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ABSTRACT 

Spousal abuse has been a phenomenon that has been explored widely by many 

disciplines, yet few studies have included adequate samples of African-American people. 

The purpose of this study was to explore spousal abuse from an African-.American female 

perspective 

This ethnographic study was guided by Brofenbrenner's ecological model and 

Neuman's system model. These models provided a view of the social, political and 

economic constraints that contribute to spousal abuse as well as a view of the 

interpersonal and intrapersonal interactions that occur because of the abuse. Narrati\ es of 

six African-American abused females were transcibed and coded. Then, patterns and 

themes were abstracted to form domains which described the experience of abuse. 

The narratives revealed three major tlndings: 1) tlve stages of abuse and coping 

that described a process of abuse; 2) three cultural themes; 3) a holistic view of spousal 

abuse based on the Brofenbrenner's ecological model and Neuman's system model. 

The five stages identified in the process of abuse were: stage 1- transference of 

rules - where the victim learned rules of behavior for intimate relationships from the 

family of origin; stage 2 - beginning abusive period - occurring after the couple start to 

live together and violence begins; stage 3 - rage and reality - when all attempts to slop the 

abuse have failed and anger is predominant; stage 4 - transistion - the victim leaves the 



relationship; and stage 5 - stabilization and integration - when the victim stabilizes her 

life and begins to integrate the abusive experience. 

Three cultural themes were abstracted from the narratives. Patterns of 

Independence — the cultural message of the importance of being independent and not 

relying on anyone was consistent. The Family as a Resource was also a underlying 

theme among the victims. Although the abuse was kept a secret from the family of origin 

during the abuse, the family was seen as a source of nurturance and support after the 

abusive experience. 

A holistic view of spousal abuse was obtained revealing that the political, social, 

and economic constraints as well as the intrapersonal and interpersonal factors that 

victims faced ever\'day were factors in how they perceived and intervened in the abuse. 



WHAT IF I AM A BLACK WOMAN? 

What if I am a Black woman? 
Is it a disease? 

Well, if it is. I sure hope it catching. 
Because they need to pour it into a bottle, label it. 

And sprinkle it all over the people -men and women-
Who ever loved or cried, worked or died, for any one of 

Us. 
So.... What if I am a Black woman: 

Is it a crime? 
.A.rrest me! 

I'm smart, but I'm learning; 
I'm loving, but I'm hateful; and I like to work. 
Because I like to eat and feed and clothe and 

House me. mine, and yours, and everybody's. 
Like I've been doing for the past 300 years. 

What if I am a Black Woman? 
Is it insane? 
Commit me! 

Because I want the happiness, not tears; 
Truth not lies; 

Pleasure, not pain; 
Sunshine, not rain; 
•A. man. not a child! 

What if I am a Black woman? 
Is it a Sin? Pray for Me! 

And pray for you. too. if you don't like vvomen of color. 
Because 

We are...Midnight Black. Chestnut Brown. Honey Bronzed. 
Chocolate covered. CoCoa Dipped. Big-Lipped. Big-Hipped. 

Big-Breasted and Beautiful 
All at the same time! 

So...What if I am a Black Woman? 
Does it bother you that much? 



Because I want a man who wants me... 
Loves me and trusts me. and respects me. 

And gives me everything. 
Because [ give him everything back. Plus! 

What if I am a Black Woman? 
I've got rights, same as you! 

I have worked for them, died for them, lied for them, played 
•And 

Laid for them, on every plantation from Alabama to Boston 
•And Back! 

What if I am a Black Woman? 
I love me, and I want you to love me . too. But I am. .\s r\ e 

Always been, near you, close to you. beside \ ou. 
Strong, giving, loving, for over 300 years 

Your Black woman...Love me! 

.As given to me b> Wanda, 
a key informant 
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CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM 

Violence among African-American families has been recognized as a major, 

troubling, national problem, yet it has often been simply assumed that the African-

American family structure and dynamics leading to violence are the same as in the 

majority population. How do African-American women perceive violence in their 

homes? How do .African-American women cope with domestic violence and where do 

they go for help? Answers to questions such as these may be important in the 

intervention of violence in .African-American homes. Interventions have been formulated 

based on the idea that regardless of culture the outcome would be the same. .As a result. 

African-American families are not receiving the help that is necessarv' to stop this 

violence. In my 1995 preliminary study of spousal violence. I found among a sample of 

African-American women some evidence that spousal violence is perceived differently 

among the Afncan-American community than among .Anglo-American women (Doherty, 

1995). 

One difference was the definition of what was considered abuse. .Among the 

African-American women who had experienced spousal violence and whom 1 

interviewed for a focus group, the term abuse was not considered applicable. These 

women considered the violence they suffered as "just having a fight." Abuse was only 
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applicable if the woman was perceived as beinu helpless in the situation. Another 

difference found among these women uho had suffered spousal \ iolence was the 

resistance to going outside the family unit to seek help. Shelters were described as being 

for Anglo-Americans and a last resort. They were seen with an air of suspicion by 

African-Americans.. .Although more differences were noted, these few differences make 

it clear that basic research on the African-American culture is necessar\ and is lacking. 

Neff. Holamon and Schluter (1994) conducted a study comparing spousal violence 

among Anglo-Americans. Mexican-Americans and African-Americans. Notable 

differences between ethnic groups were apparent in their results. In the conclusion of 

their study they state, "Obsen.ed ethnic differences on factors likely related to spousal 

violence were striking . . . The persistence of these ethnic differences has important 

implications regarding differing conceptual explanations of spousal violence" (pp. 15-

16). 

Significance of the Problem 

The significance of the problem of spousal violence is great. In 1990. the L'nited 

States Federal Bureau of Investigation reported that 14 percent of 20,045 homicide 

victims were killed by their own family members, and domestic \ iolence accounts for 2.1 

million reports a year. Over two-thirds of violent acts against women were committed by 

someone known to the victim (National Crime Victimization Report (NCV'R). 1994. p. 

1). It is more likely for a woman to be injured by a spouse, friend or relative than to be 

mugged or raped by a stranger (Marsh. 1993). These figures are alarming and point 
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towards the importance of studying family structure and family dynamics w hen searching 

for causes and interv entions. Especially important is the need to research women in 

violent relationships, for women who have been criminally victimized sought health care 

twice as frequently and had outpatient medical expenses 2.5 times greater than 

nonvictimized women (Koss. 1993). These figures alone are cause for alarm, and in the 

African-American community, the response to spousal abuse is often lethal. Homicide 

rates of African-American females killing their partner is higher than that of other groups 

(Plass. 1993). African-American women in the United States have a higher risk of 

experiencing a crime of violence than .Anglo-American and non-Hispanic women 

(NCVR. 1994). The current explanations and descriptions of spousal abuse among the 

African-American community have posed many questions, but. unfortunately, provide 

few answers. 

Definition of Abuse 

The question. "What is considered abuse among African-.A.merican womenhas 

not yet been explored in the literature. This basic concept is important in the 

understanding of domestic violence in the community. Family violence is a broad term 

that is used to describe violence between family members such as spousal assault, child 

abuse or sibling abuse. Domestic violence is also a term that is often used 

interchangeably with family violence (American Public Health .Association. 1993; 

Llmandri & Tilden. 1993). Both terms, domestic violence and family violence, have 

included adult partners who may not be married but are considered to be in intimate 
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relationships. Spousal abuse, which is the term that will be used in this stud> . is usualK 

defined as the use of physical force in intimate relationships among couples, and includes 

behaviors such as throwing objects, physically restraining, hitting, slapping, pushing, 

choking, threatening vvith a weapon, and murder. Verbal threats, intimidation, forced 

sexual activity and isolation are also forms of emotional and se.xual abuse (Feldman & 

Ridley, 1995; Okun. 1986). For this study, spousal abuse and spousal \ iolence will be 

used interchangeably. 

Perception is important, for if the victim does not perceive a violent act as abuse, 

the victim may not seek help or escape (Sedlak, 1988). However, not only is an 

individual's perception important for detlning an act as abusive, but also, as Bograd 

(1988) states, the true meaning of an event can only be extracted after determining the 

social context. The term abuse is so widely used and is used so differently in describing 

acts from pushing or hitting to kicking and shooting that comparing abuse between 

groups is difficult (Gelles. 1983). 

In order to determine the breadth of violence, in 1994 the Domestic Violence Task 

Force of Pima County surveyed 41 agencies/organizations vvho offered intermediate 

transition/long term responses to domestic violence. The population in this survey was 

broken down in terms of ethnicity. Of the 41 agencies, only three of them served a mere 

15% African-American population. Where the other 85% of the .African-.American 

population are going for help is not known. When surveyed, many African-.A-merican 

women stated that shelters are not set up to meet the needs of the .African-.American 
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community. They believed that shelter staff do not usually understand the needs of the 

African-American community, thus African-American victims often are suspicious of the 

health care provider or social worker. 

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study were: 

( 1 )  W T i a t  i s  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  s p o u s a l  a b u s e  f r o m  a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  w o m a n ' s  

perspective? 

(2) What factors shape this definition? 

(3) What residuals of abuse continue to influence the abused African-American woman? 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to explore spousal abuse in African-American 

families living in Tucson from abused individuals to form inductively a cultural 

viewpoint. The major source of information came from abused women themselves. 

These emic descriptions were placed into the historical, sociocultural conte.xt of the 

structure and dynamics of the African-American family. The objectives of this research 

for this sample of African-American women were: 

1. To define spousal violence from their perspective; 

2. To describe the process of defining abuse 

3. To describe the residual effect of spousal violence; and 

4. To explore the social, political and cultural context of spousal violence 

of these women. 
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To answer these objectives, an ethnographic approach was used to gain cuhural 

understanding of spousal abuse. Ethnographic interv iews gave an emic view of what was 

considered spousal abuse and how that definition was derived. The ethnographic 

interview also elicited a description of the e.xperience of spousal abuse in the hves of the 

informants. Participant observation gave the social, political and economic conte.xt. The 

media, inteniews with community leaders, and places of support and entertainment were 

explored to gain an overall view of how the lives of the victims of spousal abuse were 

influenced. 

This study was inductive in that there were no hypotheses to be tested nor 

definitions to be used, but rather a^l was to be discovered through an ethnographic 

approach. The foundation was set. through identifying appropriate sociohistorical 

conceptual frameworks, then through a literature review, background was de\ eloped, and 

through a focus group of abused women discussed of their own emic views of abuse 

(Doherty, 1994). From these data, questions were derived for this dissertation and a pilot 

study was then conducted and. based on the informants" interviews, adjustments were 

made in the method for this ethnographic study. Purposive sampling was next done. 

with six representational informants being chosen for this study. 

Conceptual Frameworks 

The Brofenbrenner (1977) ecological model and Neuman's systems model were 

chosen to guide this research toward an holistic view of the interaction between the 

social, economic and cultural structures and the couples" personal dynamics (from the 
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female perspective) as related to spousal abuse. An overview of these models is 

presented in this section. 

The Hcoloiiical Model 

The Bronfenbrenner (1977) ecological model focuses on the interaction of the 

economic, political, and social structures in a complex system and examines these 

structures as separate systems within a larger society. This interactive model gav e a more 

complete holistic description of the process by which the definition of abuse was 

determined. This model also brought into focus the context of these structures in the 

lives of the informants and the constraints that were encountered through these structures. 

Brofenbrenner (1977) presented an ecological model in which the social, economic, 

cultural and personal aspects of a phenomenon can be viewed. This ecological model is 

based on the interaction between human development and the environment; development 

in this model is understood within the context of many environmental influences. First 

used in modeling development of children, the ecological model was later used for 

understanding contextual influences of some phenomenon upon other forms of 

development. For instance, nurse researchers have used this ecological model in studying 

families in naturalistic settings (Barnard. 1983; Feetham. 1980). 

The impact of the social, economic, and cultural influences can be important in 

the interpretation of an event (i.e.. spousal violence) and how that event is subsequently 

controlled. For instance, the development of African-.American families in American 

society is influenced greatly by the environment in which they have existed for hundreds 
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of years. Daily interactions with sometimes a \ er\ hostile environment has shaped ideas 

and perspectives that are unique to the African-American family. 

Brofenbrenner (1977) identities four systems within the environment — the 

microsystem, mesosystem. exosystem and macrosystem -- that are part of the whole 

ecosystem. The microsystem includes the immediate surroundings, where persons fulfill 

their roles in the family as vvcll as in places of employment or school. The mesosystem. 

in contrast, consists of only the interrelationships that are important in an individual 

person's life. The e.xosystem includes major institutions in society such as government 

agencies, the media, or the neighborhood of the person being studied. Lastly, the 

macrosystem addresses the cultural patterns and traditions that affect the indi\ idual 

(Figure 1). 

From the view of the microsystem, on an intra personal level is the history of 

African-American female's sexual identity and vulnerability within a society in which 

she has been powerless. During the pre-Civil Rights Era, the .-Xfrican-.A.merican could 

identify with only a few heroes or prominent figures. In the pre-Ci\ il War Era. .African-

American women were seen only as work horses for the master to whom she was bound. 

Her value was seen in her producing children, raising her children and the children of the 

family she was sold to. and working in the Fields. Free expression was not possible for 

the African-American female; instead she was kept in a position of powerlessness. doing 

whatever was necessary for the moment. In spite of this oppression, the African-

American female is believed to have been strong and resilient. To survive the oppression 



Microsystem 
Intrapersonal 

Mesosystem 

Interpersonal Relationship 

Exosystem 

Economic, political, societal constraints 

Macrolevel 

Cultural Themes 

Figure I. Brofenbrenner's Ecological Model. 



and raise her family, to grasp opportunities, and to gain social status in the communit> 

has taken tremendous wisdom and energ\'. These historical facts must be taken into 

consideration when discussing how African-American women perceive their role and 

self-identity in society today. 

The mesosvstem. or interpersonal level, lies in the relationship between African-

American men and women and their roles in the family structure. Tucker and Mitchell-

Keman (1995) discuss two common reasons why there is a decline in marriage among 

African-Americans: male in availability and lack of male economic viability. Male 

inavailibility is evident in the sex-ratio imbalance between African-.American women and 

men: violent crimes, homicides, and incarcerations are some reasons for the decrease i)f 

availability of marriageable African-American males. Darity and Myers (1994) predict 

that by the year 2000 the vast majority of all-black families will be female headed. This 

disparity is a growing concem among African-American females. The decreased 

possibility of meirriage has caused changes in marriage and courtship structures and 

attitudes. Marriageable African-American males is scarce, and therefore many 

alternatives to establishing and maintaining relationships other than marriage have arisen 

(Kiecolt& Fosset. 1995; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan. 1995). 

Another factor that places stress on the African-American family is employment. 

Testa and Krough's (1995) study on the effect of employment on marriage showed that 

African-American employment is positively related to marriage rates. .African-.American 

men in stable employment were twice as likely to marr\- as African-.American men who 
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were not in school, in the mililar>. or at work. Many African-Americans hold the belief 

that financial success is unreachable. The perception of a decreased opportunity to reach 

financial success may affect family interaction, and the failure to reach economic success 

may promote potential intra-familial % iolence (Griffin & Williams. 1992) . 

African-American females traditionally have been more economically .self-

sufficient than .A.frican-A\merican males. Therefore, the .-\frican-.American female has 

less to gain from marriage than the male, but she may continue to struggle with the desire 

for a close, committed relationship with an African-.American male. These factors of sex-

ratio imbalance and lack of male economic viability have contributed to a change in 

marriage attitudes and structures. .As a result of the imbalance, a woman in her thirties or 

forties who highly values marriage may view marriage as a limited possibility. This ma\ 

be especially true of women vvho already have children (Mitchell-Kernan & Tucker. 

1995). With the necessity to reassess marriage values and criteria for choosing a mate, the 

abused African-.American female may find herself with few alternatives, if she is to 

remain in the relationship, she may believe that she must also accept the abuse she is 

receiving from her mate. To leave the relationship may leave her with little hope for 

gaining a meaningful relationship with another African-.American male. Therefore, the 

African-American female who is experiencing spousal abuse may attribute the violence to 

social oppression, and not to a problem with the personal relationship. 

From the perspective of the exosvstem societal level, Peterson-Lew is, Turner and 

•Adams (1988) suggest that .African-.American women may blame the dominant society 
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for the violence occurring in the relationship. If the violence is attributed to the societ\ as 

a whole (i.e.. maltreaiment of .A.frican-.-\merican males), reporting and getting aid from 

society would only increase the problem. Social thought and policy have affected the 

African-American family both historically and structurally. 

The event of O.J. Simpson being tried for the murder of his former wife. Nicole 

Simpson Brown, cannot be ignored as an excellent example of the context of societal 

influence. During this trial the ethnic differences were clearly seen. When this trial first 

began the central issue was domestic violence thus, domestic violence came as a social 

concern to the forefront in communities across the nation. Media, businesses, and 

women's groups spoke loudly and clearly about violence in the home. 

However, as the trial continued, and later when the civil trial was held, the central 

issues changed. Instead, racial differences came to the forefront. The African-.A.merican 

community viewed the evidence and trial as an issue that demonstrated the injustices of 

the legal system. After the jury found O.J. Simpson not guilty, many in the African-

American community believed justice had finally taken place. On the other hand, the 

Anglo-American community saw the verdict as full of injustice, and vvith the civil trial 

requiring punitive damages of millions of dollars, felt justice had finally been serv ed. 

What conclusion did the African-.American woman who was being abused in her 

own home come to? If she had her abuser arrested, would he be treated fairly, and if not. 

would she be responsible for the injustice inflicted upon her abuser? Instead of the strong 

emphasis on getting out of the situation, the .African-American woman was left with a 



26  

racial and political question of what was best for all in\ oK ed -- the African-American 

community, the abuser, her family and herself. This is a difficult and complex decision, 

and far too heavy for any abused woman to hear. 

At the macrosvstem level, the cultural patterns related to spousal \ iolence have 

not been researched. Patterns of family secrecy have made it difficult to obtain data on 

spousal violence. Perhaps it has been assumed that the .African-.American community 

sees spousal violence in the same way the majority population does. Historical data 

would suggest that spousal violence has been present in the .-Xfrican-.American famil> for 

a long period of time, but it was just not discussed openly. 

Neuman's Svstems Model 

.Another model that was useful in this study was Neuman's systems model of 

nursing. The Neuman's systems model allows a more fmely detailed study of the intra-

personal level of spousal violence than that offered by the broader ecological model. This 

model considers the intrapersonal factors associated with an event or crisis. Neuman's 

(1984) systems model views the person as an open system. The open system interacts 

with the environment around it by taking into account extrapersonal and intrapersonal 

factors. The person's intrapersonal system must then adjust to the environment, or the 

environment adjusts, in order to gain or regain equilibrium. The interaction-adjustment 

process forms a flexible line of defense that buffers against stressors which attempt to 

attack the central core of the person. This flexible line of defense is a dynamic structure 

that is susceptible to stressors, or individual factors that are considered noxious (1984). 



In Neuman's model, coping skills protect against the stressors. The coping skills 

are based on such factors as age. gender, past experience, cultural rules, physiological 

conditioning and cognition. Factors such as loss of sleep, or undernutrition, or repeated 

injuries can weaken the ability for the coping skills to protect against the stressors. In the 

weakened state, the individual may be incapacitated for a period of time (Neuman. 1984). 

If the stressor penetrates the flexible line of defense, a line of resistance is 

encountered. The line of resistance consists of the interrelationship of sociocultural. 

physiological, developmental and psychological v ariables of man. The interrelationship 

of these variables attempts to stabilize the person and return her/him to a normal state and 

thus protect the person's central core. 

In this study, the extrapersonal forces in the environment such as oppression and 

economic distress are constant stressors for African-American women. The intrapersonal 

stressors of marginalization of African-American males and responsibility of heading the 

household are also consistent stressors, even in marriage. For many .African-Americans, 

the interaction-adjustment process is a continual. .Adjustment occurs through coping 

mechanisms learned from the culture, the family, or an institution. It may not be clear 

what the coping messages have been or from uhat source the influences may have 

stemmed. 

The Neuman model was useful in this study as it was used to gather data about the 

intrapersonal stressors affecting African-American women, and about how the women 

have been taught to respond when domestic v iolence is added to their lives as a stressor. 



It also helped to address some of the factors that may act to protect the persons" central 

core and to prevent the total person from being attacked. 

Summary, of the I se of the Models 

In using the Brofennbrenner (I"-)??) ecological and the Neuman's systems model 

(1984). 1 started from the macrolevel view of the interactive structures of social, political 

economic and historical structures by use of the ecological model, then using the concept 

of Neuman's model followed with the microlevel of the intra-personal stressors of 

spousal abuse. 1 considered the historical, economic and social structures that promote 

spousal violence for a sample of .African-.American women. 1 viewed these various 

structures as interactive, affecting the individual as part of a large ecological system. 

Using Newman's model. 1 identified the coping skills that the informants used to protect 

their person or to determine at what point the coping skills were no longer functional. 

This information was obtained by asking how the experience affected the informants' 

lives, what they did to protect themselves, and what resources they used to get help. 

Using the ethnographic method, the informants" perspectives gave insight into the 

cultural beliefs and attitudes towards spousal abuse and methods of interv ention. 

Ethnohistor\' 

This section will discuss; 1) the African-American family structure; 2 )  the impact 

of slavery and sexual exploitation; 3) African-American male-female relationships; and 

4) marital and economic instability. 



I'amilv Structure 

The historic and social context is the foundation that a critical theorist (Klinchoe 

& McLaren. 1994) describes when exploring a phenomenon. The critical theorist 

critiques the social, political, cultural, and economic structures that constrain or exploit 

groups of people or individuals. The historic and social foundation of discrimination, 

racism and poverty ha\e directly affected the .African-.American family structure 

(Franklin. 1988). This sociohistorical foundation is important, because it sets the stage 

for beginning to understand spousal violence within the African-.-\merican culture. 

Throughout United States history racism has been a prominent factor, and violence 

generated by such discrimination has been sustained in the .A.frican-.A.merican culture. 

The African-American family structure has been compared with the structure of 

the African family. The influence of .African lineage on the .African-.A.merican family is 

evident. However, the extent to which the structure has been reproduced is controversial. 

The effect of slavery was thought to be the obstacle to the full adoption of .African famil> 

cultural ideals (Sudarkasa. 1988). Sudarkasa asserts that although African cultural 

heritage has not been fully experienced within the African-American family structure, the 

basic structure, ideas and values remain. This belief is supported by the recognition of 

the importance of the extended family among African-Americans. African coii|ugal 

marriages were polygamous, and the extended family included all of the wives and 

children. Children from the polygamous marriage were considered brothers and sisters; 

they were not ostracized, but all were included under the African husband's umbrella. 



However, the African-American family is not polygamous: but cousins, nieces and 

nephews are still often cared for by aunts and uncles and are considered as part of an 

extended family (Scott & Black. 1989; Sudarkasa. 1988). 

The extended family provides strong emotional suppon for the African-American. 

The extended family consists of blood and nonbiood relatives who are often living under 

the same roof or in close proximity (Asbury. 1991). To the dominant group in society, 

extended families may appear to be lacking structure, or lacking family cohesion, but in 

reality the extended family provides a much wider network for emotional and financial 

support than an individual family structure (Asbury. 1991; Sue & Sue. 1990). The 

extended family structure was necessary during the time of slavery and was vital to the 

survival of the family, but it also has a buffering, protecting benefit to the .African-

American family near the end of the 20th century. 

Impact of Slavery 

In African-American history, slave owners would often separate families, or 

slaves would themselves perpetuate separation by choosing a spouse from another 

plantation in order to not have to observe abuses inflicted upon their own kin by sla\ e 

owners (Franklin. 1988). Slaves would often escape from their slave owners in order to 

find separated family members. African-.-Xmerican women were unable to focus on their 

families as a priority, but instead their focus was on the tasks they needed to complete tor 

their slave owners. The slave wife was not under her husband's legal claim, and the 

husband could be sent elsewhere at anvtime with the rest of the familv left behind. .A 



slave mother would often watch her children being beaten by their owners with no power 

to stop the abuse (Stevensons. 1995). After the Ci\ il War. freedmen searched for famiU 

members, some with success, some without. .Mthouuh abuses against .African-.American 

families were great, family members would travel long distances to keep in contact with 

each other. Also, along with separation of the family, sexual exploitation of .African-

American women was common. The slavery experience had a major influence on today's 

African-American family structure. 

Sexual Exploitation 

Stories of domestic violence and rape of A\frican-American women have been 

prominent among African-American writers (Hine. 1989). Nineteenth-century narratives 

of female slaves consistently refer to the threat and reality of rape. .According to Hine 

(1989). this threat caused a migration of African-.A.merican females from the south to 

other regions of the United States as a way of avoiding such abuse. .After the Civil War. 

women migrated only to find similar prejudices as had been experienced in the south. 

Therefore. African-American women compensated by appearing open about their 

identities on the surface, but actually they were very secretive about their private lives. 

This secrecy enabled African-American women to obtain control and ownership of their 

own sexuality and to gain opportunities in their surroundings that ordinarily would not 

have been accessible from the oppressors (Hine. 1989). 

African-American women have been stereotyped as promiscuous, sneaky and 

evil; thus it has been difficult for victimized women to gain justice in the court system 



(Marsh. 1993). Sexual exploitation of African-American females was \ ery common 

during the nineteenth century-(Hine. 1989). .African-American novelists often refer to 

the rape of slave women under the hand of Black and White oppressive men. The impact 

of the history- of sexual violence brings to question the influence this tragedy had on the 

sexuality of African-.American women through the years and their development of a .sense 

of pride and self-esteem. Thus, perceptions of male-female relationships have been 

shaped with the lurking risk of exploitation in mind. 

•African-.American Male-Female Relationships 

Alice Walker (1982). author of The Color Purple, depicts the nature of male-

female relationships in the deep south as oppressive and violent, with little regard for the 

wants and needs of the African-.A.merican woman. In an excerpt in her book. Walker 

brings out the conflict between .African-American men and women. Harpo. one of the 

main characters of the book, asks for ad\ ice from his father on how to make a new bride 

do vvhat he tells her to do. 

"You ever hit her? Mr. ast. 

Harpo look down at his hands. Naw suh, he say low. embarrass. 

Well how you sped to make her mind'? Wives is like children. You have 

to let'em know Who got the upper hand. Nothing can do that better 

than a good sound beating" (p. 37). 



Later, in an encounter between the beaten uite and the mother tluure. Walker uritcs. 

"You told Harpo to beat me. she said 

No I didn't 1 said 

Don't lie. she said 

I didn't mean it. 1 said 

Then what you say it for'.' she ast 

She standing there looking me straight in the eye. She look tired and her 

jaws full of air. 

1 say it cause I'm a fool. I say. 1 say it cause I'm jealous of you. 1 say it 

cause you do what 1 can't. 

What that'.' She say. 

Fight. I say. 

She say. All my life I had to fight. I had to fight my daddy. I had to fight my 

brothers. I had to fight my cousins and uncles. .A girl child ain't safe in a family 

of men But 1 never thought I'd have to fight in my own house...." (p. 42). 

African-American women found deep relationships in other women. .African-.American 

women shared their beliefs and pain with other women. 

April Sinclair (1994). author o\' Coffee Makes You Black, parallels the closeness 

that women had with one another to give shape to their sexual identity. Sinclair also 

brings the readers* attention to the racism young .African-.American women witnessed 
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against their own fathers and other male figures. Sinclair writes in one scene about a 

thirteen-year-old African-American girl observing her father at work. In this scene, for 

the first time the girl sees her father as other than the big. strong. aggressi\ e man she uas 

used to seeing. Her father's white boss shouted and cursed at him and then called him 

"boy." She writes. 

"I stood patiently waiting for Daddy to go upside his boss's head with his 

fist. Who did this white man think he was? But Daddy was quiet, he just kept on 

mopping, didn't even look up" (p. 145). 

The degradation of little girls" African-.American heroes has to reflect on who she is as an 

African-American female. Historic and social influences have also affected marriage 

stability among the African-American community. 

Many African-.Americans feel that obtaining financial success is not possible 

because of the continued oppressive power of the majority. The disillusionment of 

receiving little or no reward for hard work can cause severe pressure on a marriage and 

other family relationships (Hatchett. Veroff & Douvan. 1995; Pinderhughes. 1982; 

Sampson, 1995). A major factor in marital instability is the anxiety experienced by 

African-American males concerning their ability to provide adequately for their family 

members (Hatchett et al.. 1995). Along with a decline in wages due to lack of high 

paying jobs in the manufacturing industr\'. African-American unemployment rates hav e 

been consistently twice than that of Anglo-Americans (Burbridge. 1995). The marital 



instability caused by low employment among African-American males has resulted in an 

increase in African-American female-headed households, resulting in further economic 

hardship. Competition among family members for success is not prominent; rather, in 

the African-American family, accomplishing the task, is important. In contrast, in the 

Anglo-American family, imbalances in education and job position elicits stress that 

causes conflict (Gelles. 1991). [n spite of these obstacles, the African-.-\merican family 

has remained resilient (Franklin. 1988; Lockart. 1991). 

Summar\-

This chapter has reviewed the purpose and the objectives of this study and the 

conceptual models used to guide the research. The purpose of the study was to lay a 

foundation for the definition of spousal abuse from a sample of .African-American women 

who have themselves experienced abuse. Also the study was to identify how the 

definition of spousal abuse was derived, the effects of the abuse, and the cultural, social, 

political, and economic constraints encountered by these women. The Brofrenbrenner 

(1977) ecological framework was chosen as a conceptual model for viewing the 

interaction of sociocultural structures for .African-.A.merican women who ha\ e 

experienced spousal violence. Neuman's systems model was used to guide a closer 

examination of the intra-personal level of spousal violence. 

The influence of historic, economic and social institutions has played a part in the 

shaping of the African-American family structure. Extended families and the goal of 



accomplishing a task as a group rather than indi\ idualism ha\ c been characteristics 

prominent among African-Americans. .A culturally-based research study is imperative in 

order to gain an understanding of an e.xperience as destructive as spousal abuse. The 

second chapter will review literature pertinent to this research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature reviewed in this chapter will discuss 1) the incidence of spousal 

abuse; 2) the characteristics of the abuser and victim: 3) ethnic differences found between 

female victims of spousal abuse; and 4) theoretical perspectives of spousal violence. 

Incidence of Spousal Abuse 

In 1976 spousal violence was recognized as a problem in families nationwide. It 

was in 1976 that Straus. Gelles and Steinmetz instituted the tlrst large-scale study to 

examine the magnitude of spousal violence among American families (Straus. Gelles & 

Steinmetz. 1977). Results of this study demonstrated spousal violence as a widespread 

problem in the United States. The Conflict Tactical Scale, a self-report instrument 

measuring severity of abuse, described violence such as hitting, shoving, slapping and use 

of a weapon as a common occurrence in American families. This problem continues in 

families today. Ninety percent of women who are killed in the United Stales are 

murdered by husbands, ex-husbands or boyfriends (Campbell. 1993). At least two-thirds 

of women who are murdered by males have had an intimate relationship with the 

murderer, and it has been found that these victims were first physically abused before 

they were killed (Campbell. 1993). 
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Pregnancy is often a time wiicn abuse occurs (Campbell. Oliver & Bullock. 1^93; 

Parker. .VIcFarlane. Soeken. Torres. & Campbell. 1993). A 16 percent prevalence rate of 

abuse during pregnancy was reported by McFarlane. Parker. Soekin & Bullock (1992). 

Campbell (1993) conducted a study of 59 women who had been abused during 

pregnancy, who identified reasons as to why they thought that the abuse occurred during 

pregnancy. Themes were derived such as jealousy of the unborn child, anger toward the 

unborn child, anger against the woman, and pregnancy-specitlc \ iolence that was not 

directed at the unborn child. Campbell also found that women who had been abused 

during pregnancy experienced a greater frequency of abuse and a greater severity of abuse 

throughout the relationship (1993). 

Studies examining social structure and family violence confirms a strong 

relationship between severity of violence and socioeconomic status (SES). Education 

level and occupational status are important components of SES. Studies have shown that 

the lower the income levels, the more severe the violence between partners (Gelles. 1991; 

Gondolf, Fisher & McFerron, 1990; Hotaling & Sugarman. 1990). Gelles {1991) found 

an inverse relationship between the husband's education and conjugal violence. 

Frequency of violence increases among husbands with only some high school education. 

Among the victims, violence is more prevalent when the wife has had only some high 

school education. The prevalence is also high among women who are college graduates. 

Gelles surmised the stresses of being a high school dropout are more constant than the 

pressures of those vvith only a grammar school education (1991). 
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Characteristics of the Abuser and Victim 

Two consistent characteristics of abusive males are the observance of violence in 

the family of origin and being the recipient of abuse as a child. Males who had 

experienced more punishment as teenagers also had a four times greater incidence of 

perpetrating abuse than those who did not receive such punishment. L.ov\ self-esteem was 

also prevalent among abusive men (Straus, et al.. 1980). When considering attitudes and 

attributions towards aggressive behavior, male abusers have a more external and unstable 

attribution, which leads to a distortion in the causes and consequences of their behavior 

(Holtzworth-Munroe. 1988). They also attribute greater hostility and selfish motivation 

towards their partners" negative behaviors (Holtzworth-Munroe & Hutchinson. 1993). 

However, abusive men have not been found to hold more negative attitudes toward 

women or more traditional sex-role attitudes than nonabusive men (Dutton. 1992). For 

women who are victims of spousal violence, risk factors are the observ ance of violence in 

the family of origin and low self-esteem (Hotaling & Sugarman. 1986). 

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

Studies gaining information from women in shelters have yielded reasons for women 

staying in these relationships. Newman (1993) used grounded theor\- to derive a core 

concept of what the barriers were to leaving an abusive relationship. Seven subjects 

between ages 18 and 65 who resided in a shelter in a southeastern metropolitan area were 

interviewed. Helplessness and fear of the unknown were identified as obstacles to 

women leaving abusive relationships. These findings are similar to those in other studies. 



Kennedy (1993) identifies traditional family roles, emotional ties, economic difficulties, 

isolation and fear as obstacles to lea\ ing the relationship. Landenburger ( 1989) presents 

a model in which the process of the entrapment of the relationship and then leaving the 

abusive relationship is identified. This model was derived from two studies in which 

women who were in shelters or still in the relationship were inter\ iewed. 

Although valuable information has been gained through these studies, there are 

areas that have not been addressed. In man\' of the studies the subjects were not 

ethnically identified. Although the need for culturally sensitive interventions were 

expressed, these were not addressed in the studies. The studies also addressed the need 

for the battered women to gain a sense of self-esteem and to identify what they want out 

of life in order to gain the strength to leave the abusive relationship. This is a much 

different task for the .African-American woman than for her .Anglo-.A.merican counterpart. 

There are constraints upon the African-American woman and additional obstacles of past 

oppression and role identity that may need to be addressed before \iable alternatives are 

possible. Isolation was also identified in these studies on obstacles to leaving an abusive 

relationship. This obstacle needs to be more fully explored for the African-American 

woman. It has not been determined whether the African-.American woman is isolated 

from her family or e.xtended family during the time of the abuse occurring. In fact, in a 

suggested nursing care approach to helping African-American battered woman, the 

extended family is cited as a possible point of intervention (Campbell. 1993). 
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Ethnic Differences of Female Victims 

The need for a closer look at differences among ethnicities and spousal abuse 

began with the 1975 National Surv ey by Straus & Gelles (1976). Self-reports of more 

than two-thousand American couples who responded to the Conflict Tactical Scale 

showed that 11 percent of African-.American women as compared with only 3 percent of 

Anglo-American women were victims of spousal violence. The conclusion was then 

drawn that spousal violence was 400 percent more frequent among African-.Americans 

than Anglo-Americans. Lockhart (1991) took a strong stand against the data stating the 

seunple size between African-Americans and Anglo-Americans was vastly 

disproportionate (1,996 non-.African-.American and 147 African-.American). 

To fiirther explore differences in spousal abuse between African-Americans and 

Anglo-Americans. Lockhart surveyed 307 .African-.A.merican and Anglo-.American 

women who were legally married to or cohabiting with their marital partners. There was 

a cross section of ages, educational levels, occupations and social class positions. With 

each of these variables there were approximately equal numbers of subjects. Hierarchial 

analyses of variance (ANOVA) vvas conducted on the main effects of race, class, marital 

satisfaction and violence in the marital partner's family of origin. Results showed that 

main effects of social class, marital satisfaction and one category of marital partner's 

family of origin — partner's father abused partner's mother ~ were related significantly to 

the incidence and severity of violence. Those who reported more marital conflict had 

higher husband-to-wife violence scores than those who reported lower levels of marital 
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conflict. Also, subjects who stated their mother-in-laws were also victims of spousal 

violence reported higher levels ofhusband-to-wife violence in their current marital 

relationships. Lockhart also pointed out the dangers of drawing conclusions about a 

specific group without considering economic status, family structure, lifestyles, and 

occupational pursuits (1991). 

Sources of marital conflict also differ among ethnicities. Among Anglo-

American couples, many conflicts involve the husband's employment, housekeeping 

responsibilities and decision-making. In contrast, among .A.frican-.American couples 

marital conflict is centered more on jealousy and infidelity within the relationship 

(Lockhart. 1991; Ucko. 1994), or the residual effects of the povverlessness the .African-

American male expriences in society (Ucko. 1994) so. among African-American families, 

there is an inverse relationship between abuse and income level. The higher the family 

income, the less frequently abuse is reported. Many African-American women report 

having more weapons used against them as compared with other groups (Lockhart. 1991). 

When ethnic differences are specifically studied, several differences are found. Se\ere 

assaults between African-American and Hispanic couples are double that found in non-

Hispanic Anglo couples. Overall rates of husband-to-wife violence are highest among 

African-American females, then Hispanic-American and lastly .Anglo-.American females 

(Hampton & Coner-Edward. 1993). 
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Theoretical Views Explaining Spousal V iolence 

There have been many theoretical views embraced by sociologists, psychologists 

and feminists in an attempt to explain spousal violence. The psychiatric model focuses 

on intra-individual factors. .A search for patterns in the offenders" characteristics, the 

victims" characteristics, mental health issues and substance abuse has been attempted. 

Hotaling and Sugarman (1986) present characteristics of the male perpetrator of violence 

as having some diagnoses, either borderline or antisocial personality disorders. The 

inability to maintain consistent interpersonal relationships, chronic problems with school, 

or problematic work behavior are other characteristics of perpetrators, along with low 

educational attainment, low income and low occupational status. Alcohol also plays a 

major role in spousal violence (Bergman & Brismar. 1992; Randall, 1991). Evidence 

shows a positive relationship between alcohol and physical and verbal aggression. 

Alcohol appears to act as a disinhibition to barriers that would normally prevent violence 

(Straus & Sweet, 1992). Psychopathology, however, has not been a consistent 

characteristic of male perpetrators. It could be argued that violence, aggression. 

excessive drinking, and law violations commonly found among perpetrators are also 

antisocial behavior (Hotaling & Sugarman. 1986). 

Social learning theory is a psychosocial approach that assumes behavior can be 

best understood by observ ation of external environmental factors, family organization 

and structure, and daily interaction among family members (Bandura, 1971). Social 

learning theor\- hypothesizes that aggressive and violent behavior is a learned response. 



The child who witnesses spousal violence is more likely to become a perpetrator or 

recipient of spousal violence. This characteristic has proven to be a strong marker. In a 

study by Bergman and Brismar (1992) of imprisoned male perpetrators. 39 percent had 

been raised in homes where violence between parents was present and 83 percent of the 

perpetrators had been abused themselves. 

From the feminist perspective, spousal violence occurs because of social and 

political imbalances of power. Society is seen as patriarchical based on the historv' of 

women being property to either her father or husband. Women were not valued as an 

equal panners but rather used as objects of se.x (Zoomer. 1983). The feminist thought has 

given rise to interventions such as shelters and financial programs to assist women who 

have experienced spousal violence. 

The resource theory (Goode. 1971) relates spousal violence to socioeconomic 

status. The strong markers of low socioeconomic status and spousal v iolence are 

apparent in previous research (Hotaling & Sugarman. 1986). Perpetrators who perceive 

themselves with few resources or power positions may resort to violence to gain 

authority. Research has shown SES as a strong variable in domestic violence. .Although 

domestic violence occurs through all the SES levels, severity of violence is closely 

associated to lower SES. 

Summary 

This chapter has discussed 1) the incidence of spousal abuse; 2) the characteristics 

of the abuser and the victim; 3) ethnic differences of female victims of spousal abuse; and 
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4) theoretical perspectives of spousal \ iolence. The 1975 National Sur\ev using the 

Conflict Tactical Scale exposed a problem that has been prevalent among families in the 

United States for many years but had not been made explicit. Interpretations of the 

results implied that domestic violence occurred far more often in African-American 

families than any other ethnic group. Lockart. as well as other African-American 

researchers, opposed these results stating that socioeconomic status and not ethnicity uas 

the variable that distinguished between the amount of \ iolence and level of se\ erity of 

spousal violence. 

Studies have shown that differences between Anglo-American and .A.frican-

American women who have experienced spousal violence include sources of conflict that 

lead to the violence, number of weapons used, and severity of violence. This study helps 

to identify' other differences between ethnicities based on culture. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will present 1) the ethnographic method and analysis. 2) critical 

ethnography. 3) sampling process, and 4) data collection, analysis, interpretation and 

evaluation. 

Ethnographic Method 

Starting as early as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, ethnography was a 

method of describing new cultures and traditions as exploration of the globe grew (Vidich 

& Lyman. 1994) and it has continued to be the major research method of anthropologists 

such as Malinowski and Mead (Spradley. 1979). Aamodt (1991) writes. "Ethnography is 

a method of collecting, describing and analyzing the ways in which human beings 

categorized the meaning of their world" (p. 41). The understanding of the African-

American culture and environmental impacts is key to determining what abuse is in the 

African-American community and what effective interventions are. Ethnography is 

concerned with the meaning of actions and events to the people we seek to understand. 

The present African-American culture has evolved over the centuries based on the impact 

of socioeconomic, political and historic structures. Therefore, using ethnography as a 

research method, outcomes of how these impacts are viewed by the African-.American 

people was explored. The research questions of this exploratory', descriptive study were: 
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"What is the definition of abuse from an African-American woman's perspective '"" and 

"What factors shaped this detlnition?" "What residuals of abuse continue to influence the 

abused African-American woman?"" 

Ethnography is the study of a group's cultural rituals and practices, their belief 

systems and values, and their modes of expressing these values through behavior and 

linguistic expression (Leininger. 1985: Spradley. 1979). In an ethnography, the 

investigator learns from the informants through an emic perspective. The emic 

perspective is the informants' views and not those of an outside observer. In order to 

study the emic perspective, the investigator becomes a student of the culture and asks 

questions about meanings and behaviors from the key informants. 

The key informants are chosen for specific purposes through a sample selection 

method called snowballing. Snowballing refers to the process of identifying key people 

in a particular society who are known by the group to be cultural archetypes; that is. the\ 

possess knowledge about a certain cultural phenomenon such as violence. One key 

informant will identify several other key informants for the research—all possessing 

similar cultural e.xperiences. The snowballing continues until the researcher believ es a 

culturally consistent pattern has emerged from the data. When this pattern is complete, 

the categories are said to be "saturated"". For this study the first informant (Wanda) was 

referred to me by a mutual friend. Wanda then referred me to another informant (Stella). 

The third and fourth informants (Sheila and Bernice) were referred by a relative of mine. 

Bernice in turn referred me to the fifth informant. Daniella. The sixth informant. Mickey. 
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was recruited for this study after encountering her in a community meeting on domestic 

violence. 

An ethnographer gains entry into the community through various legitimate 

means, such as participating in cultural events or becoming a known and trusted outsider 

such as I did when doing the preliminary pilot study using a focus group. Learning about 

the group's network is a first step in establishing trust within the group. .After data 

collection, the investigator then interprets the data from an emic and etic. or outside, 

perspective. From the etic perspective a scientific perspective or social statement is 

theorized. 

Nurses and nurse anthropologist such as Evanshko and Kay {1982). and 

Glittenberg (1994). have used ethnographic methods extensively to clearly understand a 

group's health beliefs that are imbedded in their culture. Linguistic analysis and 

participant observation have cleared a trail for nurse researchers to provide culturally 

appropriate care through the knowledge of that particular culture. Linguistic anal\ ses are 

often interpreted by using the ethnoscience method. The ethnoscientific method 

organizes data into categories that are culturally relevant to the phenomenon being 

studied. Culturally relevant questions are asked by the researcher to determine 

relationships in terms. The well-planned questioning results in a description of the 

phenomenon based on culturally relevant data (Evanesko & Kay. 1992). 

Participant observation refers to the researcher gaining a close relationship with 

the informants who are being studied. The thoughts, social structure, habits and beliefs 
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are observed by the researcher, and interpreted in context of the other findings. The 

interaction between the researcher and informant leaves the researcher as an instrument in 

gathering and interpreting data (Boyle. 1991; Punch. 1995). 

It is my belief that nurses are most effective v\hen the traditions, beliefs, and 

practices of a panicular group are first identified before interv entions can be initiated. 

The perspective of what the group being studied finds important and needed is key to 

effective nursing. Nurses have taken an interest in the phenomena of family \ iolence and 

have suggested methods to inter\ ie\v victims of family violence in acute care settings 

(Campbell 1993; Landenburger. 1989). Research exploring primary and tertiary 

interventions is present throughout the countn,'. Nursing's contribution to family 

violence research continues to grow. 

Critical Ethnography 

When critical theor% is used in ethnographic research it is called critical 

ethnography. In critical ethnography the researcher is not passive, but takes on an acti\e 

position. The purpose of critical theorv' is to critique social, political, cultural, and 

economic structures that constrain or exploit. It builds on the belief that social lite is 

structured by meaning and is interpreted within a historical context. The critical 

ethnographer, then, becomes more of a voice for the people by discovering how political 

oppression or social circumstance affects the people being studied (Conquergood. 1991). 

Societal thought and behaviors are exposed to detect changes that seem to be needed 

(Giroux. 1992). 



50  

In this study, [ took a critical look at the historic, social and economic intlucnccs 

that have contributed to the African-American females' \ ieu s of what spousal abuse is 

and where they go for help. The language is one key in understanding spousal \ iolencc in 

the .African-American community. Therefore, it was important for mc to learn not onl\ 

the language used, but to be aware of the message underneath the words. More clearK 

stated. I looked at the beliefs about violence from the language used b>- the .-\frican-

.American woman.. 

Narratives 

To get a more complete description of the experience, narratives - the women's 

stories ~ were analyzed. The narrative — or story — goes beyond mere words; it gets into 

the texture and flavor of the emotions attached to the stories as told from an emic 

perspective. A narrative is the telling of an experience in the life of an informant. .A 

narrative takes into context the full meaning of a story and care must be taken to preser\ e 

that meaning when analyzing it. Narratives give an opportunity for the narrator to put 

together the event with the history and emotion experienced. It is sometimes a working-

out or giving an explanation of an event. The past, present and future are put together to 

construct what the narrator sees as the meaning of the experience. Telling the story 

allows the person to make sense of the event in their life. Narrators voice those things 

that are most important to them (Viney & Bousfield. 1991). Narratives can also aide in 

making sense of the community in which the narrator lives. 
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In this study, the researcher gathered narrati\ es from informants. The informants, 

by telling their stories of domestic violence, gave an opportunity for the researcher to 

gain insight on how their liv es were impacted through these experiences. The informants 

opened up their lives and vulnerabilities to the researcher. The researcher was able to 

grasp a reflection of what the experience of domestic violence is like. The informants 

were also hopefiilly able to gain meaning and order for this e.xperience in their lives. 

Ethnographic Analysis 

This researcher followed the Spradley (1979) method of analysis. Spradley 

(1979) presents a method of analysis in ethnographic research that leads to the discovery 

of the organization of cultural knowledge instead of imposing categories from the 

outside. "Ethnographic analysis is the search for the parts of the culture and their 

relationships as conceptualized by the informants" (Spradley. 1979. p. 93). This section 

will cover the steps of the process used in the analysis of the ethnographic data for this 

study: (1) selection of the problem. (2) sources and collection of cultural data. (3) 

analysis of the data collected, and (4) interpretation and evaluation of the data. 

Selection of the Problem 

Ethnographic research begins with researching a problem and looking at the 

cultural meanings a specific group uses in organizing their behavior and interpreting their 

problem (Spradley. 1979). In this study the problem was to identify the cultural meaning 

behind spousal abuse and discover what shapes the meaning and experience of such 

violence for the African-American female. The problem of defmition of terms became 



apparent to me at the beginning of my doctoral study. After reading literature on spousal 

abuse, and speaking informally with women about spousal abuse, it became clear to me 

that groups defined terms differently. 

Preliminary Work: The Focus Group 

To e.xplore these differences and wh\' they were occurring. 1 began to research the 

question through a focus group consisting of si.x subjects who identified themselves as 

recipients of spousal violence or violence from a significant other in the home in which 

they had been living. The group discussion was audiotape recorded, and these tapes were 

transcribed. Questions such as: What is abuse? How did the violence affect your life 

and the lives of your children? and Where did you go for help? were asked during the 

interviews. An ethnographic analysis of the data revealed that what was considered 

abusive behavior and the attitude toward violence in the home were different than what 

has been reported in previous literature. The results of the study revealed: 1) spousal 

violence is considered abusive only if the victims are physically helpless to defend 

themselves: 2) fighting back is considered an acceptable method for defense, and 

3) mental and emotional abuse are significant factors in the definition of abuse according 

to the focus group informants. 

Sources and Collection of Data 

The individual narrative was sought to gain a more descriptive account of the 

phenomenon of spousal abuse, without the possible influence of a group setting. The 

data for this study were collected from three different sources: key informant interv iews. 



participant observation, and community leader interviews. The ke\ informant interv iews, 

in this study, were done in naturalistic settings chosen by the informants in places uhere 

they would be most comfortable for the interview. .After providing consent (.Appendix 

A), the informants were asked questions first formulated by the focus group, to gain a 

description of what the experience of being hurt by a spouse/significant other is like, and 

to clarify- the terms used in describing this experience. Questions addressing how the 

informants gained their perspectives of the \ iolence and vvhere they went for help v\ ere 

included. 

Participant observation was used to gain the context of the informants" narratives. 

Participant observation is as important an aspect of data collection as are the ethnographic 

interviews, for these data are the contextual framework for interpreting the inter\ iew data 

once it is categorized. Participant observation also gives the researcher information for 

the descriptive questions to be asked of the informants. It plays a key role in an 

ethnographic study at all points in the research process; pre-interviews. during the 

interviews, and post-interviews. 

Participant observation refers to the researcher being involved with the informants 

and their lives. The participant observer comes into the social situation to engage in 

activities that are appropriate for the event and to observe the activities and people during 

that event (Spradley. 1989). The participant observer becomes an insider and outsider at 

the same time. Introspection is increased as a participant observer; therefore, field notes 

of thoughts, feelings and reactions are kept. Passive and active participation occurred 
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during data gathering. The rcsearcher went to places that were e\er\da\ parts ot thc 

informants" lives and were identified as being important to the interv iewee. Restaurants, 

family gatherings, churches, and places of employment were all sites for data collection 

as a participant observer. 

Key community leaders were also interviewed. Community leaders to be 

interviewed were chosen based on their experience of working with the .African-

American community in Tucson and who could, therefore give a broad view. Two of the 

community leaders were retired social workers who had been involved in the .African-

American milieu in Tucson for over 15 years. One of the community leaders was a 

pastor of an African-American church, and the other was the head of the Domestic 

Violence Commission in Tucson and was able to speak about not only domestic violence, 

but also the problems minorities encounter in Tucson. 

Finally, the researcher's own subjective feelings were recorded in field notes. 

These data helped give context to the interview and recorded the interaction between the 

informant and the researcher, which vvas later referred to in reviewing the data on each 

interview. 

Data Analvsis 

In an ethnographic study, data analysis starts soon after data collection begins, and 

is a continuous process throughout data collection (Spradley. 1979). Symbols. non\ erbal 

cues, clarification of the interview, and the researcher's reactions were included. The 

steps taken in analyzing the key informant interviews included: a) choosing 



representational informants; b) the interv iews; Otranscribing the audio taped inter\ lew 

into a system for coding; d) reading the transcribed interv iew for accuracy; e) open 

coding of recurring themes; 0 systematic categorization into sub-categories, themes and 

cultural domains; and g) interpretation of the findings. 

The informants were chosen by snowballing, as discussed previously. The 

interviews occurred in places chosen by the informants, and are described later in this 

chapter. The interviews were transcribed, then were compared with the audio taped 

interviews for accuracy. Next, the transcribed material was then \erified by the 

informants for validity. Pseudonyms were assigned for each person in order to maintain 

confidentiality. The transcribed interviews were reviewed often to identify categories. " A 

categorv' is an array of distinct things that we treat as if they were equivalent" (Spradley. 

p. 98). These categories vvere important in grouping together ideas or symbols that are 

similar in order to gain meaning. Categories were identified by reading through the 

transcripts and underlining like thoughts and phrases throughout the interviews. Then 

domains, which are a collection of categories, were formulated. It is through examining 

the domains that similarities and patterns of meaning were identified, which in turn gave 

a more clear understanding of the meanings of terms (Spradley. 1979). 

Interpretation and Evaluation of the Data 

The domains were then presented to different members of the dissertation 

committee to gain feedback on credibility of the information and direction for further 

investigation. .As the data were interpreted by the researcher and committee members. 



further questions were formulated. These questions were reflections of u hat the 

informants had reported, the process of the v iolent event, and areas that needed further 

saturation in order to get a clearer picture of the domain. Saturation was the point at 

which no new data are collected (Morse. 1994); the investigator continued to hear the 

same pattern repeated again and again as data are collected. When this point v\as 

reached, data collection was complete. Further interviewing was scheduled with the 

informants to obtain more data that would satisfy any new thought and questions. 

Saturation was accomplished by re-interviewing informants to gain further information 

and to confirm the interpretation of data that had been collected. 

Evaluation of the Research and Credibility 

In qualitative research, credibility lies in the question of whether the explanation 

fits the given description. The credibility of qualitative research is foundationally based 

on descriptions of the people, places and events being recorded (Janesick. 1995). Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) present three activities that can increase the probability that the findings 

are credible: prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation. In 

prolonged engagement the researcher spends enough time in the culture being studied to 

become familiar with the norms of the culture. The context of the phenomenon is lived 

each day. and the reseacher becomes familiar enough with the culture to be able to 

identify any distortions. Context in this study was important in interpreting the data 

collected. The researcher spent time with informants in social as well as work-related 



areas. Neighborhoods were explored, questions were asked about hospital access, and 

crisis intervention program availability was explored. 

The investigator used persistent observ ation to search out salient points 

gathered from the data; persistent observation is important when determining which data 

need to be more fully explored. The investigator can decide if a piece of data is important 

and must be further detailed and explored, or if the piece of data Is not as significant as 

once thought, and is put in perspective. This technique can be used to discover incorrect 

information or misinterpretations. .An atypical event must be explored to determine its 

importance. The investigator then reports how the information was explored and verified, 

or found unimportant. For this study, the researcher interviewed community leaders and 

experts in the areas of domestic violence. These interv iews helped in determining the 

importance or non-significance of certain data. 

Triangulation is also used to verify data. Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Knatl and 

Brietmyer (1989) describe five types of triangulation: Investigator, data source, method-

unit of analysis, and theory. Investigator triangulation requires more than one 

investigator to confirm findings. For this study, because there was only one investigator, 

this method was not used. Data source triangulation entails using different sources of 

data gathering. In this case, data were compared with results found from the focus group 

held previously and literature that addressed the topic of domestic \ iolence in the 

African-American community. Using different methods of collecting data is another way 

of triangulating. For this study, interv iewing and participant observ ation were used to 
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collect data. Interv iewing the individual gave the informant's perspective of the \ iolent 

experience. Interviewing community leaders experienced in working in the .African-

.American population gave an overall view of the problems encountered in the Tucson 

area. Participant observation generated data about the surroundings, .symbols, and 

impressions in the informant's environment. Unit of analvsis can be used as another 

source of triangulation. L'nits of analysis were compared across interviews. In units of 

analysis, the ethnographic data were interpreted progressively and simultaneously as data 

collection continued. Patterns were sought as data were interpreted. Theory was used 

as a method of triangulation. Although some patterns drawn from the data were parallel 

to existing theoretical views of domestic violence, caution was used in attempting to 

make data fit. 

Transferability is the thick description of the context in which a particular 

phenomenon occurred. This description provides to others enough detail to aid in the 

determination of whether the study could be used for their own question or topic of study 

(Lincoln & Guba. 1985). In this study, field notes and the transcribed audiotaped 

interviews provided the thick description of the tone of voice, nonverbal cues, and 

accurate descriptions of the informants, which ensured transferability. 

Dependability confirms credibility. The process of data collection and the 

interpretation is reviewed by an evaluator. Dependability was assured by the multiple 

methods of data sources that support credibility. If credibility is supported, dependability 

is ensured. Also, an audit trail, which is a method to follow decisions being made during 
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data collection, was used. These notes were records that contlrmed the accurac> of the 

study and allowed the evaluator to more clearly follow the thought processes of the 

investigator (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Confirmabilitv is the degree to which the investigator remains neutral in 

interpreting the data (Lincoln & Guba. 1985). One way to assure contlrmahility is to 

have the informants review the fmdings to detect if they truly reflect the informants" 

perceptions and not those of the investigator. 

For this study, each of the domains and categories were rev iewed by at least two 

of the informants to confirm the data. The informants were asked, "Please review these 

categories, and tell me if you believe they are accurate." The informants agreed the data 

were accurate and portrayed their own views. 

Confirmabilitv was also obtained through interviewing community leaders. .After 

the interviews with the leaders were reviewed, contradictions to the data were sought. 

.A.nother way to assure confirmability is through retlexivity. The investigator reflects 

back on actions taken and questions are asked to determine how the informants were 

affected by the investigator. Through bracketing- or recording and setting aside the 

researcher's thoughts and reactions, and field notes the investigator can view the effect of 

the investigator on the interviews and data collection process. E.Kploring one's own 

culture has benefits as well as pitfalls. For this study, being an African-.American enabled 

the investigator to gain entrance among the African-American community with little 

suspicion; this may have been more difficult for a researcher of a different ethnicity. 
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Trust can be established if the researcher has an understanding of the language and has 

experienced the same cultural history-. The pitfall for a researcher from the same culture 

is in details that may have been readily seen by an investigator of a different culture that 

may be missed because of the insider's familiarity. Family codes of secrecy or behav ior 

that is automatically socially acceptable or unacceptable in public may not be recorded as 

important data because it is seen as common and not salient. 

Lipson (1987) suggests the researcher use a separate notebook for self-awareness 

to enter personal feelings, emotions, and thoughts. Material from this personal-retleciion 

notebook was presented as data and included in this dissertation. .A-lso. supervision by 

the dissertation chair helped ensure confirmability that the investigator's insider \ iew s 

were not serving as cultural blinders. Questions about how certain conclusions were 

made from the data, or biases that may have appeared through the data, were easier to 

detect by an outside evaluator. 

Research Setting 

The Tucson area was chosen as the site for data collection. Tucson has a 

population of 449.343. and 331.407 are in county areas. .Anglo-.Americans are 

predominant, comprising 68.2% of the population. Hispanic-Americans account for 

24.4% of the population, while African-Americans comprise only 2.9% of the population. 

Native Americans make up 2.4% and .A.sian/Pacific Islanders 1% of the population. The 

average family income in Tucson in 1990 was S30.900. (Tucson Update. 1996. p. 23). 
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Sampling 

For this study, a purposeful sampling of informants from Tucson. Arizona, was 

sought to gain an African-American female perspective of spousal abu.se; six women 

were selected as a representational sample. Purposive sampling is a nonprobability 

sample where the researcher consciously chooses the informants tor a specific purpose in 

the study. After the six informants vvere inter\ iev\ed. the domains were saturated. 

Therefore, more informants vvere not necessary. Informants in this study were chosen to 

gain greater insight into the theoretical generating process. The informants ranged in age. 

occupation, number of children, length of relationship, and income during the abusive 

period and after the abusive period. This gave a broader representational viev\ of 

.African-American women in Tucson who had experienced domestic violence. 

Protection of Informants 

The ethical researcher must consider the responsibility of protecting the 

informants; it is important to safeguard their rights, interests and sensitivities (Spradley. 

1979). The informants shared their pain and turmoil with the researcher and the 

researcher guarded their vulnerabilities. Approval from the Human Subjects Committee 

(Appendix B ) was given for the focus group that was held previously. .An addendum 

was added to that approval as an update to the ongoing study and resubmitted to the 

Committee and approved. A consent form that informed the women of the purpose of 

the study and risks involved was presented to each one. The researcher was available to 
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answer any questions about the study and its purposes. Also, pseudonyms were used to 

maintain anonymity of the informants and community leaders. 

Criteria for Selecting Informants 

The criteria for selecting informants for this study were; 

- The informant identified herself as African-American 

- The informant was between ages 30-65 

- The informant was cognitively non-impaired 

- The informant lived with abuser for 5 years or more 

- The informant lived in Tucson for at least 5 years 

Interviewing 

After receiving consent, the informant was asked. "Tell me about your story of 

abuse." Interviews lasted from 2 to 2 1/2 hours each session. 

Demographic information was also gathered, including socioeconomic status at 

the time of the abuse, age during the lime of the abuse and present age. indication of 

whether alcohol was involved during the time of abuse, and if children were involved at 

the time of the abuse (Appendix C). Three of the interviews occurred in the informants' 

homes. The other three interviews occurred in a park, in a restaurant, and in a secluded 

room in a mental health facility. The researcher also met informants informalK for lunch 

or social events. This allowed more information to be gained about the informants and 

for a glimpse of their perspective of the world around them. Field notes were written 

after each interview. These notes contained any observ ations during the interv iew 
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between the informant and the researcher, and included questions or thoughts that needed 

to be reflected upon at a later time. 

Summar> 

This chapter nas discussed I) the ethnographic method and analysis. 2) critical 

ethnography. 3) sampling process, and 4) data collection, analysis, interpretation and 

evaluation. An ethnography reveals the meaning of actions and events in the lives of the 

informants. The ethnograhic method was used to learn the emic. or informant's 

perspective of spousal abuse. Critical ethnography and narratives were used to gain a full 

view of how spousal abuse effected the lives of the informants. Critical ethnography is 

the use of critical theory and the ethnographic method. It was used in this study to look at 

hte historic, social and economic influences that have contributed to the informant's 

views of spousal abuse. Narratives are stories of an e.xperience in the life of the 

informants and reveals the emotion and meaning attached to that experience. The 

narratives allowed the researcher to gain insight on how the abusive experience impacted 

the lives of the informants. 

Key informants were selected by the method called snowballing. The researcher 

continued to gather data and select informants through the snowballing method until the 

catagories are saturated. For this study, six African-.American informants living in the 

Tucson area, between the ages of 30-65 and lived with the abuser for five years or more 

were selected. 
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Participant observation was used to learn and gatiier data about the thoughts. 

habits and beliefs of the informants and provided a context to interpret data findings. 

Restaurants, family gatherings, churches and places of employment were sites for data 

collection. Key community leaders who had experience working with the African-

American community were interviewed to give a broader view. 

Data analysis was a continuous process throughout the study. .After the interviews 

were transcribed, and verified by the informants for \ alidity. categories were identified. 

The categories were grouped together to form domains. Domains were examined to 

indentify- patterns of meaning which gave rise to an understanding to meanings of terms. 

Prolonged engagement, persistent observ ation and triangulation were methods used for 

the evaluation of the research. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA: CONTEXT, 

NARRATIVES, AND SUBJECTIVE VIEWS 

"When do any of us do enough'^"..Barbara Jordan 

(Quotes from Famous African-Americans. 

This chapter gives the reader the context in which the informants live. Included in 

this chapter are; I) domestic violence diversion program; 2) interviews with community 

leaders; 3) description of informants; 4) a peek inside the researcher; and 5) data analysis. 

Context of Domestic Violence in Pima County 

The Diversion Program 

The legal process for offenders of domestic violence is a complicated one. and is 

not fully developed in Arizona. Legislation, resources, and education among law 

enforcement and justice departments and offender programs are still being formed in 

order to serve the families of domestic violence in Tucson. The diversion program is one 

program that attempts to rehabilitate the offender. Below is a description of that program. 

In Pima County in 1996. 1.717 individuals were referred to the diversion program 

for domestic violence (Pima County Diversion Program. 1996). The diversion program 

was an option that offenders could be referred to as an alternate to a court hearing if they 



meet certain criteria. Some of the criteria includes being a first time offender, admitting 

guilt, and staying with the required program. The program requires probation and hours 

of counseling and education on domestic violence. Of the 1.717 w ho were referred to the 

diversion program, 573 were accepted into the program. The ethnic backgrounds of the 

573 who were accepted were 65% .Anglo-.American. 26% Hispanic-.A.merican, 5" o 

African-American, and 3% Native .American. 

These figures brought many questions to mind. .An interv iew was conducted uith 

the executive director of the Domestic Violence Commission. The director worked with 

the County Attorney's office before becoming executive director of the Domestic 

Violence Commission and voiced several deficits that have come to her attention since 

working in the field of domestic violence in the Tucson community. For instance, 

original numbers of arrests for domestic violence were not broken down into ethnicity. 

Concern was voiced by the director about what the percentages truly meant. If the 

assumption was made that arrests of minority people were high for domestic violence, 

and only 5% African-American and 26% Hispanic vvere accepted into the diversion 

program, what happened to the others who were arrested? Had they recei\ ed equal 

opportunity to obtain counseling and education, or did they miss those opportunities due 

to their minority status? These percentages were meaningless unless close record keeping 

is used by the County Attorney's Office. 

The director also voiced concern about the lack of sensitivity to the needs of 

minorities in this community concerning domestic violence. None of the intake staff for 
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the diversion program is of a minority status or spcaivs Spanish. Many of the interv iew s 

for intalce information are done by telephone. It was pointed out that e\ en though an 

interpreter is used, or the inter\ iewee states they speatc English, there is concern that 

meaning is lost, or that the interv iewed person may feel uneas\ speaking to someone 

from the majority culture. 

Questions were presented to the director about minority-sensiti\ e shelters in 

Tucson, where currently there are two main centers available to battered women. Se\ eral 

years ago it was recognized that Latino women were not using the shelters. The director 

explained that two shelters were opened in the Latino areas of Tucson in order to 

accommodate Hispanic women. These shelters were the initial step towards meeting the 

needs in the community, but the director added that there is still much work to be done. 

Another area of concern was police response to domestic violence, especially in 

certain minority neighborhoods of Tucson. The director accounted times in her own 

neighborhood when the police were called that the response time was very slow. This 

encourages the belief that the police department does not care about battered women, 

especially if they are a minority. This tone of discrimination was also voiced by other 

community leaders. 

Interv^iews with African-American Communitv Leaders 

Interviews with African-American community leaders gave an etic. or outsider, 

view of the concerns in the African-.American community and obstacles that the 

informants as well as other African-.Americans face day-to-day in Tucson. One leader. 



Linda Frier (pseudonym), is a retired social worker who worked with schools and 

hospitals. She was among one of the first African-Americans hired in this position in 

Tucson. .Vis Frier spoke about the racism she encountered in Tucson in I960. .After she 

bought her house, neighbors began to move away. She was told that no one would want 

to work with her in hospitals, and she was discouraged from e\en attempting to work 

there. To the contrary, and to the surprise of her supervisors who were less than 

encouraging. Ms Frier became respected among her peers. She stated. "This is one of the 

most prejudiced places I've ever been, and I'm from the South." 

This retired social worker talked about .African-American male-female 

relationships, and about .African-American women being comfortable with their 

sexuality. She said that a lot of African-.American women are not comfortable about who 

they are. and the men they choose sometimes reflect this discomfort. .Vis. Frier had a 

daughter who is in an abusive relationship, and she still struggled with the fact that her 

daughter allowed the relationship to continue. She had adopted two daughters; one has 

stayed in an abusive relationship, gotten out. and then gone back into it. The other has 

never been in an abusive relationship. Vis Frier states. "It's not him that I talk to. it's her. 

I think, what is it about herself that she will allow this to happen to her?" Vis Frier is 

careful about drawing lines between Black and White when it comes to spousal abuse. 

She believed pain is pain. She said this with firmness. But she was also aware of 

differences in ways of relating between the two cultures. 



Amy Phelps (pseudonym) was also a retired Atrican-American social worker ulio 

had worked in shelters for the homeless as well as for battered women. She. too. spoke 

about racism in Tucson and reminded me. "Don'l ever say you haven't been 

discriminated against in this community, that's ignorance." Ms Phelps talked about the 

socialization of African-.American women to be strong in their circumstance. .African-

American women are taught to be "like a willow tree, you may have to bend, but vou'll 

never break." She remembered \ erv few .A.frican-.-\.merican women coming to the 

shelters for domestic violence, and states. "No. not many came for that. But there were a 

lot of women who vvere homeless." Sexuality is brought up by Ms Phelps. Her beliefs 

about sexuality were similar to Ms. Frier's, that is. ".African-American women are too 

caught up with sex." It's not the sex that is the focus, it's the relationship that is 

important. She stated. "I always taught my daughter, you only ha\e sex with someone 

you love. So when I was concerned about someone she was dating, my daughter would 

tell me. "Fm not in love with him. .Mom'." 

The pastor of a majority African-.A.merican church was interviewed after I 

attended a worship service with one of the informants. The interview and church 

attendance gave me an overall view of the role the church plays in the lives of the 

informants in the community. The pastor vvas a > oung African-.American man, attractive, 

and well-dressed. He had been to a Martin Luther King breakfast celebration that 

morning. In his soft-spoken voice. 1 could hear a tone of warmth and relationship vvith 

each person he discussed. He remembers approximately ten cases of domestic abuse 
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where women from his congregation have come to him for counsel. Most of the abuses 

were emotional abuse, he related, and his personal belief was that although the familv is 

important. God did not plan for a woman to be abused in her marriage. He would let the 

wife know that if she must leave, she was not out of God's grace. Howev er, as he 

reflected, he realized that none of the women have left their marriages; all had chosen to 

stay. The wife either confronted the partner and laid down rules of behavior towards her. 

or somehow the wife found a comfortable distance, where she could keep the family 

structure together while not being harmed by her husband. The pastor was not sure hovv, 

these women did it. but he gives tribute to Black women's strength and resiliency by 

stating. "You Black women are bad. That's all I can say...you're bad." 

The clergyman vvent on to discuss the necessity of African-American males 

confronting one another about this sickness of hitting their wives. Men do not confront 

each other because they are not taught to share their failures, only their victories. He 

states. "If I don't share and deal with my innermost feelings, how can 1 confront someone 

about theirs?" 

This African-American pastor saw Tucson as a magnifying glass of the racism 

that is present throughout the countr\-. The support system of .'\frican-American 

organizations is lacking in Tucson. There was not a connectedness that lent support to 

defeat the racism. His church was beginning to form programs and events to support the 

African-.American community. 



A visit to the church completed the picture of the role it held in the li\ es of the 

members. The church was a consistent resource to African-American women, as found 

throughout the study. The church ua\ e a sense of structure and order as well as suppon 

for the members. 

The Church: Structure and Order 

The church was located in a predominately Black neighborhood in Tucson. It sat 

in the neighborhood with many small houses around it. On a Sunday morning people 

were in their yards washing their cars, and children were skating on the sidewalk. There 

was another small church that was no longer being used only two streets aua>. Cars 

were parked on the sides of the roads in order for people to get into the church 1 was 

attending. I met my informant at the church, and I watched her closely to learn what 

behavior was appropriate. I remembered being at this church when I was a small child; 1 

tried to remember if this was the church I was water-baptized in. People line up in the 

entrance once the church serv ice starts; there was a designated time that in comers are 

allowed to enter the sanctuary. Everyone waited patiently, and thev didn't seem to mind 

the wait. 1 could hear the music, and the whole congregation joined in. There were 

women ushers at the door dressed in black and white with white gloves on. 

The members of the church were all well dressed. The w omen wore dresses or 

skirts, with their make-up applied carefully. The men vvere dressed neatly, most with 

suits, some with vests and long-sleeved shirts. There were a mixture of ages present. 1 

was struck by how attractive the congregation as a whole was. Soon the crowd waiting in 



the entrance was allowed into the sanctuan.-. There was a picture painted o\er the 

baptistry that I remembered as a child. Yes. this v\as the place w here 1 was water-

baptized. The music continued. The choir led and the congregation responded. They 

sang together and the voices were strong. They swayed in unison to the music. Three 

people were to be baptized that morning. 

Support Within the Church 

The first one to be baptized was a young girl about the age I was when I was 

baptized. Memories began to Hood in. It was new members" day. Members of the 

congregation were asked to talk about what it was like to be a member of this church. 

little girl came to the platform in front of approximately 500 people to talk. In the middle 

of her talk she became nervous and forgot what she was to say. The congregation uas so 

supportive. They encouraged her from the congregation and let her know it was oka>- to 

take her time. She finally finished and the whole congregation stood and applauded. 

Another member got up to speak. The congregation also began to make encouraging 

remarks to him. He spoke about when he was a drug addict and how that was no longer 

his lifestyle. "I went through a program." he said, "and have been clean for three \ears." 

The congregation applauded to let him know that the\ were behind him. 

The members spoke about the church members as being family. This closeness 

and support was seen throughout the service. The pastor finally took to the pulpit and a 

quiet respect was heard. The pastor spoke about how God took bad circumstances and 

turned them into something good. He spoke about divorces, and bad relationships, and 
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mistakes we make. I saw a woman begin to sob in the choir. The choir member next to 

her handed her tissues, and patted her on the back. It was almost more than the woman 

could bear. She was tr\ ing not to be conspicuous. Her heart was broken, but support uas 

all around her. Another choir member in front of her patted the weeping woman on her 

leg occasionally. It was no interruption. No one was distracted. There seemed to be the 

message that this was a place where cr> ing was oka>-. Everyone was listening to the 

fiery sermon. Finally, the woman was consoled, she dried her tears. Encouragement 

from the congregation to the pastor was heard. The feeling of hope and joy w as thick. 

The pastor made the altar call for people to come forward for salvation. He tenderly 

hugged each one as the\' come forward. He looked sincere in his compassion towards the 

people. I left thinking, what a loving, supportive environment. 

Key Informants 

A description of the informants interviewed for this study is presented in Table 1 

on the following page. It is provided to not only give context to the reader, but to share a 

glimpse of the lives of these women who vvere willing to share their painful experiences. 

Description of Informants 

Six informants participated in this study; pseudonyms used were Sheila. Stella. 

Mickey. Wanda. Daniella. and Bemice. The women were between 30 and 54 years of 

age. All of these women were in an abusive relationship with a partner for at least five 

years. One was a student, one a manicurist, one did clerical work, one worked in a 

mental health facility, one had employment in medical records at a local hospital, and one 



Table I 

Demographics of Informants 

Age Income now Income then Occupation 

Sheila 

Stella 

Mickey 

Wanda 

Daniella 

30 

32 

35 

54 

36 

$0-$ 10,000 

$10,000-20,000 

$0-10,000 

$20-30,000 

$15,000-20,000 

$10,000-20,000 

$10,000-20.000 

$10,000-25,000 

$10,000-20,000 

$10,000-20,000 

Student 

Manicunst 

Clerical 

Professional 

Medical 
Records 

Bemice 32 $0-$ 10,000 $10,000-20,000 Unemployed 



worked restoring buildings after a t'lre. but is presently unemployed. CurrentK. earned 

incomes ranged from S0-S30,000 a year, dependent on employment. .All of the women 

earned incomes between $ 10,000- S20.000 a year during the time of the abuse. Two of 

the informants were married to the abusers; the other four informants li\ed with the 

abuser. Four of the informants had given birth to children during the abusi\ e period. .All 

the informants were separated or divorced from the abusive partner. N'one was in a 

committed relationship at the time. Four of the informants" partners were .African-

American males, one male partner was VIe.xican-.American and one partner was an 

African-American female. 

•All the informants were below the average income of $30,000 per household in 

Tucson. However, for those below the income they were making during the time of 

abuse, it was due to being a student or recently being unemployed. 

The following is a brief narrative of each of the informants and their lives. Each 

overview gives the reader a context for understanding the victim's background, a 

description of the abusive relationship, and what the informant is doing presently in her 

life. 

Sheila 

Sheila was 30 and the mother of two girls. She had pictures of her girls around 

her living room. Her parents lived only the minutes from her apartment, so they could 

help care for the girls. Sheila had shoulder length hair, dark skin, and such straight teeth 

that when she smiled, lit up her whole face. .As she relayed her story. Sheila was working 



on a hair weave, which brought in extra money as siie was going to school. This \oune 

mother described her family of origin by beginning with mother and father. There u as 

never any abuse in her home. Rules were strict about conduct. She had an older brother 

and sister, and Sheila was the youngest. 

Sheila talked about when she dated Larry and how much older he looked than she 

did when she brought him home for their first date. Her brother said. "Look at this. 

You're not going out with him." She was then 16 years old. and Larr>- was 18 years old. 

They were good friends and dated for two years before they married. The dating period 

was without any violence. The violence began a year after the marriage. Psychological 

abuse of name calling and verbal insults were predominant. The physical abuse of 

hitting and fighting, were not prominent in her mind. The psychological abuse was first 

recognized when he began to call her names. Her self-esteem was low and she uasn't 

sure what to do about her marriage. Sheila noticed that her daughter was becoming 

fearful and distancing herself from her father. Then her daughter began to call Larry by 

his first name instead of daddy. Counseling and support was found through her church. 

The church counselor kept encouraging Sheila to leave, but she resisted the know ledge 

that she could live without Larry. She moved in with her sister for awhile, but then, as 

her sister's life became busier, she was not able to help Sheila as much. Having found 

information on how to receive grants for school, this abused woman loaded up her car 

and drove cross-country to Tucson, where her parents lived. 
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Sheila arrived in Tucson on a Frida\. received her gram paperwork in the mail on 

Saturday, and b\- Monday she was in school. Her decision to lea\ e was a good one. she 

believed, but at one time during Sheila's transition, she began to drink. "I was a quiet 

drinker." she reveals. Coming home from school ever\ day. she would drink peach 

daiquiris. For several months the drinking continued, until one day the realization hit that 

she was not going in the direction she wanted to go. Sheila stopped the drinking, got 

further involved in her church, and continued to attend classes. 

During one dating relationship Sheila became pregnant with her second daughter, 

but that relationship ended. I asked Sheila if she was ever in any abusive relationship 

after her husband. The reply was "no"; however, as she spoke . Sheila nonchalantly 

mentioned another relationship in which she threatened the boyfriend with knives. .As 1 

explored further, she revealed that relationship, too. was a very violent one. but again, the 

violence was not foremost in her mind. 

Sheila's life was fairly stable now. She was dating again, but she didn't see 

herself getting into a serious relationship. If her present boyfriend even raised his voice, 

she warned him that he would have to leave if he didn't lower his voice. Life was more 

content. There was still contact from her e.x-husband and his family, and she .still 

became angry with them. Sheila was confused by the inability of the family or her 

husband to see the problem. For right now. she wanted to just concentrate on her children 

and school. 
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Stella 

Stella was a 36 year old attractive African-American female who was thin. 

dressed comfortably, and had her make-up just right. Her fingernails were nicclv 

polished and she just left the beauty salon with a new shon haircut that was cutely cut. 

We had difficulty finding a comfortable place to meet, so we fmally decided on a mental 

health facility. I felt her guard was up. and 1 was not sure how to interpret it at first. She 

was friendly and polite, but seemed to be nervous. 

Stella was one of four children in her family. Her mother raised her alone, and 

she knew very little about her father since he was absent from the home for as long as she 

can remember. Stella reflected; 

"And my mom was divorced when we were young. I think my dad did 

something to my mom mentally, because my mom never remarried, she 

never had a boyfriend. To this date mom is 56 years old; and she sits at 

home by herself. She is a very lonely, depressed woman. Like my 

brother, he's 31 years old. 1 think my mom latched on to my brother 

because he was like a father" (Line 232). 

Her grandfather was the primary male role model in her life, but died when she 

was 16. She said her mother brought her up to be very independent in life. Stella did not 

describe her famiK' as close, but they were supportive when she allowed them to be part 

of her life. Stella learned she was to take care of herself and never wait on a man to take 



care of her. She lived by this code since she was 14 when she got her first job. She 

began her stor>- by telling me about her ex-husband. Paul. 

Paul and Stella knew each other as children. They dated for three years but 

married against the advice of her family. Stella's family thought Paul was much too 

controlling and this behavior would cause problems later in the relationship. .After they 

married, the physical fights began within the first year. Paul became more and more 

controlling and Stella wasn't sure what to do about the abuse. She described herself as a 

very independent, isolative person, and she liked to stay to herself 

"I feel like I'm a pretty independent person. I've been out here twelve 

years and I don't have any family here. I have one close friend. But I 

don't let myself get close to people. I just think in the past that all the 

people that 1 have opened up with and learned to love, I've always been 

hurt through." (Line 251) 

She said she was very private about her life. So. after the hitting started she had 

to decide what to do. She decided to hit back. That was the beginning of long-term 

violence between them. After years of fighting. Stella was told by her only close t'riend 

that she was being abused. Stella had never thought of the violence as abuse. Stella 

thought. "The relationship was just a violent relationship. That's how we were. That's 

how we communicated." In fact. Stella became as violent as her husband. Once he 

began violence, she used violence to express her anger against him. The first time the 
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police were called to their home. Stella was the one arrested because she was so angr\ 

that she was uncooperative with the police. 

Paul was not faithful in the marriage. In fact, infidelity was not unusual. Even as 

Stella talked about the unfaithfulness, you could hear the pain in her voicc: 

"I wanted to hurt him. 1 wanted to hurt him like he had hurt me. In my heart it 

hurt. 1 mean it was devastating to come home and find your husband in bed with 

other women. 1 mean he didn't care what he did to me. Women would call to m>' 

house, or knock on my door. That was nothing. So 1 felt like I'm hurt. I'm angr>-. 

I'm going to make him hurt too. It was awful what we did to each other" (Line 

82). 

It was a friend who convinced Stella that the violence was abuse, and she needed 

to get help. Stella received counseling through a counseling center and began to put her 

life together, but didn't leave the marriage right away. .Anger and other issues made her 

feel she needed a lot of help. She didn't understand why she stayed in the marriage. . Vs 

the primary breadwirmer in the home, she had bought a car. paid the rent and bought the 

furniture. Her counselor would just tell her that when she got tired enough of the abuse 

she would leave. 

Stella would fantasize about hurting Paul, for instance, pouring scalding water on 

him. or stabbing him. She related that finally one night she knew she had to get away, as 

she laid awake all night deciding to either kill Paul, or to leave the ne.xt morning. The 

next morning she packed her household up within the 8 hours that Paul was at work, and 
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left. She moved home with her family in another state and li\ed with her mother tor 

awhile. Stella needed the nurturance that she could get from her mother and sisters, as 

she related. "I think 1 needed their presence...! needed security, if something happened 

they would be there. The surroundings, them being there." 

.After a year. Stella returned to Tucson and started working. She later contacted 

her e.x-husband. and they became friends. Paul later remarried, but the friendship 

continued. Stella became friends with Paul's new wife, and she even was a babysitter to 

his children at times. Stella was comfortable with the friendship. 

There was no reasoning as to why she and Paul were able to be friends now. 1 

could see the struggle in Stella's eyes. Questions about herself were rising up and she 

was needing time to figure them out. There was a longing for a loving, supportive 

relationship, but she didn't see how thai could happen. Stella described herself as being a 

very negative person and trusted no one. During the-interv iew I saw her vulnerability at 

times, then immediately she protected herself Stella reminded me ofa very-soft hearted 

person who believed that the risks were too high to let anyone know this about herself 

She consented to the interview in order to help others, but I found myself almost 

intimidated by her frankness. I knew the inter\ iew was difficult for her; I only hoped she 

found its worth in the sharing of her pain. 

Mickey 

Mickey had Rasterferian braids, vvore blue tinted square sunglasses which sat low 

on her nose, and had a beautiful smile. But when 1 first met Mickey. 1 did not see her 
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smile. We met in a community meeting. When \licke> spoke she \sas cathanic and 

seemed fiill of pain. When you looked into her eyes, there was a distance to what Mickc\ 

was all about. Her eyes made you curious, her smile invited you in. 

Mickey had been active in the community dealing with domestic violence for the 

last several years. For instance, once a year she performed a play of her own painful 

biography, this pla\ was written by Mickey herself. Mickey described her own childhood 

as being abusive. She was the only female child in her family, youngest of four children. 

Mickey told about incest, molestation and abuse as a child, from her father and her 

mother. Mickey's mother was the victim of abuse in her own marriage. Mickey's father 

would go into rages and beat her mother. It was Mickey's job to make sure that the other 

children were in the car when the abuse began, so their mother could get them away from 

their father. Mickey described her mother as being a religious woman, raised as a 

Jehovah Witness. Mickey believed her mother stayed in the abusive relationship for 

religious reasons. Mickey left home when she vvas only 16 years old. Being 

academically bright she graduated at 16 and then began college right away, in another 

city; there she learned to support herself Today she was just beginning to understand the 

impact of the abuses she encountered during her life . 

Mickey and I met at a renovated hotel downtown. The hotel was rich with 

history. Black and white pictures of activities held in the hotel during the l<550's and 60's 

were all over the hotel. University students milled in and out and a low lull of noise was 

constantly present. 
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As we sat in this buzzing environment. Mickey relayed her story of her earlv lite 

that led to a violent lesbian relationship. Her first same-se.\ relationship was a positive 

one for her. Mickey described herself and her partner. . Vngela, as being very close and 

loving; in fact they decided they wanted a child. .Mickey was the one chosen to get 

pregnant and to give birth to "their" child. Two men were chosen as possible fathers. 

Mickey had made the decision about one of the men. He was a religious leader in the 

church. After seducing him and just before they had sex. she changed her mind. She 

feared that if he found out that she was a lesbian, he would try to tight for the child to 

raise it in the church. This fear stopped her from continuing the plan. 

The second man she described as being extremely attractive. She did go ahead 

with the sexual encounter, and she became pregnant. .After being pregnant for se\ eral 

months, she met the father's parents. .Mickey was shocked to find he was already married 

and had other children. She distanced herself from him. and finally he dropped an\ 

contact with her. and Mickey had not heard from him in sixteen years. He had just called 

the week before this inter\'iew. 

As planned, Mickey and .Angela raised Billy -- the child. Mickey longed to come 

out of the closet, but Angela resisted. She was older and was from a time w hen you did 

not tell others about a same-sex relationship. The relationship remained secret, and 

Mickey spoke about the loving relationship they had. Several years later .Angela 

developed breast cancer. As she came to the terminal stages. Angela urged Mickey to 

find another partner before she died. She introduced Mickey to Raquel. Raquel was well 



educated and tlin. Mickey and Raquel became friends from the slan. After Angela died. 

Mickey and her son. Billy, went to live with Raquel. 

Raquel was described as being a ver>- controlling person. She drank and loved the 

night life. She was very popular among the bar crowds. Mickey had heard that she had 

been violent with another woman once, but felt she was naive to the crowds that Raquel 

had built her life around. This was Mickey's first openly lesbian relationship, thus she 

wasn't sure what to expect, and Raquel took control. For instance. Raquel told her what 

to wear and where they would go together. The physical and emotional abuse from 

Raquel was often sudden and unpredictable. Once Mickey called the police after a 

severe beating. Her retina was threatening detachment and her nose was swollen and 

bleeding. Rather than being subdued. Raquel was incredulous as she spoke about how 

hurt she was that Mickey had called the police. Mickey related the story: 

"WTien 1 got home my face was scary. That's the only time 1 called the 

police on her. I thought I was going to lose my eye. I lost sight in one of 

my eyes for two days. They thought I had a detached retina. .And I lost 

vision after that incident. Oh. God. Oh. God. It was really bad. 1 called 

the police. As the police was knocking on the front door Raquel was 

coming in the back door. 1 was in the middle of the police and Raquel and 

Raquel saying. "How could you do this to me? How can you do this to 

me. I've never been in trouble with the law before. You called the police 

on me." .And I said. "Look at my face. Look what you've done to my 
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face." But she said. "How could you call the police ' How could you do 

that. You say you love me." ...I think she was genuinely concerned about 

that as opposed to what she had done to my face" (Line 97). 

Mickey got a job in another state and eventually distance and time .separated her 

from Raquel. Towards the end of the relationship. Mickey discovered Raquel had been 

unfaithful in the relationship for many months. This was devastating knowledge to 

Mickey that Raquel was having sex with other women, and yet not breaking the 

relationship off with her. Mickey had been very active in educating the community about 

AIDS. Now she would have to be retested. and live with the immediate fear of being 

HIV positive. Mickey related that was a subject of passion for her. Raquel knew that. 

So that was the ultimate betrayal. .Vlickey was in another lesbian relationship. She said 

the outcome of the abuse still creeps up in her new relationship. .At times Mickey found 

herself suspicious and manipulative. She wanted to be the kind of person who laid the 

problem on the table and discussed it. But instead she found ways to manipulate and 

twist conversations to get what she wanted. 

Wanda 

Wanda was 54 years old. had two children, and had a broad v iew of the .-Xfrican-

American community. Wanda was about 5'4". her hair was done in extensions, and she 

was dressed professionally. We met in her home for the first interview. Her home was 

decorated in neutral color and African-.American art figurines were around the living 

room. I made myself comfortable sitting against an overstuffed chair. Wanda was 



involved in African-American community activities, had a wide network of friends, uas 

willing to share what she knew, and was easy to talk to. Wanda was one of three uirls in 

her family of origin. Growing up in the projects in Indiana, she was the onh girl in the 

building. As a rebellious teenager, she left home at 16 years old. and married Jim when 

she was 26 years old. She described the first five years of marriage as being a good 

marriage. They had a son and enjoyed each other's company and did things together. 

Jim was in the military and through a service related accident became disabled. .She said 

that was when the trouble in the marriage began. Jim began to do a lot of drinking and 

had friends around him who would drink. He became controlling over the finances, and 

controlled where Wanda would go and who she would see. The hitting began after an 

argument over one of Jim's friends that Wanda felt uncomfortable with. Then the hitting 

became more and more common. .At the end of the month when Jim would get his 

disability check, he would stock the bar. invite friends over, and the fighting would soon 

begin. 

"In the projects I was the only girl in my building. So I had to survive. 

But I grew up fighting boys. So to me when it happened with him (Jim). 1 

was fighting back "cause 1 was holding my own. And when 1 sent him to 

the hospital. 1 really felt like I was holding my own. See. 1 showed you. 

Don't you ever do this to me again. You know..so..cause that's the way 1 

was raised so..I wasn't supposed to be hit like that. 1 needed to fight back. 

That was my thinking" (line 102). 



Wanda became pregnant with her second child in an attempt to save the marriage. 

She was hoping that the baby would be a girl, since there were no girls in her husband's 

family. Three months after the baby girl was born. Wanda realized that even that event 

would not save the marriage. The fighting became severe enough that Wanda knew that 

if she did not leave, someone would be seriously hurt. She was not afraid of Jim. even 

when he pulled a gun on her. In one of the last tights. Wanda hit Jim with a poker stick. 

It should have killed him. but it turned out to be a light tap. Wanda then recognized 

things had gone too far. She believed it was Divine intervention that the blow did not kill 

Jim. 

Wanda knew it was time to leave, so she left the state and went to li\ e with her 

parents for awhile. Wanda and Jim continued repeatedly to try to make things work, but 

each time there was failure. Wanda was left raising two children. She became scared and 

went through a time of drinking and partying. The children were left in the care of her 

parents often during this time. Wanda remembered what it was like; 

"So I would be drinking and having a good time and play poker all 

weekend and leave the kids with my mother and father for awhile you 

know. This went on for about six months. I was just being real 

destructive. Instead of trying to...I had a job. I'd go to work after being 

up all night partying. Monday was the only night I slept" (Int. 1. line 



Finally, she realized she didn't want to li\ e this kind of life anymore. She becamc 

involved in the church and her life stabilized. Jim didn't have contact with the children 

for several years. He never financially supported her or the children. Now. more than ten 

years later. Jim had recently made contact with her and the children. Wanda struggled 

with her anger towards Jim. 

••.A.nd he looks at me and says. "You ne\er miss your water "til your well 

runs dry." 1 just looked at him, "you'd better get on somewhere and sit 

down." That"s what 1 said. He said. "Well. I'm just trying to be nice..." .And 1 

went back in the bedroom and 1 sat there on the bed and realized 1 was mad. 1 was 

mad. I was so mad. That 1 almost..! mean it was a fight to keep from coming to 

pick an argument. .And tell him. "you got your nerve. You haven"t done an\ thing 

for these kids." Then he said 1 turned them against him. but 1 haven't" (line 191). 

Wanda was surprised she had any feeling, even if it is anger. Her children are grown 

now. and they have made attempts to get to know Jim. But Jim promised much, but 

produced little. All his promises are left unfulfilled. 

Wanda had built a life she seemed comfortable with. She worked with a mental 

health facility, her children lived in the same city, and she now enjoyed her 

grandchildren. The church had been a big part of her not feeling bitter, but moving on to 

good things in her life. 

When Wanda was asked to participate in this study, she hesitated because she 

never thought of herself as abused. She had experienced violence in her marriage, so 



consented to the inten iew. She had turned out to be a big support to this studv and 

continues to give herself to the aid of others. 

Daniella 

Daniella was a 34 year old female with one son. who was now 16 years old. W'e 

met at a park near her home for the interv iew. The park was small and green, with 

children playing on the equipment nearby giving us both something to look at and focus 

on when eye contact was uncomfortable. There was a friendliness that surrounds 

Daniella. She was a large woman, wears little noticeable make-up and held a cigarette in 

her hand. We immediately felt like we have known each other for awhile. She spoke 

about home and her childhood at the beginning of the interview. 

Until 15 years of age. she lived with her mother and father along with one sibling 

in the projects. Daniella was raised in Chicago in the projects. She spoke of a childhood 

that she calls "good." The projects were full of violence, and she recalled robberies, 

rapes, murders and drive-by shootings. Yet Daniella described her childhood with 

fondness as she said: 

"It really helped me to be the person 1 am today. The e.xperiences of 

seeing actual events broadened my horizon to better things. Instead of 

hurtful, sad. you know. I always wanted better things. I didn't live that 

life. It made me grow as a person. 1 learned so much seeing these things. 

right and wrong. You have experiences like these things, how can you 



grow? You got to be able to grow. I think your experiences in life help vou to 

grow. That what 1 feel. To bigger and better things" (Line 55). 

Daniella was street wise and she learned the rules to stay alive quickly. Her home was in 

a predominately Black neighborhood and she went to an all Black school until her junior 

year of high school. In her junior year of high school, her parents felt they needed to get 

the children out of the atmosphere of the projects, so they bought a home in the suburbs. 

When Daniella talked about the move, there were conflicting feelings. There was note of 

pride that her parents were able to get out of the projects, but she left behind friends who 

she made every attempt to stay in contact with, [t was clear that it was uncomfortable 

going to the new school in the suburbs. It was her first experience of classmates that 

were White. She was not sure how to relate to them; 

"But it was an experience. 1 was afraid. I didn't know how to fit in. but 1 

did know how to be mean to be accepted. That was tough at first. Not 

really in a bad way. I was just afraid. 1 was there and did what 1 needed to 

do. With everybody else. But I still had fear in me" (line 87). 

So. instead, she was friendly, but did not become involved in school. She would go back 

to her old neighborhood to find companionship. 

Daniella can be described as being very philosophical. Words were chosen 

carefully, and they were jammed with meaning. She spoke, took a drag from her 

cigarette, and then completed the thought. 



Daniella's philosophy about male relationships was that there would be a sign 

from God if this was the "right one." One year after graduation. Daniella met Bob. She 

became pregnant, then when the child was 6 months old. they moved in together. Bob 

wanted to marry her. but the "sign" never came. She .said: 

"I wanted to build a life with him. 1 always thought if I ever got pregnant 

that must be the one I was going to marry. .And it really didn't happen like 

that. I guess 1 was dreaming the fantasy 1 think most women do have. 

Dog in the backyard, play set in the backyard, big o!" house. Two cars. 

three cars in the driveway. Vlaterialistic. but 1 think every little girl 

dreams of a husband in that sense. I think that was what I was thinking. I 

was thinking that, very much so. But I got this guy." 

The abuse began two years after they began to live together. The physical abuse 

was severe. He would hit Daniella until she was bruised or bleeding. One of the most 

severe beatings was after a party they went to one night: 

"But one time we were coming from a party, he was kind of tipsy, you 

know? Had been drinking. 1 was ready to go. 1 was tired and ready to go. 

Three o'clock in the morning. Pm tired now. He didn't want to leave the 

party. So when he did leave the party with me. we got outside, don't you 

know he hit me? He pulled me off my shoe, he took my shoe and hit me 

in my face with my shoe. Yes. he did..." (line 230). 



Bob beat her with her clog shoe outside the party until her tooth went through her lip and 

she bled. Daniella was taken to the emergency room where she received 30 stitches. .A 

small scar is on her face, which she is ashamed of. She shared. ••l'\e been beat by a man. 

Here I am a grown woman, and I've been beat. I'm not some child that needs to he greu 

up.'" Her voice was low when she recalls this particular incident. She told people that 

she was in a car accident when they ask about the scar. Even after leaving Bob. the abuse 

continued. He would show up at the apartment and arguments would begin again. 

Leaving the city was unavoidable if the abuse was to stop. Tears flowed when she talked 

about having to leave home to get away from her abuser. There was a reliance upon her 

mother. She was tearful because she had no control over the situation. .Although she had 

tried to keep the abuse a secret from her mother, her mother found out and had been a 

major support and even attempted to protect her daughter. For instance, on the night 

Daniella was taken to the emergency room to get stitches her mother brought a gun to kill 

her abuser. 

Having to leave her mother magnified the injustice of the abuse to her. This w as 

the only time Daniella showed emotion during the interview. She was tearful that the 

decision to leave her mother was not one of her own. but one she was forced to take in 

order to have peace in her life for her and her son. 

Daniella had not had a lasting male relationship since she left Bob thirteen years 

ago. She made it clear that this was a decision she made. Her son gave an\ man who 

entered her life a thorough questioning of his intentions towards his Mom. The 



protectiveness her son exhibited was not an irritant to her. He uas trying to take the male 

role in the home, and she didn't want to put herself, her son. or another man in an 

awkward position if she were to date regularly. She believed there would be time for that 

later. For now. Daniella had to raise her son. and to stabilize her life. Daniella mo\ed to 

Tucson. .A.fter working in a hospital with medical records, she was thinking of staning 

her own business managing files for companies or health care facilities. Her new car sat 

near us in the parking lot as we spoke. It was the first new car she had e\er been able to 

buy. Pride was in her voice. One day. she hoped to buy a house. She closed the 

interview by being philosophical about inner conflicts. She said. "If you are in a 

situation, you'd better check yourself out. You'd better check your ow n heart out." and 

"If you love me. you don't have to hit me to get me to understand." 

Bemice 

Bemice was an attractive 33 year old woman. She stood about 5'4" or 5'5". had a 

slender small nose and delicate features. She recently had been laid off from her job. and 

had been home playing what she laughingly called Suzy Homemaker. We met at her 

home for the interview. Few sentimental items were seen. The walls were bare, and the 

living room had just a couch, chair and coffee table. Her bedroom had a full furniture set 

with a large television set. The house was neat, and I felt comfortable as soon as I 

entered. She had lived with her boyfriend off and on for about two years. The abusive 

relationship she talked about for the interview was se\ eral years ago. but she relayed it 

like it was yesterday. Bemice admitted holding many deep emotional scars that carry 



^ )4  

into relationships she had today. After living with her abuser for years, those vears 

were described as years that "I lost myself." She attributed being in an abusive 

relationship to her family background- as Bemice described her father as being "strange 

in the head." He was an alcoholic and he was paranoid. Bemice repeated often that she 

had a touch of the paranoia that she got from her father. When asked if she uas abused a.s 

a child she was ver\- uncertain and doesn't know how to answer the question. She said. "1 

don't know if I was abused. But our family was definitely dysfunctional." Bernice 

concluded that the dysfunction left her with not knowing what normal behavior was. She 

left home at 16 after turmoil at home and moved to a residential vocational facility. 

There she received her General Education Degree. 

When she began to work, she met Mike. Her mother liked Vlike. her abuser. 

Mike was much older than Bemice. and she felt that her age had a lot to do with her being 

naive. She often said. "He got me when 1 was young." During the year and one-half of 

dating Mike, there were no signs of abuse. Then. Mike would drink, and then beat on 

Bemice. Bemice did not fight back at first. 1 asked her what made her decide to fight 

back;she responded: 

"Well. I think 1 just grew up. Yeah. Well, like 1 said he had me when 1 

was real young...It was 1 just couldn't...! just wasn't going to hang with 

that anymore. It was maybe a couple of years before 1 left him after 1 was 

fighting back. That was a grown man and he could not control himself at 

all. And. you know, he's sick. He could not control himself .'\nd...and I 



think me being sick of him and sick of the whole situation 1 laid into him a 

few times. But he thought it was funny..." (line 57). 

Bemice would hide knives around the house for protection. She described the 

abuse being worse when Mike would drink. She belie\ed the emotional abuse was b\ far 

more damaging then the physical abuse. She stated. "Mike scarred me (emotionalh ) for 

life. I left scars on him (physically), but he didn't feel the scars the way 1 felt them." 

Paranoia may have been part of her early childhood learning from a paranoid 

father, but Bemice was very suspicious of people and life in general. She believed that 

all good things must come to an end. Her life was still unsettled, although she said she 

now knows who she is. At times during the interview her lack of self-confidence or 

direction was apparent. In Bemice's words. "My worst enemy is my own head." Mer 

largest support came from her friends, especially those who were also in abusive 

relationships like hers. They would get together and relay the last fight each had over 

drinks and laugh at their own situations. 

A Peek Inside the Researcher 

I was awed by the interviews and the information I was hearing. I felt privileged 

that these women were willing to share their pain with me. 1 was concerned that the\ felt 

support from me. and did not feel like an object being dissected under a microscope. I 

kept reminding myself that 1 was their student. They were teaching me about an 

experience that I had never had. I thought about their strength. How do I portray their 

strength without minimizing their pain? 



I found myself having difficulty in reporting my results. 1 would write, then 1 

would put the data down, then [ pick it up again. 1 knew the problem was not in the 

results. 1 was excited about what 1 was finding. 1 came to the reali;?ation 1 was concerned 

about telling the "secrets" of the .African-American community. 1 was raised, just like 

these informants, to believe that there were certain things you do not tell ever> body --

you keep the secrets of the African-American community. Another .African-.American 

woman would read this data, and I believed the majority would "hear" the context. But 

the majority are not .African-Americans, and here I was ready to tell someone else's 

secrets. I was hesitating because I didn't know how they would be received. Would the 

stories be discounted into small categories where the pain and strength are no longer 

heard? Would the public minimize their experiences? Once I recognized the problem. 1 

finally was okay with continuing. I would be as respectful and accurate as possible and 

make a determination that I would treat these women with honor. I felt very proud to be 

a Black woman. 

The interviews with the informants revealed the thoughts, feelings and emotions 

of these six Black women who had experienced abuse. The abuse had impacted their 

lives and the interviews were an attempt to capture the context of the struggles they all 

faced before the abuse began, during the abusive period, and its affect on their future. 

This was the first-level analysis of the data. During this first-level of analysis, constant 

comparisons of categories took place, saturation of categories was determined, and 

patterns were identified. This chapter concludes the first level of analysis of the data. 



97  

CHAPTER 5 

INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS: THE PROCESS 

"...human beings cannot be willed and molded into nonexistence." .Angela Dav is 

(Quotes from Famous African-Americans, i W4) 

The second-level of analysis of the transcribed interviews was the coding and 

classification of the data. The analysis vvill be discussed in two divisions of findings; 

1) stages in the process of abuse and 2) findings by domains. The stages in the process 

were: 1) the transference of rules; 2) the abusive period; 3) recognition of reality; 

4) transistion; 5) stabilization and integration into ongoing life. The findings by domains 

were: 1) definition of spousal violence; 2) deriving the definition; 3) residual effect of 

spousal violence. The stages of the process of abuse will be described first (Figure 2). 

The Process of Abuse 

Stage 1 -- Transference of Rules 

During stage 1. Transference of Rules, in the process of abuse, the rules of 

behavior are being taught from the family of origin. The victim and abuser both learned 

what was acceptable behavior and what was not from the parental figures. Cultural rules 

were passed to the victim and socialization is experienced. Stage I consisted of the 

family of origin and the dating period. 
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Figure 2. The Process Model of Abuse. 
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Family of Origin 

The family of origin domain includes a description of the family structure of both 

the victim and the abuser, the description of the abuser, and how the victim \ ie\ved 

herself before the abusive relationship. 

Four of the informants — Sheila. Wanda. Mickey, and Daniella -- described their 

homes as being the traditional nuclear family. Mother and father were both present in the 

home; no abuse was apparent in Sheila and Wanda's homes, but o\ ert abuse was in 

Mickey's home. Bemice had both mother and father in the home, but described her home 

as being dysfunctional, while Sheila had only the mother in the home due to a divorce; 

her only male figure was her grandfather, who took a positive father role in the earK part 

of her childhood. Stella, Wanda and Bemice considered themselves rebellious teenagers 

and left home early. 

All the victims attributed how they saw themselves and life in general to their 

upbringing before the abuse. It is clear from the four informants with the nuclear families 

that a sense of what was not correct treatment in the close relationship was leamed from 

the home. Sheila stated, "I was not brought up to be treated like that, or to treat other 

people that way. I knew there vvas something wrong. We were not allowed to call people 

names." But for Bemice. what was considered correct treatment was unknown. Her 

dysfunctional family background left her not knowing what was normal in a relationship. 

She looked puzzled at times when discussing how a couple should treat each other. 

"....Ya know I didn't know what was normal. Ya know people talking down to me. 1 



didn't know if people were just suppose to talk to you like that. Was it normal for people 

just to talk to you like this?" Mickey stated she knew intellectually that the beatings were 

abuse, but did not believe it in her heart. She kept thinking that her partner loved her. and 

she must make her partner happier in the future. 

The family structure was similar among the victims. .-Ml the victims had an 

extended family. Brothers, sisters and cousins took a protective role in the informants" 

lives. As a child. Stella's grandfather took the role of her father when the family moved 

in together. Once the two partners were seen as a couple they were brought into the unit 

of the family of origin. For e.xample. in Wanda's case, her sister and her husband \ isited 

Wanda and her husband for varying lengths of time. When Jim became injured in one of 

the fights with Wanda, it was Wanda's sister and brother-in-law who attended to Jim's 

needs by esconing him to the hospital. In Daniella's case, the mother called a cousin to 

defend Daniella during a fight one night. 

However, the abuser was also consistently described as having an unstable family 

background. When asked about her partner's background. Bernice stated. 

"...I think she (his mother) was abusive to him. He had so much rage, you 

had to come out of something to have the kind of rage he had. She raised 

him. I think she would hit him. He used to tell me stories about her 

throwing hot water on men that would come and see her and start fights. 1 

know she was mean. Really mean."(Line 130). 
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Wanda's panner. Jim, came from a family where fighting was common. Wanda reported 

that Jim's parents still fought physically. Daniella was convinced that her partner's 

family's main intent was to break up the relationship. She belie\ ed they were jealous of 

the relationship that she and Bob had since many of the lights began after Bob had been 

with his family. Stella and Sheila had husbands whose families were \ery much in\olved 

in their marriages. Stella's mother-in-law would come over weekly to make sure Stella 

had done the laundr\' for Paul or had fixed dinner for Paul. 

The abuser's background was consistently marked by alcohol. The abuser spent 

a lot of time with friends and other family members who drank. In each case except for 

one, the victim was not a drinker. So the abuser spent more time away drinking. 

Mickey was given the choice of either going to the bars with Raquel. or staying home. 

So she began to go to the bars to spend time with Raquel. Wanda found her partner 

stocking the bar every^ month when he got his disability check. Soon Jim's friends would 

cirrive and there would be drinking for the next several days until the alcohol was gone. 

"...No law can make one person respect or love one another." Whitney Young Jr. 

(Quotes from Famous African-American.s. 19041 

Dating Period 

The next step in stage 1, Transference of Rules, of the abusive process was the 

dating period. In all cases the abuse did not start at the beginning of the relationship. Fhe 

dating period was without abuse. E\ en when dating had lasted for over a year, no abuse 
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was present. In Wanda's case the abuse did not appear until after fn e years of marriage. 

Dating was described as a loving, supportive time. The informants all stated they were 

able to communicate and e.xpress their feelings openly with each other. Before Jim's 

disability. Wanda described the relationship as being supportive and loving. Bernice 

dated one and one-half years before her partner hit her for the first time. Daniella dated 

her partner for one and a half years before she moved in with him. .After Daniella's first 

year of living with her partner, the physical abuse began. Sheila's relationship and 

Mickey's relationship also had been nonviolent for at least a year before the abuse began. 

All participants agreed that a combination of the partner's drinking and the family 

background attributed to the abuse. 

Stage 2 — The Beginning .Abusive Period 

Description of the .Abuse 

The first step in stage 2. The Beginning .Abusive Period, began when the couples 

began to live together. Drinking and jealousy were the most common reasons why the 

abuse began. The drinking vvas not necessarily by both parties. In one of the cases, the 

victims drank during the time of the abusive relationship. Four victims did not drink 

during the relationship: two did some drinking after the relationship was terminated. 

Drinking seemed to precipitate the violence from the abuser. Jealousy occurred when the 

victims were with friends, or talking to t'riends or strangers. Immediate suspicion arose 

when the abuser did not know where the victim was. It was assumed they were being 
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unfaithful. Even atier denial of any extra-marital affair, or explanation of the innocence 

of the outside relationship, violence ensued. 

Verbal insults were predominate in two of the cases. Both Stella and Sheila spoke 

about the verbal insults that lead to the violence. Stella stated. "Sometimes he would sa> 

something I didn't like and I'd throw a glass of water at him." 

•Anger from family or past experiences were expressed by two of the victims as 

the initiation of violence. Daniella observed that after her partner come back from 

visiting his family, violence often followed. She believed the family was jealous of their 

relationship, and attempted to end it. Bemice stated that Mike would begin to reflect on a 

past issue, and begin to ramble until he reached such a rage that he was out of control. 

In all six informant interviews, control was a major obstacle in the relationship. 

Wanda's partner. Jim. had to know where she was and who she was with. If she was not 

home when he got home, he assumed she was with another male. Mickey's partner. 

Raquel, chose what she would wear, where they went, and with whom she spoke. 

Finances were also be controlled by the partners. Bernice. Sheila. Stella. VV'anda. and 

Daniella had partners whose jobs were unstable or who did not work at all. .Although 

Wanda went to work every day. Jim controlled the finances and would allocate her a 

budget every week. Each of these victims was responsible for the primary income of the 

home. For Stella this was a difficult fact for her to make sense of since she stayed in the 

relationship. She said. "1 was making the payments on the car and the apartment. Not 

him. .And yet I stayed. 1 don't understand that." 
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Fighting Back 

The next step in stage 2 is Fighting Back. The victims were not always able to 

predict when the violence would begin. It was consistently after the drinking started, but 

the issue that actually led to the violence was not always clear. The informants were 

often confused as to what led to the tight. The tights would include hitting, choking, 

slapping and pushing. K.ni\ es or guns were used to threaten by the abuser and the 

victims. All the informants physically fought back. Mickey fought back only once. She 

stated that she received such a horrible beating the time she fought back, that she was 

afraid to fight back again. She felt the beatings would not be as severe if she did not 

physically retaliate. There was no pattern as to what room in the house the tights would 

begin. The victims reported that the couple would just be talking, and somehow the 

fighting would begin. 

Bemice described Mike as starting to talk, then ramble, then be in a rage. .-\.t 

times she believed he did not even realize she was in the room when he was rambling 

until he was ready to hit someone. Mickey also spoke of the suddenness of a tight. 

Raquel would be calm, they would be having a good time, and suddenly Raquel would 

begin to beat Mickey in a rage of jealous\-. For Wanda, the pattern was in the stocking of 

the alcohol case and Jim drinking with his friends at the end of the month. The tights 

would begin with no regard to who was in the room. The only restraint for Wanda's 

husband was when her family was present. However, around friends, there was no 
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restraint for any of the participants or the abusers. For Wanda, the children being present 

was a restraint. She would not fight with her husband if her son was around. 

Stella described the fighting as the method she and her husband used to 

communicate. "I think I held my own pretty well. 1 just fought back. Whate\er it took. 

If I had to pick up the chair or the coffee table, or whatever. 1 fought back. .-Vt the end. 1 

would be the one on the tloor half dead before we would stop fighting. 1 think we just 

both fought until we were out of air." Revenge for the abuse was an important moti\ ator 

to fighting back in the lives of the victims. .A.t first the thoughts were centered on getting 

back at the abuser by winning the physical confrontation. All victims would have a sense 

of satisfaction if the abuser would be hurt during the fight. 

Bemice: "...Well. I mean I would go to work with bruises. You know. 1 

mean come on. They would all look at me weird, ya know. 1 just wasn't 

going to hang with that anymore. I was just tired of him thumping on me 

all the time. I was sick of it....I laid into him a few times, but he 

thought it was funny. He'd start laughing at me....I scarred up his face a 

few times. Now he was going out with bruises and stuff People uere 

looking at him the way they were looking at me. ya know. He couldn't 

hang with that" (Line 250). 

Stella was very aware of her need to get back at her partner for the hurt she felt. 

"I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to hurt him like he had hurt me. In my 

heart it hurt. I mean it was devastating to come home and find your 
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husband in bed with other women. I mean he didn't care what he did to 

me. Women would call to my house, or knock on my door. That was 

nothing. So I felt like I'm hurt. I'm angry. I'm going to make him hurt 

too. It was awful the things we did to each other" (Line 340). 

Infidelity 

The next step in stage 2, The Beginning .Abuse Period, is infidelity. In each case 

the abuser was unfaithful sexually. The unfaithfulness began when the abuser spe.nt more 

time away drinking. Both Stella and Wanda would receive phone calls from their 

partners' girlfriends at their home. Stella came home from work one day early and found 

her husband in bed with another woman. Bemice would constantly have other women 

tell her that Mike had been at their house the night before. .After a while. Bernice began 

to see other men. Mickey became aware of the unfaithfulness towards the end of the 

relationship; Raquel had been sexually active with other women over a long period of 

time. 

As the fighting progressed, an emotional detachment took place between the 

couples. The sexual relationships began to decrease, and when sex was present, it was 

cold and unmeaningfiil between the partners. Raquel began to leave Mickey at home 

when she went to the bars. Jim began to go out more often with his drinking friends. 

Stella's husband went out often without her. Infidelity began to occur in the 

relationships. In each case where children were involved, the abuser detached themselves 



1( )7  

from the children and the responsibility of their care. Wanda would relate stories of hou 

often Jim would make arrangements to pick up the children, and never come by. 

"And he never had anything to do with them. In fact he blamed me that 

they didn't have anything to do with him. But when we separated he told 

them he'd come and pick them up and he never picked them up. He would 

say he would pick them up on Saturday morning and they would sit and 

wait from nine to twelve in their little coats. "He coming. .Mom, he 

coming" and he never showed up" (Int. 1; line 410). 

Self-Blame: Attempts to Stop Abuse 

The next step in stage was Self-Blame; .Attempts to Stop Abuse. .-Ml the victims 

attributed the abuse to something they had done. Based on what the abuser was accusing 

the victims of. and by her own reasoning, the \ ictims attempted to find wa\ s to stop 

whatever they were doing wrong. This was a confusing time for the \ ictim. The v ictim 

was fighting back, and at the same time attempting to figure out why the abuse was 

happening. The victim isolated themselves from friends and family during this time of 

confusion. Shame and attempting to protect the abuser from being thought of negati\ ely 

by family members were reasons victims gave t'or not confiding in their families. 

Better upkeep of the house, changes in appearances, special t'avors were all tried 

by the victims, but to no avail. Wanda and Stella e.xpressed how uncomfortable it was to 

make changes that they felt were unnatural for them. Wanda says: 
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"So I just started thinking...well, there's something I'm doing urong. 1 

took on the whole thing for awhile, you know, something I'm doing is 

wTong. There's something in this marriage that I'm not doing and he can't 

tell me and you know. I need to make changes. And all these changes that 

I was trying to change around were not comfortable for me. For me I 

didn't feel good about them. So I would think if I don't feel good about 

this, then its not for me to do" (Int. 1. line 222). 

Eventually, all attempts were stopped. The victims no longer tried to make sense of why 

the fights started. At times they would begin fights in order to gain a better advantage 

over the abuser or to return some of the hurt they had e.xperienced. Stella relates how her 

anger got out of control; 

"Even after he started hitting me I would get to where I started hitting him. 

It wasn't always him hitting me first. 1 became ven.' violent. If he said 

anything I didn't like I would...you know throw a glass or whatever... 

Probably 65% of the fights I started after he once put his hands on me. 1 

was very angry inside. Once I look back on it. I was very angry. .And I 

hated him" (Line 104). 

Stage 3 -- Rage and Revenge: Commg to Terms with Realitv 

Stage 3. Rage & Revenge; Coming to Terms with Reality, is a serious step in the 

process of abuse in that it is when the victims rage was fueled by thoughts of revenge. 

The victims would fantasize about hurting the abuser. .Acts to get back at the abuser were 
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common. It was at this stage, when the victim realized that she truly could hurt her 

abuser or she could be hurt, and the effect of the abuse on the children, that she came to 

terms vvith the fact that the relationship would not surv ive. This stage includes the 

following steps; 1) Vengeful fantasy; 2) Getting back at the abuser; and 3) Realization. 

Vengeful Fantasv 

The first step in stage 3 is Vengeful Fantasy, .After the fighting back occurred for 

several years, thoughts of killing the abuser were fantasies the victims engaged in. Stella. 

Bemice. Sheila and Daniella relayed thoughts they would have at night while their 

partners were sleeping about how to kill them. Wanda did not think about it until she 

actually attempted to kill Jim. in the heat of a fight, with a fireplace poker. Consequences 

were not important in their thoughts. Having the abuser dead and out of their liv es w as 

uppermost. Bemice and Sheila hid knives around the house. Bernice believed that Mike 

was aware of her level of anger during fights. If Bernice had a heated argument with 

Mike, she believed Mike knew when she was dangerously close to hurting him and was 

aware of some invisible line that he must not cross. If he were to cross that line he knew 

Bemice would stab him. Stella would think of stabbing the partner in his sleep or 

pouring boiling water on him. The night she made the decision to leave she gave herself 

two options; either kill him and go to prison, or leave him the next day. She made the 

decision to leave him the next day. In the interv iews, thoughts about leaving the 

situation were not as predominant as thoughts of killing the abuser. The finality and 
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release of not ever having to face the abuser again, and the revenge of past pain seemed to 

be fueling the fantasy of killing the abuser. 

Craziness: Getting Back at the Abuser 

The next step in stage 3 is Craziness; Getting Back at the Abuser, fhc \ ictims 

also used the term "craziness" to describe some of the behavior they exhibited during the 

time of the abuse. The craziness could range from sneaking around spying on the partner, 

playing head games with the partner, to further thoughts of killing the partner. Wanda 

sabotaged the car so Jim could not leave the house to drink and be with his friends. She 

monitored his phone calls and followed him vvhen he left at night. Stella's period of 

craziness was when she laid in bed and thought of ways to kill or injure her partner. 

Wanda's husband Jim had held a gun to her and threatened to kill her. Her response was. 

"go ahead." Wanda looked back and thought how crazy it was for her to respond to a 

threat in that way. At the time she had no fear. But she also knew the time of her staying 

in her marriage was growing short. 

Realization that the Relationship was Over 

The last step of stage 3 is Realization that the Relationship was Over. In this step 

the victims were surprised at their own thoughts or actions. Often the participants stated 

their thoughts and actions were "scarv." They were surprised that they were able to have 

such violent or deceptive thoughts about another person. It was these thoughts that made 

Wanda. Stella, Sheila and Bemice begin to realize they were not themselves. Something 

was terribly wrong with their lives to have these kinds of thoughts. Daniella and Sheila 



recognized the impact the abuse was having on their children. The realization settled in 

that the relationship would ha\ e to end. 

Statie 4 -- Transition 

The next stage in the process of abuse may not occur for some victims, but in the 

case of the six informants it did-the stage called Transition consists of the following 

steps; I) Decision to Leave: and 2) Seeking Sources of Support. 

Decision to Leave 

The first step in stage 4 of Transition. The Decision to Leave, was a gradual one 

for all the informants. The realization that they were being abused was a slow process 

for Bernice and Stella. For Bemice. events led up to her realizing that this was a man 

who was not in control of himself. It became hard for her to be around him and the 

sexual relationship was gone. It took two years from her beginning of her fighting back 

to when she left. During those two years mutual respect had been lost. Mike had begun 

to see more women outside the relationship, and Bemice had begun to distance herself 

from the relationship. Stella had seen a counselor. She had a friend vvho had been in an 

abusive relationship who helped Stella understand the abusiveness of her relationship 

with her husband. The friend referred Stella to a counselor, and the counselor began to 

help Stella work through her anger. The counselor told often tell Stella that one day she 

would just have enough of the relationship, and then she would leave. Stella made the 

decision one night after her husband had sex with her. and she cried the whole time. That 

night was the night of decision, it was either kill him or leave him. The next morning her 



friend helped her pack, and within the eight hours her husband at work. Stella was packed 

and out of the marriage. 

For Daniella the decision to lea\ e was made because of the increase in \ iolence 

and the effect on her son. Her son became a ••ner\ ous wreck" at age si.\. Daniella could 

no longer justify staying in the relationship because of what she was seeing in her son. It 

was not her choice to leave the state on her own, but her partner would not leave Daniella 

alone even after she moved out. She was finally forced to lea\e the state in order to a\oid 

any more conflict. Wanda made the decision to leave the night she attempted to kill her 

husband with a fireplace poker. She knew if she stayed any longer someone would be 

seriously hurt. Sheila also left the situation when she. saw the effect on the children. She 

became very active in her church and began to get counseling. The acknowledgment was 

made that she did not want her children brought up in a violent environment. Mickey 

received a higher paying job in another city. Commuting back and forth to be with 

Raquel became too difficult; she gradually spent less and less time with Raquel. until 

Mickey finally ended the relationship. 

Seeking Sources of Support 

The last step in stage 3. Transition, is Seeking Sources of Support. In the 

Transition period, the victims began to reach out to outside sources for support. Friends 

and families that they had isolated themselves from became a major support. Friends 

were people with whom the victims could have a sense of catharsis. Being able to talk 

about what was happening and even finding laughter in the situation was helpful. For 
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Bemice. trading stories of abuses with her friends and comparing reactions was 

something done regularly. 

For Daniella and Stella, friends were a support in urging the \ ictims to leave the 

abusive situation. Daniella was also able to tell her friends what she was not able to tell 

her mother. Wanda did not tell any friends. Sheila had one friend who helped her 

identify- the relationship as abusive, and helped her to get counseling. 

•All the victims attempted to hide the abuse from their families. They hid the 

abuse because of shame or for the protection of the partner but once the families were 

aware of the abuse, they all tried to gel the informant out of the relationship. Wanda's 

father encouraged her to leave Jim. Wanda did not tell her mother. The underlying 

question from the family was what part had Wanda played in the destruction of the 

marriage and the abuse. Wanda remembered the implication that maybe she had done 

something to cause the abuse. She also recalled that one night she had bitten her 

husband's face so severely that he needed to go to the emergency room, and her sister and 

husband went with Jim. No one stayed with Wanda. 

Stella's family had warned her not to marrv' her husband. They felt he was 

controlling and it would later be a problem for her. So when the abuse was occurring. 

Stella felt she could not tell her family. Daniella also attempted to hide the abuse from 

her mother. She regretted getting her family involved before she was ready to leave the 

relationship. Her cousin threatened her partner with a gun to his head after one fight 

between her and her partner. And Daniella's mother carried a gun to the hospital after 
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Daniella was in another fight with her partner. Her mother often told Daniella that the 

abuse continued because she never hit Jim hard enough. If she would hit him hard 

enough, he would not hit her again. 

Bemice's parents were also supportive. When her parents found out about the 

abuse. Bemice was glad they did not tr\' to force her to leave. She helie\ed she would 

have stayed in the relationship longer if they had applied pressure tor her to leave. 

Mickey's family was outraged by the violence. Her brother had seen her face after a 

beating, and he told the rest of the family. They became active in attempting to stop the 

abuse. 

The police or shelters were not helpful to any of the victims. All victims had 

experiences with the police that left them feeling the police were not interested in helping 

them in a domestic violence crisis. In Wanda's case the police were never called. For 

Mickey, the police actually saw the violence happening, and turn their heads. It was an 

overall consensus that the police were not a resource for them. Shelters were also not 

considered a resource. None of the participants had to used a shelter. The police had 

suggested that Stella go to a shelter. "The police wanted me to go to a shelter once. 1 

didn't want anything to do with the shelter." .A.11 the victims, when they left the 

relationship, went home to be with their families — their best sources of support. 



Staiie 5 --Stabilization & Inteiiration of the Abu.si\ e [-xnerience 

"No one can figure out your worth but you."— Pearl Bailey 

(Quotes from Famous African-Americans. 

The last stage. Stabilization and Integration of the .Abusive Experience, consists of 

two steps: returning home and rebuilding. At first the victims found it difficult to 

readjust to the single life. During this time, another period of "craziness" began for two 

of the informants. Wanda began to drink heavily and to leave the care of the children in 

the hands of her parents. For several months she partied and gambled with friends. She 

described herself as being destructive to herself: 

"So I would be drinking and having a good time and playing poker all 

weekend and leave the kids with my mother and father for awhile, y ou 

know. This went on for about six months. I was just being real 

destructive. Instead of try ing to...l had a job. I'd go to work after being 

up all night partying. Monday was the only night I slept. So this went on 

for about six months" {Int. 1. Line 160). 

Sheila also went through a period of drinking. She would come home and mix 

herself drinks every day after work. Since neither Sheila or Wanda were drinkers 

previously, this regular behavior became a sign for them that they were not adjusting 

well. Wanda finally realized life she had been living those six months were not what she 

wanted. 
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•"I looked at the table "cause I had brought a whole bunch of stuff from 

Jack-in-the-box and nobody to eat it. I just couldn't quit cr\ inu. Those 

were those uncontrollable tears. Then I got scared. I got real scared 

because I thought. "What do I do? How do I raise these kids?'" (Int. 1 

Line 175). 1 never had a brother so how do 1 raise a son? So 1 stayed in 

turmoil for about maybe another month. Being scared, not knowing what 

to do to change my life around." 

Stella left the state and moved in with her mother. .After working for about a > ear. she 

saved enough money to return and to fmd new employment. She is not sure why she 

returned to the same city again. Although there were no friends and no famil\. there was 

unfinished business for her. Her ex-husband was unaware she was back in the cit\ for 

awhile. Stella had learned that he had remarried. 

Daniella reestablished herself in another state after being forced to leave her 

family. A lot of time was spent raising her son. She felt he was her primary 

responsibility. After Sheila stopped drinking, she made the decision to leave the state 

also. Financial assistance was found to go to college. She drove across the countrv and 

moved in with her parents and began school the following week. Housing assistance was 

sought and she stabilized her life with her children. Mickey kept her job in another city. 

She raised her son by herself and said. "People criticize how I raised my child. But they 

weren't there to help. It's like tag team. tag...someone else's turn, but no one's there." 
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After leaving the abusive relationship, all the victims stated they would "ne\er. 

ever, ever" return to an abusive relationship again. .All the informants said that if the> did 

step into another abusive relationship, they would be able to recognize it quicker, and 

could leave the relationship behind. Daniella had done ver\- little dating in the 10 years 

since her relationship ended. She says there will be time for that later. Stella had dating 

relationships now. but found herself dissatisfied with her dating partners. Stella 

continued to attract men who were drinkers and marijuana smokers. Her mind was made 

up that she does not want another relationship vvith a man who drinks or smokes. She 

was in a dating relationship at the time of the study . maybe too nice. She thought maybe 

if he was a little more abusive to her. she would be more attracted. She admitted she was 

afraid of letting any relationship become close. 

Bemice began dating again also. For several years she lived with a man who uas 

not abusive, but she found herself "taking care" of him. She left that relationship and is 

now in another one. The relationship is described as being non-abusive. He is 

controlling, but she has found herself able to keep the control in balance so it is non-

threatening to her. Wanda dated periodically. One relationship began to look like it was 

going to be abusive, so she stopped seeing him. If a tone of voice or action that she 

perceived as abusive was detected, she warned the man, then eventuall>' terminate the 

relationship. 



I  18  

Sheila was dating again also. She had one violent relationship and confront him 

with a knife if the arguments became heated. Finally the relationship w as terminated and 

she began dating someone whom she described as non-abusiv e. 

Mickey was living with another partner. She said it wasn't abusive, but she found 

herself constantly checking her ow n perception of what was being said, and uhat the 

meaning was behind what was being said. Carry ing the same manipulative behavior she 

had with Raquel over to the new relationship was a concern for her. so she was working 

hard to be open about her feelings. 

Several victims were still unsure of their own judgments about men. and people in 

general. The abuse left the participants with a lack of confidence in making decisions 

about their lives. Bemice was not afraid of being in another physically abusive 

relationship, but she was concerned about mental abuse. She was unsure if she would be 

able to recognize the mental abuse as it was happening. Her trust level was \ery low 

towards most people, especially men. Even when the truth was apparent, she still 

continued to be suspicious. Bemice admitted that she was not sure who she was. She lost 

herself for nine years with Mike, now she was trying to find out about herself. 

Stella was also very suspicious of people. She did not like to socialize. .Although 

described by most people as being ver\- negative, she didn't like that description, but was 

hoping getting answers through counseling would help. Both Bemice and Stella had 

been described as "messed up" by other people. They felt people must see their negativity 

and suspiciousness. 
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Wanda and Daniella believed tiiey were established and on a positi\ e track in 

their lives. They were more confident than they used to be and the\' both believed their 

futures would be meaningful. Mickey was still finding her footing. She continued to 

perform her life's story, even thought she believed it took a toll on her emotionally and 

physically. She was undergoing counseling to deal with the pain that she never faced 

before. .At times she was not able to function well. During the second inter\ iew Micke> 

began to shed tears about her past and her relationship vvith Raquel. She said she was 

doing better now and can at least live day to day. Now she must face her past, and she 

was ready to do that. 

All victims stated that they continue to struggle with the effects of the mental 

abuse. The constant demeaning of who they were had been hard for them to leav e 

behind. The informants had learned to believe the things the abuser had said, and it uas 

difficult not to believe it. The victims stated that the abuser made it a point to keep their 

self-esteem low. Some of the victims voiced the belief that the abusive partner had 

ruined or seriously deterred their lives. They attributed the negative feelings and 

suspicious thoughts to the mental and physical abuse. 

Interpretation of the Findings by Domain 

"Mix a conviction with a man and something happens." Adam Clayton Powell. Jr. 

(Quotes from Famous .A.frican-Americans. I'JQai 

Interpreting the findings in an ethnography moves along the lines of inductive 

reasoning. The next step of analysis leads the researcher to see if the objectives of the 
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study have been met through the data gathered from various sources. ClassitX inu the data 

into a system of codes called domains is one of the last steps in the interpretation. The 

objectives outlined in Chapter One were met by the three domains that were derived 

from this study; these were:: 1 )defmition of spousal v iolence 2) how that definition was 

derived; 3) residual effect of spousal violence. 

There were four objectives outlined in Chapter One: 1) to define .spousal 

violence from the informants' perspective- met by domains 1; 2) to describe how the 

definition was derived- met by domain 2; 3) to describe the residual effect of spousal 

violence met by domain 3; and 4) to explore the social, political and cultural context 

of spousal violence-met through the total study using the critical ethnography 

perspective. 

The domain ~ Defining abuse - was categorized into three subcatagories: 

physical, mental, and spiritual (Table 2 ). The category of physical abuse was physical 

fighting. In physical fighting weapons were often used, and the fights were described as 

not being confined in one area of the house, but in various rooms of the house. Mental 

abuse was described as being controlled or blamed for the behavior of the abuser. 1 chose 

the label of spiritual abuse to describe the inner wounding and scarring w hich occurred in 

the victims as a result of physical and or mental abuse. Spiritual abuse was beyond the 

mental abuse, it was a deep level of wounding where the victim doubted herself, or her 

self-image was affected. 
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Domain -- Definition of Abuse 

Sub 

Category Category 

Physical Fight We were just having a fight 
I was holding my own 
It's the way we communicated 
I'm supposed to hit you back 

Weapons I picked up whatever I got my hands on 

1 hit him with a fr>'ing pan once 
I hit him with a poker 

Description We would fight all over the house 
We had quiet tights 

Mental Control Never thought about me, I was supposed to think 
about him 

Would pick out what clothes I would wear at night 
Said I would have to go to the bar with her if I 

wanted to spend time with her 

Blame He always said I drove him to drink 
He believes I set the children against him...I didn't 

Spiritual 1 can't see past the scars 
I lost myself along the way 
I would lay there and cry when we were having sex 



The second domain -- How the definition was derived -- included the categories 

of how the victim derived the definition of abuse, and the external influences that 

impacted the victim (Table 3). Family of origin instilled the rules of acceptable beha\ ior 

and how to deal with the abuse, even though the victims found it important to keep the 

secret of abuse from their family. Friends were a cathartic outlet and offered adv ice. 

Police were seen as ignoring the importance of the domestic violence. Shelters were not 

helpful in maintaining safety. However, positive places were those where counseling 

were offered and help was given in identifying and validating the abuse, and also in 

supporting the decision to leave relationship. 

The third domain — Residual effect of abuse — was the description of the effects 

of the spousal abuse after the victim left the relationship (Table 4). Victims had low self-

esteem, held internal anger and were suspicious and distrusting of close relationships. .A 

period of "craziness" occurred for approximately six months when the informant left. 

Two of the informants who did not drink alcoholic beverages began to drink heavily 

during this crazy period. The responsibility of caring for the children were given to the 

grandparents was another example of this unstable period. After this crazy period, 

grieving over the broken dreams and unmet expectations of the relationship took place. 

Finally, the survivors reestablished the family by focusing on the needs of the children. 

The responsibility of providing for the children and helping the children deal with the 

broken relationship and the abuse which occurred next took a prominent place in life of 

the informant. 
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Domain — Hovv Definition was Derived 

Category Sub-Category 

Family Secrets I didn't want to tell anyone 
I didn't want my family to know 
I didn't want them to think bad about him 

Rules My dad said, "well, maybe you'd better come home" 
We were not allowed to call each other names 
Mom said, "Obviously you didn't hit him back hard 

enough" 

Friends Catharsis My friends and I would sit around and drink and talk 
about it 

I would tell my friends what was going on 

Identifying My friends kept telling me this was abuse 
Abuse My friends told me I was going to have to move 

Safetv Police The police don't care about that kind of thing 
The police just shook their heads and drove off 
I ended up going to jail because I was so mad and 

wouldn't shut up 

Shelter didn't want to go where other people were talking 
about their problems 

Places Counseling I started going to counseling 
My counselor just kept urging me to leave until I did 
Through counseling I could see 1 could make it on my own 

Church I started going to church and saw I could make it 
I missed the comradarie that I had when I was going 

to church 
Church helped me not to be bitter 
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Tab le  4  

Domain -- Residual Effect of Abuse 

Category Sub-Category 

Self after Paranoid I'm very suspicious of people 
abuse I don't trust anyone 

I don't let myself get too close to people 

Anger I was very angry inside 
So, 1 felt like 1 hurt, I'm angry, I'm going to make him 

hurt too 

Self-Esteem I'm scared to love anybody 
If I'm not comfortable doing certain things, then it's not 

for me to do 
My self-esteem was real low 

Craziness Drinking Every day I would come home and make peach daiquiris 
My ex-husband was surprised because 1 never would 

drink before 

Partying I would leave the kids with my parents and party ever\' 
night except for Monday nights 

I would stay out to all hours of the night 

Grieving Letting go A family was real important to me 
of dreams I wanted the white picket fence and two cars in the garage 

I'm glad now that we didn't have kids 
1 lost who I was 

Reestab- Children I knew 1 needed to be there for my son 
lishing My parents are a big help with the kids 
family My son still remembers what it was like 

My children still wait on him to do what he promises 



The fourth objective was to explore the social, political and cultural context 

of spousal violence. The ecological model gave the stnicture to explore the social, 

political and cultural context of spousal violence in this sample of African-American 

women, which was the fourth objective of this study. The critical ethnographic 

perspective guided the exploration of social issues, laws, and programs which contributes 

to the obstacles faced by abused African-American women. The efficacy of this model 

and methodology are discussed in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS LINKED WITH METHOD AND MODELS, 

FUTURE RESEARCH, AND CONCLUSIONS 

"One problem thoroughly understood is of more value than a score poorly mastered" 

--Booker T Washington 

This chapter will discuss the findings as related to 1) methodology; 2) conceptual 

framework; 3) previous studies; 4) implications for nursing; 5) recommendations for 

further research; and 6) conclusions. 

Findings as Related to Methodolog>' 

The ethnographic method was able to capture the emic view of the informants. 

The interviews revealed the victims" perspectives of their violent experiences. Through 

the interviews, insight was gained about what it was like for these si.x victims to be in 

abusive relationships. Descriptive and structural questions formed a framework of what 

was considered abuse and how it affected the lives of these informants. The cultural 

views of the victims were explored by questions about the informants" perspectives on 

male-female relationships, lessons taught as children, and societal views. 

The narrative of each informant gave the context to the findings by the framing of 

a description of the couples" interactions, and each victim"s perceived view of the 



outcome of their experience. The narratives brought the researcher closer to their lives; 

the narratives revealed who these women were: their struggles and the pain that the% still 

battle today to be seen, as well as the victories that they ha\e had. In being in\ ited to be 

close enough to share these personal areas, the researcher was able to draw the essence of 

what has been reported in this study, the tears, laughter, and silence were impregnated 

with meaning. 

Findings as Related to Neumanns .Model 

Neuman's model guided the study of the stages of coping . Coping vvas described 

in the five stages of the abusive process . Stage 1 of the process model considers the 

family of origin and the victim's perception of self The abuser's family of origin acts as 

an interaction with the victim's environment on an interpersonal level. Some of the 

coping attributes which made up the flexible line of defense in the lives of the victims as 

they dealt with the stressor of violence were to stay independent, fight back, engage in 

fantasy, and leave the situation (Figure 3). 

Fighting back and distancing were methods of defense that helped to preserv e the 

woman's central core. Fighting back gave the informants a sense of control in their ow n 

lives and dispelled the victimization role. The informants were able to continue to 

function in their everyday living as they distanced themselves from the abuse and the 

abuser. 
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Figure 3. Process of Interacting (adapted from Neuman's Systems Model). 
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Fantasies of revenge against the partner may be seen as an alternative method of 

adapting to the stressor of long-term violence. Fantasizing ser\ ed the purpose of 

empowering the victim while still in the relationship. Unfortunately, abuse of alcohol 

was also a coping mechanism used by two of the informants. Alcohol abuse w as a 

maladaptive behavior which the informants were able to stop when they realized the\ did 

not like what was happening to them. They realized they were not fijnctioning normally 

and assumed other more positive coping behaviors. 

Positive forces such as family, church, counseling and friends made up the lines 

of resistance that guarded the central core of the informant from vulnerability to the 

negative forces of being hit. infidelity, being put down and being controlled. These 

positive forces enabled the informants to stabilize and resume more normal beha\ iors. 

Findings as Related to the Ecological Model 

The ecological framework by Brofenbrenner (1977) was helpful in guiding the 

research and framing the outcome for the fourth objective: E.Kploring the context of the 

social, political and cultural roles in the lives of this sample of African-.A.merican women 

along four levels — the-microsystem. mesosystem. exosystem and macrosystem 

(Figure 4). 

Microsystem 

At the microsystem level, the intrapersonal aspects were analyzed. The 

intrapersonal level of data gathering and interpretation revealed the victims" self-

perceptions. The victims perceived themselves as being strong, independent women able 
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Be Independent 
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Fight your own battles 

Figure 4. Adaptation of Ecological Model as Related to Findings. 



to rise above tlie circumstances they tbund themselves in. \Miile they were in abusive 

relationships they were able to bring in the fmancial support that was needed. Work 

continued and bills were paid. There did not seem to be a question of whether they could 

continue to work under their circumstances. Bernice spoke about going to work with 

bruises. She told about her feelings of embarrassment, but she did not question w hether 

she had to go to work or not because of her appearance. For Wanda. Sheila. Daniella and 

Mickey, the children still had to be fed and emotional needs met. Here were mothers who 

were concerned about the environment their children were living in. and what their 

fijtures would be like. 

The victims" own sense of sexuality was being questioned with the abuse. The 

impact of the mental abuse as well as the humiliation of the physical abuse left the 

women feeling inadequate as women. The struggle of being socialized to be strong and 

competent was being threatened by such abusive acts taking place in their li\ es. The 

shame seemed to be spoken of only a few times, but the intensity of that emotion seemed 

to be underlying. The questions kept resounding. "I'm independent. 1 can support 

myself. Then why am I still here?" It was expressed by Daniella descriptively when she 

stated, "You don't need to be hittin' me. I'm not a child that needs to be growed up." 

Their sexuality was also threatened by infidelity in the relationships; in each case 

infidelity was present. 

Insecurity and feelings of inadequacy from a partner finding another woman or 

many women left the informants exploring their own sexuality. Were they sexually 
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unsatisfying? Wanda went througii losing weight and dressing differently to find that it 

was to no avail. Bernice was exposed to different aspects of sex in order to he pleasing to 

her panner. Yet. the partners found someone else to meet their sexual needs. 

Mesosvstem 

The mesosvstem deals with interpersonal relationships. In this le\el. the subject of 

the infidelity crosses into the second level, or mesosystem. that is found in the ecological 

framework. The interpersonal relationships between the victims and their panners were 

overshadowed by risks the informants may take if they decided to terminate their 

relationships. The scarcity of marriageable .African-American men. as discussed by 

Tucker and Mitchell-Keman (1995) and Kiecolt and Fossett (1995). may have played a 

role in the women staying in the relationships. Stella expressed her lack of success in 

finding a relationship with an African-American male that she felt could lead into 

marriage. Wanda dated several times, but had not found a relationship with an .African-

American male that could really benefit her in any way. .Stella stated. "Its hard for a 

African-American man in Tucson. He can't make much money unless he has a high 

degree." 

Linda Frier, community leader in the .African-.American population in Tucson, 

reported that for some women the infidelity is accepted in order to keep the relationship. 

She stated. "If there is sex outside of us (marriage). I just don't care to know about it. I'm 

looking for something else in a relationship." 



The socialization surrounding how to huild a meaningful relationship with an 

African-American male is often lacking in the African-America community (Phelps and 

Frier. 1997). This thought seems to be supported by books on how to have a relationship 

with an African-American male on the shelves of bookstores. Books titled. "How to 

Marry an African-American Man"" and "How to Love a Black .Man"" instruct women on 

the difficulties that African-American males have faced, and how to build healthv 

relationships in spite of the socialization problems. They speak on sexuality and the myth 

of the sexually potent male and how .A,frican-.-\merican women can build up the .-Xfrican-

American male. In these books. African-American women speak about what they v^ant in 

a relationship and what African-.American men need in a relationship. Basics on 

communication, dating and sex are included. Although subjects on communication and 

sex are found on the bookshelves for .Anglo women, the books particularly for .African-

American relationships are not self-help books, but how-to books. The friction that has 

been noted through previous years between men and women of an African-.American 

heritage is being addressed and remedies sought. 

Exosvstem 

From the exosvstem. or societal level of the framework, the community was not 

seen as supportive to the victims. The victims did not see the police as someone to call 

for help in their situation. This may be for a couple of different reasons. First, the 

informants did not see themselves as victims. Especially true in Wanda. Stella. Sheila 

and Bemice"s cases, the police were not necessary because they felt they were taking care 
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of the situation themselves. They were hilling ihc panner back, it" they were hit. H\en in 

some cases they would start the hitting. Secondly, the police were not seen b\ the 

informants as an institution which cared about them or domestic violence. Bernice. 

Sheila and Stella experienced the abuse in Tucson. The other informants experienced 

their violent relationships outside of the state. However, all felt the police were not 

helpful and could not be counted on in a time of crises. Mickey believed the lack of help 

was because of her lesbian relationship. 

Shelters were not considered as supportive. .\my Phelps stated that she found tew 

African-American women who came to shelters in Tucson because of domestic violence. 

She believes that the lack of African-.-Xmericans present to help the women was one 

reason. The informants stated they would not want to be around other women with 

problems. 

The church community was helpful for three out of the si.x informants. The 

church was seen as a place of help and support, and played a significant role in helping 

the informants get out of the relationships and stabilize their lives. The church is often 

forgotten as an institution in society that can be helpful to the community members. 

On this same level, political, economic and social oppression is evident 

throughout the interviews. In four of the cases the economic power was on the side of the 

female partner. The women earned more than their male partners. In the case of 

.Mickey's lesbian relationship. Mickey's partner took on the dominant role in the 

relationship. For the discussion of economic and male dominance, however, this 



1 3 5  

relationship perhaps should not be included. To include this data would imply there is no 

difference in lesbian relationships and power issues. There is not documentation to 

substantiate this claim. 

Macrosvstem 

On the macrosystem level, cultural traditions are considered. For these 

informants, cultural traditions are subtle, but present. Being of the same culture, it was 

difficult to immediately identify what was cultural. .After interv iewing the two .African-

American community leaders, cultural tradition and thinking became more clear. The 

socialization and role of the African-American woman was present throughout the 

interviews. The belief that the African-American woman should be strong in all 

circumstances was held by all the informants. The .African-American woman was to hold 

the relationship together, take care of the children, and provide financially. The belief 

that being independent was of great importance was expressed. When the relationships 

were being terminated, the question of finances, relocation, or future plans were not 

voiced. Each woman was confident that she would "make it." The turmoil took place in 

the raising of the children. The fear of being able to properly raise their children was a 

major concern for the mothers. The family as a resource was also clear in the interv iew s. 

Although at first the abuse vvas kept a secret from the family, the support of the family 

was consistent for each informant. The families took the role of protectors and providers 

of resources for the abused women. The families provided support and time for the 

abused women to heal and stabilize their lives before moving on. The family as a 
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resource for stability is consistent with previous literature on the African-American 

family structure (Asbury. 1991; Sue & Sue. 1990) 

Cultural Themes 

Cultural themes are the largest classification units of an ethnography and 

represent the inductive summarv- of all the findings. For this study the themes were: 

1 )Pattem of independence; 2) The family is a resource; and 3) Grow with the pain. 

Following is a description of each of these themes that were apparent throughout the data. 

Cultural Theme 1: Patterns of Independence 

The cultural theme of independence was a pattern throughout the study. The 

informants reported: 

-learning the rule of independence from their mother, father or grandparents, 

-considered themselves to be independent women with a sense of direction 

-independence was based on having jobs, either living outside the home or. 

- if living inside the home, having the freedom to make personal decisions about 

their life's direction. 

- sense of independence helped the informants feel good about who they were. . 

-to take control of your life. 

-not depend on any man to support you 

-to make their own money, and fight their own battles. 

- wanting to fight their battles themselves. 



Cultural Theme II: The Family is a Resource 

There was no hesitation from the informants that their families would he a 

resource for them. Even when the family had originally disagreed with the relationship, 

the informants were confident about the family giving support. The families 

- not only gave support, but also protection to the victim. 

-moving back in with the family of origin was common to all the informants, 

-freely gave nurturance, financial support, and emotional support 

Cultural Theme III: Grow With the Pain 

The third theme was one of resolution. Emotional pain was not seen negativeK by 

the informants. Pain means growth: 

-in strength 

-in knowledge about interpersonal relationships 

- in the recognition of independence 

-in the ability to make their own decisions, even when circumstances were against 

them. 

Findings Linked with the Literature 

There were explicit data that supported several previous studies. Two of the 

earlier findings by Hotaling and Sugarman (1986, 1990) of consistent factors of \ iolent 

men were supported by this study. Five of the perpetrators witnessed or experienced 

abuse in the home as a child and five of the perpetrators were at a low socio-economic 

status at the time of the abuse. Five of the perpetrators' homes were described as being 
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\ iolent. The perpetrators witnessed abuse between their parents, and in at least one case 

witnessed and experienced abuse. The perpetrators were either in a low income job. or 

were unable to keep employment. Of the informants, one witnessed abuse and another 

witnessed and experienced the abuse. 

The husband-wife power inequities that were discussed in .VIcCloskey and 

Figuerdo's (1996) study found that when couples experience an economic shift where the 

woman has economic dominance, the woman is more at risk for violence. This stud> 

supports that finding. An underlying question that arises, however, is the question of 

economic shift as compared to economic disparity. Economic shift was appartiii m 

Wanda's case only. .After her husband had been put on disability, the violence began. 

Her husband took over the control of the finances and gradually the violence began. In 

the other cases, there was not a shift. The economic power remained the same throughout 

the relationship. Is economic shift a variable that leads to abuse for the .African-American 

family? Economic inequality is many times consistent within the culture. .-\s noted by 

Mitchell-Keman and Tucker (1995). African-American women traditionally are more 

self-sufficient economically than .African-American males. In this study, a shift in 

economic power was not a factor, but economic disparity was. The male partners did not 

lose power over the women economically: rather, the male partners never truh had 

economic power. The problem may be in the stress of not being able to reach the 

economic potential that the African-American male would strive for. and that may be the 

factor to be considered, as supported by Griffin and Williams (1992). 
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Future Research 

Feldman and Ridley (1995) address definitional issues of spousal violence. Thev 

found that intent, severity and repetition are all variables that must he considered in the 

definition. The question of intent, or who is identified as the abuser when both partners 

are fighting, is a confusing and salient question that arises with the results of this study. 

For example, often in the data the informant became the violent partner. Based on an 

aggressive act. is the informant now the abuser? If both partners are fighting and neither 

perceive themselves as a victim, is one an abuser, or is this defense a further act of 

survival? More research into these questions is necessary to further the understanding of 

spousal violence. Intervention may be based on educating the public as to what is 

considered abuse. The labeling of the aggressive acts makes a difference as to how the 

act is perceived, and perhaps to how the experience is integrated. 

Further research should include a larger sample of informants. .A survey 

containing culturally appropriate language would be helpful in gaining a more complete 

understanding of the causes, control, and prevention of spousal violence in the .African-

American population. Psychological testing for post-traumatic stress disorder. 

depression, and anxiety disorders may also be useful information, if the instrument is 

culturally valid. 

Research comparing the integration of the experience of spousal violence among 

African-Americans in different regions of the L 'nited States may also yield useful 

information. The Tucson population is abundant in the immigration of different 
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groups. African-Americans from all regions of the I "nited States move to the Tucson 

area for many reasons. A region that has a more stable population w here ideas, traditions 

and perspectives are handed down from generation to generation, with a more extensive 

family resource to draw from, may elicit another perspective. 

Another research focus that would be %'aluable is a comparative study betvseen 

Anglo-American and African-.A.merican women. Differences in socioeconomic status, 

number of children, length of time in the relationship, and type of abuse would result in 

data showing between-group differences. An ethnographic research study conducted with 

Anglo-American female victims, asking questions about methods of self-protection and 

origins for rules of violence in the home would give a comparative database with this 

study. 

Implications for Nursing 

Nursing interventions for domestic violence among the African-American 

community must first begin with the assessment of the victim's view of the violence. .As 

with all cases of domestic violence, unless the victim identifies the abuse as harmful and 

is ready to make a change in her life, the violence will not stop. However, the nurse can 

determine the victim's readiness for change, then offer support within the community 

(i.e.. churches) or family. Offering to call the victim's family or a church member after 

an emergency room visit may be a key step in intervention. It is important that the nurse 

be sensitive to the lack of openness that may be encountered when questioning the victim. 

Not only may the victim want to protect the abuser, but to speak about the abuse is 
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breaking codes of secrecy. If the nurse suspects abuse, the nurse may be wise to ask. 

"Did you have a fight with your husband?" instead of "Are you being abused bv vour 

husband?" The nurse must keep in mind the importance of tlie feeling of independence 

the victim may desire. Suggesting alternatives that might interfere with that 

independence is ineffective. 

Primary inlervenlion begins in educating the families in what is abusive behavior 

and what is to be done when abuse occurs. Community assessments are necessary to 

identify prominent places families go for worship, entertainment, and support so 

education can be dispersed. When abuse has occurred, intervention which give 

alternatives to the victim to leave the abusive relationship before serious physical injurv 

or more psychological injury is present is imperative. Educating law enforcement 

officers, restructuring shelters to have cultural relevance are important in this stage of 

intervention. 

Qualitative and quantitative research studies are needed to more clearly 

understand spousal violence. Qualitative methods are needed to explore the emic 

perspective of ethnic groups and social classes, as there is a paucity of studies about 

minority groups and domestic violence. Nursing's diverse role in the community can 

often provide access to families that otherwise might not be penetrated. Also, family 

education may be a key to intervention for African-.American women. For instance, 

improving spousal modeling and conflict resolution, communication, and acceptable 

behavior may be a stronger intervention in the home than in any other setting. 
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Conclusion 

The three major findings were 1 )fi\ e stages of abuse and coping; 2) an abstraction 

of tliree cultural themes; and 3) a holistic view of spousal abuse by use of 

Brofenbrenner's (1977) ecological model and Neuman's system model. The live stages 

of abuse and coping were derived from the data gathered through this study. This process 

of abuse model consisted of five stages: stage 1-transference of rules, stage 2-beginning 

abusive period, stage 3-rage and reality, stage 4 transistion and stage 5-stabilization and 

integration. 

Stage 1 - Transference of rules - occurred when the victim was still at home. 

Observing parental relationships and receiving implicit and explicit messages from 

family members were ways the victims learned the rules of intimate relationships. Stage 

2 - the beginning abusive period - occurred when couple were living together. Fighting 

and retaliation began between the couple. .Alcohol, jealousy and infidelity were identified 

as precipitants to the violence. Stage 3 - rage and reality - took place during when the 

attempts by the victim to stop the abuse has failed. The victim fantasized about hurting 

the abuser and attempted to get back at the abuser for her pain. Finally, the realization 

was clear to the victim that the relationship was o\ er. Stage 4 - transition - was when the 

victim left the relationship. The victim was aware that her children were being affected 

by the violence, and that eventually either the partner or herself would be fatally injured if 

she did not leave. Stage 5 - stabilization and integration - was the period after the victim 

left the relationship and begins to stabilize her life. She focuses on providing for her 
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children and reestablishing a home. Finally, the victim begins to integrate the abu.si\ e 

experience. The victim over a period of lime, attempts to understand and resoK e the 

abusive relationship 

The cultural domains were abstracted from the ke.v informant interviews with six 

representational victims. Three cultural themes were abstracted from the cultural 

domains. They were: 1) Patterns of Independence in which the victims were all taught at 

an early age to be independent in finances, in resolving their own conflicts, and in making 

their ovvn decisions; 2) The Family is a Resource, in which the victims were taught the 

family would be a resource of support, nurturance and finances; and 3) Grow with the 

Pain where the victims were taught that pain can result in growth in strength and 

knowledge. This study also revealed that fighting back when being hit v\as a \ iable 

alternative. The victims did not consider hitting back the abuser back when fighting as 

wrong, but rather a key method to combat the abuse against them. 

Brofenbrenner's (1977) ecological framework and Neuman's systems model 

(1984) were usefiji in the guiding of this study and for gaining an holistic view of spousal 

violence among this sample of African-.A.merican women. The ethnographic and 

narrative methods captured the cultural and descriptive meanings behind the experience 

of being abused by an intimate partner. It is apparent through this stud}' that the historic 

and cultural background of the African-American does shape the view of spousal 

violence in the definition and integration of the experience. Interventions such as shelters 

for this sample were not a viable alternative, but the family and church were resources 
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viewed as useful by the informants. Political, social, and economic oppression has 

impacted the African-.A.merican family in ways that limit favorable options to a violent 

relationship. 

The problem of spousal violence is overshadowed by economic imbalances. 

unjust judicial systems which incarcerate large numbers of .A-frican-.American males, and 

social prejudices. These political deterrents have forced the .*\frican-.-\merican 

community to frame their experiences in ways that are different from the majority culture. 

This study has been among the first in gaining data in an area that has been scantly 

researched. The fact that this topic has not been explored more fully makes a statement 

about the pitfall we all fall into -- the assumption that unless someone voices an opposing 

thought, they are in agreement. Future research must erase this pitfall. To see spousal 

abuse differently in definition or in ways of conquering the effects does not dilute the 

seriousness of the problem, it only brings to light the diversity in integrating that 

problem. 
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APPENDIX A 

SUBJECT'S CONSENT FORM 
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University of Arizona Health Science Center 
Subject's Consent Form 

Spousal Violence: An African-American Female perspective 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE THAT I AM 
INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW I WILL 
PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS FORM WILL 
INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. 
FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO 
PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE 
AND THE RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR 
NOT PARTICIPATE IN A ETIEE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

Purpose 
I am being invited to voluntarily participate in the above-

titled research project. The purpose of this project is to 
understand my perspective of spousal violence. I understand some 
differences may be seen in coping skills, family structures, and 
the way I perceive myself. 

I also understand ^is research will be used in a doctoral 
dissertation or for further research in the future. 

Selection Critpria 

I am being invited to participate because I am an African-
American female, age 30-65, living in the urban Tucson area, who 
has experienced spousal violence, lived with the abusive partner 
for at least five years, and am no longer living with this partner. 

Prorqdures 

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to agree to the 
following: 

1. To tell my story about spousal violence to investigator, 
Deborah Doherty. Each interview will be in a safe convenient place 
of my choosing and will last from 2-2 1/2 hours and will be 
audiotaped with possible follow-up interviews to ask for 
clarification or more information. 

2. I will be asked to fill out demographic information. 

Rising 
I understand that the risk of participating in this study is the 

possibility of the perpetrator of the violence discovering I have 
discussed this topic. As a result the perpetrator may become angry 
and violent due to my disclosure or I may experience psychological 
distress from discussing the violence. 
In order to prevent the perpetrator from discovering I have 
discussed this topic, I understand the interview will be held in 
a safe environment of my choice and strict confidentiality will be 
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maintained. I understand if I experience psychological distress 
froir. discussing this topic, I will be given referrals for further 
help. 

Benefits 
Benefits associated with this study are that I will have the 

opportunity to explore my own thoughts and emotional 
processes as related to past events. I will also benefit the 
community by aiding in possible interventions derived from this and 
further research. 

Confidentialitv 
All information associated with this study will be held in 

confidence and only Deborah Doherty will have access to the 
information. Each subject will be assigned a number, and that 
number will be on all documents rather than her name. Only Deborah 
Doherty will know the identity of the subject. 

Participation Costs and Subject Compensation 

I understand there will be no costs to me for my participation 
in this study other than 2-2h hours for the interview. I will be 
compensated at the rate of $10 per interview. 

Liability 
I understand that side effects or harm are possible in any 

research program despite the use of high standards of care and 
could occur through no fault of mine or the investigator Deborah 
Doherty involved. Known side effects have been described in this 
consent form. However, unforeseeable harm may also occur and 
require care. I understand that money for research-related side 
effects or harm, or for wages or time lost, is not available. I do 
not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. I can 
obtain further information from Deborah Doherty, RN at 888-4985. If 
I have questions concerning my rights as a research subject, I may 
call the Human Subjects Committee at 626-6721. 

Authorizatjnn 

BEFORE GIVING CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME AND 
MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I UNDERSTAND THAT I MAY ASK 
QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND THAT I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FRCW THE 
PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION 
IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR OR FOR REASONS 
THAT WOULD BE EXPLAJNED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN 
THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BEC(»IES AVAILABLE. 
I UNDERSTAND THAT THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS RESTRICTED 
TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, DEBORAH DOHERTY, RN, BSN OR 



AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE College of Nursing. I UNDERSTAND 
THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. 
A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 

Subject's Signature Date 

Investigator's Affidavit 

I have carefully explained to the subjects the nature of the 
above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge 
the person who is signing this consent form understands clearly the 
nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in her participation 
and her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language 
or educational barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of investigator Date 
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THt UNrvwsrtr Of 

Huflun Subf«cs Coaurunee ARIZONA. l62Z^MxbtiSc 
Tuoaci. Aruoru SS7I4 
(60 62̂ -67:1 2 March 1995 Health Sci-n<±s CiNit* 

Deborah Doherty, B.S.H. 
c/o JoAnn Glittenberg, Ph.D. 
College of Mursing 
Arizona Health Sciences Center. 

RE: ESC aSS.Xfi THi DEriNlTION OF SPOUSAL VTOLE.'i 
AKEillCAN FEKAL£ PSRSPECTIVE 

Dear Hs. Doherty; 

We received your above cited research proposal. The procedures to 
be followed in this study pose no aore than aininal risk to 
participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. Departaent 
of Health and Hunan Services [45 CFR Part 4 6.110(b)] authorize 
approval of this type project through the expedited reviev 
procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' anonynity be 
aaintained. Although full Coaaittee reviev is not required, a brief 
suaaary of the project procedures is subaitted to the Coaaittee for 
their endorseaent and/or coaaent, if any, after adainistrative 
approval is granted. This project is approved effective 2 March 
1995 for a period of one year. 

The Huaan Subjects Coaaittee (Institutional Review Board) of the 
University of Arizona has a current assurance of coapliance, nuaber 
M-1233, which is on file with the Departaent of Health and Human 
Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes 
or additions will be made either to the procedures followed or to 
the consent farB(s) used (copies of which we have on file) without 
the knowledge and approval of the Huaan Subjects Coaaittee and your 
College or Departaental Review Coaaittee. Any research related 
physical or psychological hara to any subject nust also be reported 
to each coaaittee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent foras 
be kept in a peraanent file in an area designated for that purpose 
by the Department Head or coaparable authority. This will assure 
their accessibility in the event that university officials require 
the information and the principal investigator is unavailable for 
some reason. 

Sincerely yours. 

William F. Denny, M.D. 
Chairman 
Huaan Subjects Coaaittee 

WFD:rs 
cc: Departmental/College Review Coaaittee 



APPENDIX C 

DEMOGR.APHICS 



Demographics 

Age now 

" of children 

Age when abuse occunsd Household strucmre: 

# of years married 

Owned 
Reated_ 

# of persons 
living Ltrthe home_ 

How long did the abuse occur? 
it is presently happening 

^one year or less 
five years or less 
tea years or less 
fifteen years or less 
twenty years or less 
more than twent>' year 

580,000-5100,000 
Greater SI00,000 

Please indicate the level of household income during the 
time of the abuse. 

less than 510,000 a year _ 
^510,000-520,000 a year 
521,000-535,000 a year 
^536,000-550,000 a year 
550,000-565,000 a year 
565,000-580,000 a year 

Please indicate the level of individual income during the 
time of the abuse. 

less than 510,000 a year 580,000-5100,000 
S10,000-520,000 a year Greater than 5100,000 
521,000-535,000 a year 
536,000-550,000 a year 
550,000-565,000 a year 
565,000-580,000 a year 

Education Occupation 

0-3 years Skilled worker _ 
4-8 years * Factory worker 
9-12 years Service worker 
12+years Professional 
graduate Managerial 

education 
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