leave the project. 
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