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Abstract:

This article presents a multidimensional, theoretical model for the understanding of relationships 

in which men are violent toward women. It argues that abusive relationships exemplify, in 

extremis, the stereotypical gender arrangements that structure intimacy between men and 

women generally. Moreover, it proposes that paradoxical gender injunctions create insoluble 

relationship dilemmas that can explode in violence. A multifaceted approach to treatment, which 

incorporates feminist and systemic ideas and techniques, is described. 

As family therapy has widened its scope by bringing social problems like battering,child abuse, 

and incest into the consulting room, the violent aspects of intimate life have become more visible. 

This has led to intense debate about how to think about and conduct clinical work with these 

populations ( 4 , 6 , 8 , 10 , 11 , 14 , 20 , 21 , 25 , 28 , 30 , 31 , 32 , 34 ). 

In an attempt to engage with these issues and, more generally, to make a contribution to the 

metatheoretical project of incorporating gender into the basic premises of family therapy ( 16 ), 

we began the Gender and Violence Project at the Ackerman Institute 4 years ago, and decided to 

focus on battering. Since we considered this a pilot 

***

Page 343:

project in which we would learn about these kinds of relationships through the process of 

treatment, we worked primarily (but not exclusively) with couples who sought treatment 

voluntarily, and we intentionally kept the project small so that we could work slowly, carefully, and 

in depth with each couple. As a result, we consider the ideas in this essay to be the outcome of a 

truly collaborative process between the four of us and the men and women who have participated 

in this study. 

OUR METAPERSPECTIVIST STANCE 

In our thinking about these matters, we have assumed a doubled vision: gender and violence, 

men and women; and a double stance: feminist and systemic. This layering of perspectives has 

inclined us toward the view, supported by earlier research ( 6 , 14 ), that relationships in which 

women are abused are not unique but, rather, exemplify in extremis the stereotypical gender 

arrangements that structure intimacy between men and women generally. Our hope has been 

that if we could "unpack" the unworkable premises about gender and power that underlie these 

dangerous relationships, we could interrupt the cycle of violence, and thus make love safer for 

women and less threatening to men. Insofar as we have been successful in this effort, we hope 

we have made a contribution that extends beyond the bleak confines of battering relationships by 

illuminating something more universal about the structure of male-female attachments. 

In our project, we were looking for a description that was consistent with our beliefs as feminists, 

and simultaneously consistent with our beliefs as systems thinkers and therapists. We tried to get 

beyond the reductionistic view of men as simply abusing their power, and of women as colluding 

in their own victimization by not leaving. This description casts men as tyrants and women as 

masochists, which deprives both of their humanity while simultaneously capturing a piece of the 

truth. 

In order to think more complexly, we decided to test ourselves, to see if it was possible to 

maintain a "both-and" position when treating couples with this problem. Could we see the 

problem through both lenses? Would that be helpful in stopping the violence? How would this 

doubled vision translate clinically? Is conjoint therapy philosophically consistent with our feminist 

position about battering? Could we make it consistent and still maintain our systemic 

perspective? Could it be made consistent and still be clinically contraindicated? For which 

couples would conjoint treatment be helpful, and when? 

We knew we would be pulled by the "either/or," either implicitly "blaming the victim" because, in 

seeing how the woman was implicated in her victimization, we would be inevitably implying that 

she was responsible for it, or, reciprocally, we were at risk of "constructing a villain" because, in 

not looking beyond the man's abuse of his power, we would not be making contact with the 

totality of his subjective experience. 

By selecting couples who wanted to stay together, and treating them in conjoint therapy, we knew 

the risks. Both professionally and politically, there are many cogent arguments that the use of 

battering groups for men and support groups for women is the most appropriate treatment 

strategy ( 4 , 10 , 25 , 32 , 34 ). This position makes sense. First, conjoint therapy, by definition, 

implies that there is a mutual problem to be solved, and this almost inevitably slides into the 

implication of mutual responsibility for it. This construction of the situation denies and obscures 

the social reality that the man is more powerful than the woman, and this distortion then falsifies 

the therapy. If the woman were to act as if she were equal, expressing her opinions and emotions 

freely, she would put 
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herself in danger after the session. If she protects herself and the fragile relationship that she, for 

whatever reasons, wishes to maintain, the therapy is inauthentic. On the other hand, there were 

no well-conceived batterers groups for us to connect with, and the couples who came to us 

explicitly wanted to be seen conjointly. 

These men and women occupied every segment of American society, for example, architects, 

professors, artists, corporate executives, social workers, small business men and women, 

chronically unemployed "mental patients" and others with severe social and psychiatric 

handicaps, and families on welfare. For some clients, this was their first therapy experience 

generally (or the first for this problem); others had been "through the system," including shelters, 

groups for batterers, the courts, and so on. In some cases, substance abuse was present and 

implicated in the violence; in others, drugs and alcohol were not used, or their moderate use did 

not seem to play a significant role in the problem. 

Although these differences obviously shaped our thinking, and our interventive stance and 

strategy, we found more commonalities than differences with regard to the psychic infrastructure 

of violence. It is these common themes that we emphasize in this essay. 

It was thus, in the context of these kinds of clients and of these ideas and questions, that we 

began our project 4 years ago. While we continue to question our thinking and modify our 

approach, we have clarified and refined many of these early questions and dilemmas. Our 

working assumptions are summarized below: 

1. We begin with the recognition that gender inequality is a social reality and that women 

who are beaten by men are their victims. At the same time, we believe that reciprocities 

and complementary patterns in the couple's relationship are implicated in the cycle of 

violence. 

2. At an ethical level, we hold the batterer responsible for the violence and intimidation, and 

we hold the woman responsible for protecting herself, to the extent that this is possible. 

3. We believe that social control is sometimes necessary to stop the violence, and that 

violence is a criminal act for which legal sanctions are appropriate. However, since we 

are interested in the psychological dimensions of violence, including the psychological 

rationalizations for it, our work, whenever possible, is separated from activities of social 

control. 

We also posed for ourselves a moral question: To maintain that violent acts and violent 

relationships have a psychology, did this once again let batterers "off the hook"? In putting both 

partners on the same level, since each one has a psychological interior, weren't we making them 

equal parties to a dangerous relationship we believed was not equal? We decided not. 

We decided to maintain a position of "both-and," arguing that one level of description or 

explanation does not exclude another. To say that violence, domination, subordination, and 

victimization are psychological, does not mean they are not also material, moral, or legal. In other 

words, to develop a psychological explanation of violence is not to explain it away. 

Thus, our attempt to discern and construct meaning in acts of violence does not overrule or 

substitute for our clear moral position regarding the acts themselves. Violence may be 

"explainable," but it is not excusable, and it may or may not be forgivable. That is up to the victim. 

For us, as therapists, what is important is to make sense of the confusing circumstance of 

violence so that the parties caught in its grip can begin to stop it. 

One description we find useful, and useful clinically, is to understand male violence as 

simultaneously an instrumental and an expressive act. Its instrumentality 
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rests on the fact that it is a powerful method of social control. A man can enforce his will and 

extend his areas of privilege in a relationship by hitting or merely threatening to hit his wife. 

Eventually he can get his way merely by a shift in his tone of voice or facial expression. In this 

sense, violence is a strategy of intimidation in the service of male domination, a strategy that a 

man consciously "chooses." At another level, violence can be understood as an impulsive, 

expressive act. It is often felt by men to be a regressive experience, the feeling of "losing it." We 

believe that both are true: that male violence is both willful and impulse ridden, that it represents a 

conscious strategy of control, and a frightening, disorienting loss of control. 

These two ways of seeing are part of a matrix of explanations we rely on as we try to make sense 

of the quixotic juxtapositions of love and hate, control and dependency, remorse and cynicism, 

and change and no change in these dangerous relationships. 

In the discussion to follow, we will be weaving ideas across four levels of description and 

explanation: psychodynamic, social learning, sociopolitical, and systemic. The psychoanalytic 

aspect of our work involves inquiry about ideas, beliefs, and, more deeply, internal 

representations of self and other, which are sometimes out of awareness but, when elucidated, 

often seem to constitute the organizing and unworkable premises underlying these couples' fierce 

attachments. The social learning dimension focuses on how these particular men and women 

were socialized into their gendered positions in these relationships. At the sociopolitical level, we 

include all of the external power differentials between men and women, including men's 

subjective sense of entitlement, privilege, and permission to rule women, and women's subjective 

belief that they must serve men. Finally, at the systemic level, we are interested in the 

transactional sequences, especially positive feedback loops, which are the immediate "cause" of 

the escalations that lead to violence, as well as all the double-binding processes between the 

couple, the extended families, and the treatment and social-service contexts that constitute the 

problem-maintaining system. 

It is important to clarify the tension between these different stances in our work. As these remarks 

indicate, we are working within a "both-and" framework, which means we repudiate the stance of 

the forced choice. It also means that we repudiate the false dichotomies that forced choices 

dictate. Indeed, what we are trying to do is to push against the boundary definitions of a variety of 

philosophical stances in order to see how they stretch, what they disallow, and what it means to 

shift from frame to frame in order to describe most fully the human and therapeutic dilemmas that 

these couples present to us. 

Although a full discussion of these matters lies well beyond the scope of these introductory 

remarks, we do want to make one point about our process of making distinctions. We have not 

found too many hard edges. The moves from a constructivist to a feminist stance, or from a 

systemic to a psychodynamic perspective, do not appear to require the paradigm shifts that the 

history of these ideas in family therapy would have led us to expect. We feel considerable 

freedom of movement. This is because we track the clinical process closely, and because, in 

whatever frame we occupy, we remain sensitive to the same set of issues: the place of language 

in constructing reality, the position of the observer or observing group that inevitably frames the 

problem and defines the terms of the problem-maintaining system, the moral limits of relativism, 

and the attempt to operate with the belief in an "observer-independent world-out-there" without 

succumbing to a naive, simple construction of "truth." We remain skeptical about essences, 

universals, and stable meanings, and we believe 
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the layering of these intellectual perspectives is necessary if we are to capture the nuanced 

complexity of the issues at hand. 

In our clinical work, we have borrowed what we liked from other methods and created new 

strategies as we went along. If there are distinctive elements to this mixture, they include the 

following: emphasizing the volitional aspects of violence; clarifying the relationship between 

violence, therapy, and social control in each case; elucidating the contradictory messages each 

partner may have already received about how to proceed (strong warnings against conjoint 

therapy from the shelter movement, family pressure to "stay together" or to separate, and so on); 

deconstructing the psychological interior of the violent episode for both partners; positively 

describing and then "unpacking" the attachment the couple feels for each other despite the 

violence; including (when indicated) the family of origin in the treatment to loosen the grip of 

negative injunctions and loyalty conflicts; seeing each member of the couple separately when we 

are concerned about the woman's safety and whenever we believe it will further the treatment; 

and always understanding the dilemmas of both partners in terms of the gendered premises and 

paradoxes that bind them. 

In this essay, the first of a series, we will emphasize the theoretical aspects of our work, and 

therefore we make reference to these clinical techniques only insofar as they serve to illustrate 

the ideas we are developing. Moreover, in our attempt to highlight the overdetermined, gender-

specific dilemmas that each partner brings to the couple relationship, we have had to shift our 

written focus from couple transactions to individual narratives. This does not mean that we 

consider an individual's history or psyche more pertinent than a couple's present relational 

pattern. Rather, we have chosen here to elaborate on those aspects of our thinking that are less 

familiar than the systemic formulations which do remain central to our work. In subsequent 

publications, we will describe in more detail the clinical approach summarized above. 

A FEMINIST RELATIONAL VIEW OF BATTERING 

Using the lens of feminist theory, we have been examining the gender assumptions that inform 

relationships in which women are physically abused. In analyzing men's violence against their 

female partners, and women's lack of commitment to their own safety, we hope to make a 

contribution that illuminates something more universal about the structure of male-female 

relationships under current social conditions. 

We begin our analysis, leaning on 20 years of feminist scholarship, with the formulation that 

gender is a basic metaphysical category which, in every culture, prescribes an artificial division of 

the world into masculine and feminine. Most languages are elaborately gendered; all the 

significant elements of the social, natural, and spiritual world are linguistically differentiated by 

gender; and the mythologies of most cultures rely heavily on gender symbols. Thus, the 

construction of gender and of gender difference is not merely a psychological process or a social 

role; it is also a universal principle of cultural life that manifests itself in the individual psyche, the 

metaphysical framework, and the ideologies of a society ( 33 ). 

In a now classic article, feminist anthropologist Gayle Rubin ( 26 ) observed: "The division of 

labor by sex can be seen as a taboo against the sameness of men and women which divides the 

sexes into two mutually exclusive categories and thereby creates gender... Far from an 

expression of natural difference, exclusive gender identity is suppression of natural similarities" 

(p. 180). 
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This taboo against similarity, and the dread of the collapse of gender difference operates silently 

and powerfully in all relations between men and women ( 13 ). The patriarchal structure of power 

and privilege in society positions men to experience humiliation when gender divisions blur, and 

positions women for punishment if they claim male prerogatives. Indeed we have come to think 

about battering as a man's attempt to reassert gender difference and gender dominance, when 

his terror of not being different enough from "his" woman threatens to overtake him. 

While such fears are clearly extreme in these men, they are, according to many current theories 

of gender-identity formation, normatively central to the development of masculinity ( 3 , 5, 7 , 9 , 

15 , 23 , 29 ). Thus, in order to make sense of this kind of male violence, it is necessary to 

develop an analysis and critique of "masculinity" generally. Although a full discussion of these 

matters lies well beyond the scope of this essay, the following synopsis of the relevant theorizing 

is intended to provide a framework for understanding our particular way of formulating the issues. 

The contemporary theories of gender-identity development that are compatible with our thinking 

conceive of "gender" as a deeply internalized psychic structure. They presume that gender 

acquisition is a process of social learning rather than an expression of natural givens. Moreover, 

now that researchers have shown that gender identity gets established and consolidated between 

12 and 36 months ( 3 ), much earlier than had previously been thought, it is becoming clear that 

the development of the self and the acquisition of gender become fatefully intertwined in early life. 

In other words, personhood and gender identity develop together, co-evolving and co-determining 

each other. In this sense, gender is not merely "acquired" by the child but, rather, creates the 

conflict-laden layering of internalized self-representations that become the child. As a result, one 

could no more become "degendered" than "deselfed" ( 17 ). 

The social context of this psychological process is conceptualized by gender identity theorists 

(most notably, Nancy Chodorow) in terms of the phenomenon of "asymmetrical parenting." Since 

women are the primary caretakers of children, both boys and girls must begin the project of 

becoming a person by defining themselves within the context of their relationship to a single, 

psychologically gendered woman. This lopsided social arrangement, in which men have 

traditionally played a marginal role, is considered to have decisive consequences for the creation 

of gendered personalities. 

While the girl's psychic structure develops in relation to someone "just like her," the boy 

constructs his identity via an experience of difference. Because of the primacy of the mother in 

early life, and the absence of an equivalently substantial relationship with the father, learning to 

be masculine comes to mean learning to be "not-feminine." Indeed, as Greenson ( 15 ) and 

others have argued, for boys, this gender difference becomes the vehicle for separating from, and 

dis-identifying with their mothers. In other words, the boy constructs his sense of himself out of a 

negative: "I am not like my Mother; I am not female." In the view of most gender-identity theorists, 

this childhood negation creates problems for the psychological foundation of masculinity, so that 

when the boy becomes a man, this gender structure is potentially threatened whenever 

experience calls up echoes of that early maternal bond, that early identification, that early 

separation. The thinking is that since mother, and later all women, exist as continual reminders of 

what must be given up to be male, it is not surprising that researchers have found that boys 

maintain more sharply dichotomous 
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gender divisions than girls ( 5 ), and that fathers have been shown to enforce gender stereotyping 

much more rigidly than mothers ( 18 ). 

By contrast, a woman's identity is forged within a feminine relational context and, in a sense, the 

girl remains part of the mother's psychological space. Gender theorists haveargued that this 

formative female bonding creates the conditions for a woman's empathic orientation, and also for 

her difficulties in separating herself from relationships. Moreover, insofar as the daughter 

experiences herself as likened to, bonded with, and sometimes virtually part of a person of 

subordinate social rank, she must struggle to claim for herself what her mother was denied: a 

voice of her own, a mind of her own, a life of her own. Thus, it is not her gender identity that is at 

risk in her identificatory bond with mother, but her sense of personal power and agency. 

Since the girl cannot receive the mantle of power from one who does not have it, she must 

sometimes settle for "the power behind the throne." This means that the work of becoming female 

is shaped by the necessity of learning how to become, what Jessica Benjamin ( 3 ) has called, an 

"object of (male) desire," which inevitably must conflict with the task of becoming a subject in 

one's own right. Instead of being a subject in search of herself, a woman must often transform 

herself into a "subject-as-object" ( 7 ). Not surprisingly, this process of self-betrayal can create its 

own rebellion. 

Given this analysis, men and women under the best of circumstances form attachments in which 

they must seek in one another the capacities each has lost. This search often results in the 

problematic complementarities that family therapists encounter in treating couples, and which are 

often so difficult to change. In our view, it is only when both partners become committed to 

transcending the rigid categories of gender difference, and can begin to tolerate their disowned 

similarities, that real change is possible. This would involve, for the woman, reclaiming a sense of 

her independent subjectivity and establishing or re-establishing her capacity for agency in the 

world. For the man, the task requires recognition and acceptance of his own dependency needs, 

and simultaneously learning how to empathize with his mate's subjective experience, with her 

needs and desires as they exist for her, and not as he defines them. 

While such a transformation asks a lot of both partners in ordinarily troubled relationships, it puts 

a special burden on the man who is violent and the woman whom he abuses. In these 

circumstances, such a man must tolerate a sense of weakness for perhaps the first time. Since 

his sense of personal power and psychic autonomy is an illusion that is sustained by denying his 

dependency needs through controlling his partner, he can become deeply threatened if he begins 

to see his mate as a person in her own right (who might leave, or disagree, or compete with him). 

Thus, he may fight against her attempts at independence despite the best of intentions. Indeed, 

for many of these men, the fear of disintegration, if they sense that the woman may leave them in 

any way, is so great that they will frantically try to regain control by any means necessary ( 25 ). 

If the woman is to retain a sense of her entitlement in the face of such intimidation, she must 

silence the voices from within her and the messages from the culture at large. Everywhere she 

turns she will hear that she is transgressive if she fails to please him. When she does assert her 

right to her own experience, her own sexuality, her right to be cared for, he may term her 

hysterical, extravagant, or insatiable. He may threaten to leave her, thus signaling his social and 

economic superiority; or he may become violent, thus asserting his physical superiority. She may 

be confused 
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by his rage because her experience of herself and his view of her are disparate; but she too has 

been raised in a culture that elevates the male perspective, so she may silence her own mind and 

submit to his construction of reality even if that means being hit ( 1 ). 

Given these temptations, the conjoint therapy of battering must provide a framework for 

dismantling the powerful gender injunctions that set the terms for such relationships, terms that 

virtually prescribe male domination and female subjugation. 

GENDER PREMISES/GENDER PARADOXES 

In order to challenge the gender assumptions that we believe provide the legitimation for 

battering, we have had to refine our thinking about the gendering process. Our theorizing 

presumes that gender is simultaneously rooted in the biological difference between the sexes, 

and that the other crucial determinants of gender identity are psychological, cultural, and political. 

Thus, not only do we take as a given the social learning, sociopolitical and psychoanalytic 

explanations of gender formation that were articulated earlier in this essay, but we also make a 

bridge between the psychological and social levels by interpolating a family-systems formulation 

of the gendering process. 

We would argue that not only is gender deeply embedded in the psyche, as the psychoanalysts 

maintain, but it is also deeply embedded in the politics of family relations. Similarly, we believe 

that ideas about how to be male or female are not simply transmitted from parent to child, as the 

social learning theorists suggest, but that these premises become part of the family drama. 

Elaborating on the earlier work of Penn ( 24 ) and Sheinberg ( 27 ) that developed the construct 

of the family or relationship "premise," we now argue that gender premises, like other 

passionately held beliefs, create relationship binds and paradoxes across the generations, which 

are then internalized within the psyche and create for each generation a legacy of insoluble 

contradictions. 

The men and women we see in relationships in which there is battering frequently grew up in 

families in which these gender dichotomies were rigidly prescribed and exaggerated. Because 

these gender injunctions were writ large, it has been easier to see the inherent paradoxes that 

are embedded in the gendering process. For example, one woman's story reads, "Mom doesn't 

stand up to dad and she seems always silently angry and depressed. But, whenever I get 

argumentative, she says that I'm 'too masculine' and no man will want me." Or, from a man's 

story we distill the message he felt his mother was sending: "Be strong like your father so that 

you will be able to protect women like me from men like him." And, from a powerful father to his 

daughter, "The reason I have to beat your mother is that she 'makes me do it.' If only I were 

married to someone understanding [like you] we could have a happy home." And from father to 

son: "You must never be a wimp or feel afraid, but watch out for women. They can do you in. For 

every Sampson there is a Delilah with scissors." 

The contradictions inherent in the conflicting logic of these gender constructions generate 

paradoxes at all levels of psychic and familial organization. The child not only absorbs these 

mystifying presentations of filial gender arrangements, but is also enlisted in participating in 

impossible relationship binds as a function of his or her sex. In other words, the child's sex 

becomes implicated in the political force field of the family drama. 

Thus, the gendered relationship maps that organize both family and psychic life tend to generate 

untenable coalitions, rivalries, and hierarchies, as well as profound internal confusion. It is, we 

believe, these 
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overdetermined, internally contradictory, deeply embedded relationship premises, which are 

always at risk of collapsing under their own weight, that infuse the episodes of violence in the 

lives of these couples. 

In the sections to follow, we will attempt to "unpack" the generational premises and paradoxes 

about gender identity and gender relations that are implicated in the violence/redemption cycle 

that characterizes these dangerous relationships. 

THE MAN'S SIDE 

Gendered premises about masculinity are rigidly adhered to in the families of the men we have 

been seeing who are violent toward women. These premises, for example, that men must be 

stronger than women, and that they must not be sad or afraid, are in direct conflict with 

psychological reality. Men, like women and children, often feel dependent, scared, sad, and in 

need of protection. Since the prohibitions against such "feminized" feelings include the man's 

private sense of himself, and not only his public persona, the psychological task of denial is 

constant. This is why intimacy can be so dangerous. When the man's terror of not being different 

enough from "his" woman overtakes him, violence becomes one means of reasserting gender 

difference and male power. 

The injunction against having "unmasculine" feelings is sent to all men through all the channels of 

the culture. In our clinical work with violent men, we have been tracking the generational 

transmission of this prohibition and the ways in which it fatefully compromised both the father/son 

and mother/son relationship. 

Looking first at the fathers, we hypothesize that, in these families, the son developed the 

conviction that his father's love was contingent on his fulfilling a particular definition of 

masculinity. In one case, for example, the son's connection to his father was predicated on never 

showing fear, in another it was a readiness to fight back against a perceived insult to the family, in 

another, never to listen to a woman's opinion, in another, always to use physical force when 

threatened. The fact that many of the fathers of these men were abusive underlined that father's 

love was conditional, and that it could be easily transformed into its opposite: some form of 

brutality. This set the stage for a lifetime of trying to become the man father would at last love and 

respect. 

Because these men grew up believing that they had to be a "man" in order to be worthy of a 

man's love, they hid their vulnerabilities even from themselves. Their childhood experience with 

their fathers was so limited and so conditional that it created an intense but deeply buried longing 

for male connection. However, since cultural prohibitions and particular family dynamics made 

having an openly declared, mutually affirming relationship with father impossible, these men had 

to make a bond with father symbolically. In other words, instead of "being with" father, they 

settled for "being like" father. In place of a paternal relationship, they could only substitute a 

paternal identification ( 5 ). 

This solution is itself part of the problem. Ironically, the only way the "fatherless boy" can maintain 

some sense of being close to his father is by making himself into the kind of "macho man" who 

disavows his yearning for closeness and denies any need for others. In one couple, Raymond, for 

example, described his father in what seemed to be an admiring tone, as "a tough guy, tough 

emotionally and tough physically." Yet, when the therapist asked, "Did you respect that 

toughness?", he paused and slowly added, "No, I don't think so.... I had very little respect for my 

father, at least outwardly. At least I used to say all the time that I had no respect for him. I'd even 

tell him that. But now I don't know if that's true.... These days I wonder, since I'm very much the 

same style, if I 
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wasn't really, secretly, thinking it was a good thing. However, I hated it at the time." 

Given a childhood marked by these extreme demands for gender conformity, men like Raymond 

enter adult relationships with impossible prohibitions ("I must never feel fear, know need, respect 

a woman's point of view"). Not surprisingly, such premises prove unworkable since, just as when 

he was a boy, this man still has yearnings and anxieties, and, despite himself, he is quite capable 

of being deeply "hooked in" to a woman's experience and to see the world through a woman's 

eyes. Moreover, he is now in a relationship with a woman, and the temptations to let his guard 

down are everywhere. 

One solution to this quandary seems to involve arranging for an emotional division of labor in 

which the woman "carries" the unacceptable feminine feelings for both of them. That way, the 

needs get met and the feelings expressed, but the man does not experience them as coming 

from within ( 2 ). Indeed, it is when he is most close to recognizing the feeling as his own that, we 

believe, he is most tempted to be violent. 

Raymond, for example, repeatedly proclaims he will never be a wimp. This premise has resulted 

in his alienating virtually everyone around him. He is a man without friends, without a job, and 

with an extremely troubled relationship with his wife and children. He came to marriage therapy 

after hitting his wife. He was motivated by her threat to leave him if he didn't change. In the 

course of therapy, we observed that anytime Raymond risked listening to his wife, or being 

persuaded by her point of view, he argued ferociously. We speculated that it was when he was 

almost convinced by her opinion, or at the moment that he appeared closest to his "wimp" 

feelings, that he fought against his wife the hardest. 

John developed a different strategy for denying his vulnerabilities in order to maintain some kind 

of attachment with his harsh father. A young wrestler, he was terrified of the city, but denied his 

fear by converting it into worry over his wife's safety. This "concern" provided the justification for 

his not allowing her to go anywhere without him. In time, his preoccupation with her safety 

resulted in his physically restraining her when she tried to go to work. Thus, the man who had 

been terrified by the city vanished, replaced by a fearless husband who was protecting his wife 

from the dangers outside their home. 

Because John's parents, especially his father, raised him with the strong injunction never to feel 

fear, let alone to voice it, we speculated that he feels at risk of losing his psychological connection 

to his father, which for him is fused with his masculine identity, if he acknowledges feeling 

frightened. To feel fear raises the feared question, "Am I still a man, a man that father would 

respect?" 

Unfortunately, the mothers of these sons were unable to help them work out a viable relationship 

with their fathers. In fact, we have observed that it was often one son who was selected to be 

beaten, and this same son was enlisted by his mother in a coalition against his father's brutality. 

Ironically, the terms of this coalition reinforced the very values and behavior they were intended to 

resist. For instance, one son describes the source of pride his mother felt at his being a fighter; 

another son shares that he knows he was his mother's favorite son because he was more 

"macho" than his brother; another describes how his mother always protected his brother while 

encouraging him to fight back. 

Thus, in many of our cases, the bond between mother and son existed as a covert coalition in the 

shadow of the father. To the extent that this was a bond organized around a common experience 

of subjugation, the boy and his mother had become peers, and occupied the same level of the 
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domestic power hierarchy. Yet, this definition of their relationship is contradictory. The mother, 

because she is a parent, maintains a senior position in the generational hierarchy while the boy, 

by virtue of being male in a patriarchal household, is somehow elevated above her. 

This paradoxical arrangement put many of these boys in an impossible bind. While still needing 

their mother's care and protection, they often felt they had to behave as her "little man" in order to 

lend some kind of credibility to her struggles with father. However, if they bonded too openly with 

mother, they risked becoming "feminized" in father's eyes, and therefore not 'man enough' to win 

father's approval. 

This Gordian knot is tied in many ways, as told by the men in our study. But the common thread 

is that, as children, these boys felt aligned with their mothers, while wishing they could be close to 

their fathers. They saw the injustice that mother suffered, and felt, in varying degrees, 

sympathetically loyal to her, but they craved, nonetheless, to be paired with the powerful, critical 

father. Thus, these men formed deeply ambivalent, covert attachments to both parents, which 

they themselves could not fully acknowledge. 

Our effort has been to understand if and how these contradictory parental loyalties are implicated 

in the violence/redemption cycle these men enacted with their mates. To this end, we have 

developed a line of questioning that separates the strands of meaning, memory, and feeling 

packed into the explosive moment and its denouement. Although each man and each fight is 

unique, a paradigmatic relational pattern has suggested itself to us. 

The constant oscillation between "feminized" devotion and "macho" domination, which 

characterizes the stance of these men toward their mates, and which has been so often observed 

both in the literature and by their confused wives, can be viewed as a conflict of divided loyalty. 

When they are "protecting" their women, it is as though they re-enact their fateful bond with their 

one-down mothers, which then must be renounced whenever their matesact independently. This 

is because, when the woman wants to be separate, she experiences her partner's 

"protectiveness" as controlling and intrusive. At such moments, the mutually comforting, 

gendered arrangement of knight and damsel shatters, and a control struggle ensues. The man, 

momentarily "unhooked" from the romantic bond, now reasserts the "manhood" that symbolically 

bonds father to son. He goes "on the attack," with the goal of subduing "womanhood" by any 

means necessary. Thus, Dr. Jeckyll becomes Mr. Hyde, and back again, as the dynamics of 

these volatile relationships move through their infernal circle. 

DECONSTRUCTING THE VIOLENT MOMENT 

In order to loosen the grip of these dangerous sequences, we have developed an interventive 

strategy that "deconstructs" the psychological interior of the violence/redemption cycle. Through 

this process we have found that the violent escalation within each man has many highly 

condensed, former triggers. When, for example, you see a boy running, you see the simple act of 

running. However, if you were to draw the act of running, it would be a multipositional rendering of 

the many and discrete moves packed into the act of running -but it would not be the run. 

Similarly, there are former and discrete relationship conflicts packed into the violent escalation. 

When a man says, "I just saw black," or "I felt a fire in my veins," the specific conflicts packed into 

that sentence are unavailable to him because he is "in the run." 

Deconstructing the violent moment, or putting into slow motion this high-speed enactment, means 

fine-graining its precursors. 
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Repetitious questions yield many descriptions that allow the experience of the violent moment to 

be differently described, thus bringing new meaning to the experience. These new descriptions or 

language constructions fit themselves around the man's needs, and we hear fragments of old and 

new relationship conflicts, jumbled ideas, accusing voices, and painful memories, all acting like 

explosive flack that surrounds a plane on a war mission when any bump may produce an 

explosion. Repetitiously inquiring about the man's story and carefully separating all its strands 

encourages him toward a new story, one in which all his feelings may be included. 

We have discussed the violent act as a pseudo-solution to a contradiction these men experience 

when they have feelings they deem unmanly: dependency, fear, sadness, and so on. These are 

unacceptable feelings in that they do not fit socialized gender premises about masculinity. 

Indeed, in remembering the escalation that precedes the violent moment, the men often describe 

an internal struggle between unmanly feelings and macho feelings, which are described as 

occurring in rapid-fire alternations. 

The following example is one in which the therapist deconstructs the moments leading up to a 

violent explosion. The questions are asked slowly and repetitiously, separating all the man's 

descriptions, past and present. It is the case of a young wrestler who finds himself far from home, 

married, estranged from his wife's family, out of work, and dependent on his wife's menial job. His 

wife has threatened to leave him if he cannot control his violent rages. This particular session 

follows a 24-hour fight between them. He arrives saying he must have valium "because my head 

is coming off and I feel like shit!" His wife reports that he held her down, threatened her, and 

refused to allow her to go to work. Talking with him alone for the first part of the session, he said 

his anger started the night before when his wife was on the phone with her father. 

Th: 

You overheard that or ... 

John: 

No, he said it to me on the phone .... At the time I didn't say anything because ... To myself I said, 

"That's the biggest mistake you'd ever make." 

Th: 

Your father-in-law's voice stayed in your head till the next morning when you prevented L [wife] 

from leaving? Did you say anything to him that night? 

John: 

I said, "Listen Mr. B., I would never harm your daughter. She's my wife and I love her." He said, "I 

want you to know if you ever do, I'd make that one phone call." He made me sick when he said 

that. He shouldn't have said that. If he was going to take a hit on me, he should have never said it 

because now he's ... 

Th: 

Was that a big mix of anger and fear you went to bed with that night before you prevented L ... 

John: 

I'll tell you this, her father is seventy years old. The man is in tremendous condition, healthy as a 

horse, good-looking, and he's got a lot going for him. If he were fifty, I'd have gone down there 

and hammered the piss out of him so bad he'd never walk again. I'd have gone down there and 

wiped the floor with him for threatening my life. Yeah, I was angry. 

Th: 

Do you still have some of the feelings from that phone call? 

John: 

I could run my head through that wall right there, I'm so pissed off at the feelings I have right now, 

for the way ... I mean, I just feel ... Take his two sons! They've never done shit in their life. They 

walked into their father's business and made it. Me, I was cut for twenty-six stitches; they told me 

I'd die if I went into the fight. I couldn't breathe through my nose. I got hit for twenty-six stitches in 

the second round and fought for ten rounds in one-hundred 
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degree heat. I fought for my life, broke both my hands. I mean, I've been fighting for my life. I've 

been fighting to help my family to have everything and then ... 

His story now includes two families, his wife's and his own. The story of his wife's family torments 

him because he can't measure up to their social status and his father-in-law has terrified him with 

his threats of a contract killing. (The family is not to our knowledge in any way connected to 

"organized crime." Thus, the threat represents, in our view, an empty, intimidating gesture that 

reflects the father-in-law's own feeling of helplessness and need to appear powerful.) His own 

story includes desperately trying to fight for his family and not succeeding. 

Th: 

So, before you prevented your wife from leaving for work, were all these ideas mixed up in your 

head? Feeling rejected by her family and feeling you hadn't done what you wanted to for your 

own family? 

John: 

(howls) 

Th: 

So, that morning when you got up you were beginning to feel the "fire in your veins" -Is that "fire" 

a fire about fighting for your life, for your own family and to be a real husband to L and her family? 

John: 

I'm fighting now! I fought all my life to try to help my parents to get a nice home for them, and I 

have not accomplished that yet. That bothers me. Even though I'm a highly recognized 

professional, I couldn't turn around and buy bubble gum right now. (howls again) 

Th: 

So, that morning when you got up and you were thinking about these ideas of fighting for your 

family and against her family's opinion of you, she said she was going to work. And what 

happened? 

John: 

I said, "Oh no, you're not going to work. You're not going out there when they can shit on you!" 

Th: 

If she has a demeaning job, do you feel you are both brought down? What did she say first? 

John: 

"Oh yes, I'm going." She challenged me! But it wasn't like L challenging me, it was her parents. It 

was them. 

Th: 

So, although the challenge comes through L, it's really her parents. Are they saying you failed 

since she has to go to work? 

John: 

I'm twenty-five years old, I'm not thirty-five. Once the challenge is on, I don't care who you are or 

how many there are. I'll go down. She gets a certain tone in her voice. When I hear it, I hear her 

old man. 

Th: 

How would you describe it? That tone? 

John: 

It's something that cuts through me like a knife. Her father will not, I mean, you can't have a 

discussion with him because he's right You're wrong, Jack, you're out like a light. See, this is the 

way I'm brought up, when you can't handle things, it's that! (leaps up slapping his clenched fist 

into the palm of his hand) You're not right, Jack, you're out like a light. I don't want to be like that, 

but the pressure is so strong right now because I'm fighting to turn things around and make things 

better. And I can't succeed. Its like I'm fighting a losing battle and it's killing me. 

Th: 

So, that morning when you got up feeling scared and angry, you heard her father's voice and felt 

it was saying that you were disappointing both families. Is that the challenge? 

In this conversation, we can hear John struggling with his confusion between his wish to make 

both families proud of him, and the feeling that they are, in fact, hurting, frightening, and 

humiliating him. "I try so hard" is a statement of his best image of himself, and also an idea that 

leaves 
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room for new meanings. He tries so hard to be a proud person who is available to these families, 

not "the failure" they reject or abuse. 

In the course of this deconstruction, we have hardly spoken about his anger toward his wife; the 

incident involving her is quickly superseded by other voices that seem to be packed like triggers 

into the escalation. Three prominent voices are involved: his wife's voice, his father-in-law's voice, 

and his father's voice. These voices embody ideas and issues that John, like many men, are 

preoccupied with: to bring distinction to one's family, to carve a significant place in the public 

world, to be recognized by powerful men as powerful, and not to show fear. In sum, they describe 

his struggle, his fear of failing, and his wish to succeed. 

The repetitious listening and tracking of his story allows him to integrate these ideas, all of which 

had been disconnected from one another and from the overwhelming affects that too often 

overtake him. By going through the episode in slow motion and "unpacking" his globalized 

experience of rage, John can begin to confront both the specific issues and the larger themes that 

ignite his helpless fury. Once he can see the pieces, he can start picking them up, one by one, 

and, if he chooses, he can begin to take charge of his reactivity and his life, piece by piece. He 

can still choose to be violent when these issues arise, but he can also see that he has a choice, 

which may then make it easier for him to choose differently, and for his wife to demand that he 

make a different choice. 

THE WOMAN'S SIDE 

One of the issues that has preoccupied our thinking has been how to construct an explanation of 

women's participation in violent relationships. As systems thinkers, we could not be satisfied with 

a description that cast women as hapless victims, and yet we were opposed to lazily constructed 

narratives of circularity or, worse, of "function of the symptom" notions in which, by some stretch-

of-the imagination reframe, the woman was construed to derive some benefit from her 

victimization. 

In order to include the women in the problem definition, but not to "blame the victim," we have 

attempted to co-construct with our women clients an explanation of how they were "caught" in the 

battering situation. More specifically, we wanted to understand why these women did not leave 

these relationships even when they had the material means to do so, and why they did not seem 

able to resist the pull of an argument, and often chose to cast the first verbal stone, even when 

they knew that they were putting their safety at risk. 

These questions were not only ours. Often it was the women themselves who urgently asked for 

help in understanding why they stayed embroiled in these dangerous relationships. Andrea, for 

example, says, "I guess basically I would like to find out what the hell it is that makes me stay. I 

really don't know. I keep thinking maybe there's something wrong with me." Wanda puts it this 

way, "Dick says I blame everything on him, and that I'm really the crazy one. I mean, I will admit 

I'm crazy to stay, but I don't think I'm the crazy one. I might be, but I don't see it." 

The mysterious "stickiness" of these relationships was all the more intriguing when we discovered 

that these women, contrary to what we had imagined, were not timid, self-deprecating, fragile 

victims. They were victims, but they were, in nearly every case, women of substance who had 

strong opinions and conveyed a sense of personal power. Over the past 4 years, through our 

process of interviewing, we have begun to understand this fierce commitment to a man and to a 

relationship that seems so destructive. 

Our thinking owes much to the revisionist theories of female development and psychology that 

have become increasingly 
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influential in recent years. ( 3 , 5 , 7 , 12 , 19 , 22 , 31 ). The central insight in all the new work 

about women is the idea that women form a sense of self, of self-worth, and of feminine identity 

through their ability to build and maintain relationships with others. This imperative is passed to 

daughters from mothers whose view of feminine obligation has been to preserve both family 

relationships and the family as a whole, no matter what the personal cost. Thus, the daughter, 

like her mother, eventually comes to measure her self-esteem by the success or failure of her 

attempts to connect, form relationships, provide care, "reach" the other person. 

Sarah, who as a child was beaten (as was her mother) by an alcoholic father, and who now is 

being battered by her husband Mike, put it like this: "From the time that Mike and I got involved, I 

got the sense that he was like a hurt child. I felt the best way of working on our relationship was to 

try to build him up and make him feel better about himself." Thus, even in the context of her own 

victimization, Sarah, against her own best interests, can humanize her abuser and devote herself 

to his care. 

With this idea alone we have the beginning of a positive re-description of the meanings of staying 

in a bad relationship. For Sarah or women like her, staying put is not about weak character, 

morbid dependency, or masochism, but is better understood as an affirmation of the feminine 

ideal: to hold connections together, to heal and care for another, no matter what the personal 

cost. As another woman client put it, "I stayed for twenty years, even though I knew after a week 

that it was a mistake, because 'girls make it work.'" In these terms, staying is what gender pride 

and self-respect demand. 

Put another way, staying protects the woman against the guilt engendered by giving up her 

caretaking role. More specifically, since women learn to be acutely attuned to the needs of others, 

their gendered capacity for empathy gives them a subliminal knowledge of the batterer's fragile 

dependency. Often this means they cannot escape the feeling that in leaving they betrayed the 

terms of the relationship. 

As Sophia puts it, "I become confused. I know he's good. I know he can be really bad. But when 

he's good, he's good. I'm scared if I leave him he'll start thinking 'She's not worth it anyway. Look 

what she did to me.'" Thus, a woman who walks out must contend with the meanings and 

consequences of having claimed the male prerogative of putting herself first. 

Given that gender prohibitions in the culture at large create a pressure for women to deny their 

own agency, we were interested in tracking the generational transmission of these injunctions 

through the stories and memories of the women in our study. It appears that just as battering men 

tend to come from families in which there was violence, abuse, or exaggerated patriarchal norms, 

so many of the abused women with whom we have spoken came from families with an excessive 

patriarchal structure. In many cases, the mothers played extremely subordinate roles to their 

husbands; in some cases, the gender hierarchy was reversed and the mother appeared to be in 

the "up" position. But whether the gender hierarchy was conventional or incongruous, the family 

belief structure held that men should be stronger than and in charge of women. Thus, whether 

mother's status was elevated or subjugated, these daughters suffered a kind of existential neglect 

from growing up in families in which women were undervalued, either by a climate of intimidation 

or by the belief that men should subdue women, even if they were unable to do so. 

Common to these women's stories is a description of a family that could not abide the daughter 

making a claim for herself. 
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Daughters grew up with the belief that being loved was contingent upon some kind of self-

abnegation. Even though most women, in reconstructing their past, can remember some ways in 

which their families supported, or at least tolerated, their independent strivings, the women we 

have interviewed do not seem to regard their past as including such spaces. They describe 

feeling that they did not count unless they were tending to the needs of others. Indeed, many 

remember their parents as having been critical of them for not being "giving" enough. They 

believed the family viewed their independent aspirations as an aberration, and some women 

recounted stories in which their attempts at differentiation or separation were labeled as 

destructive or even crazy. 

As we explored the relational politics in which these gender prohibitions were enacted, we came 

to understand better how problematic and contradictory "femininity" had become for the women in 

our study. Looking first at the mother/daughter relationship, we speculated that the daughters of 

mothers who were severely subjugated in their marriages were caught in a painful dilemma. They 

had to construct a feminine identity out of intensely contradictory feelings toward mother: rage 

and sympathy, contempt and longing, and so on. The problem for such daughters is that, in order 

to maintain a positive connection to their mothers, they had to become like their mothers, and 

thus accept the very premises about being female that made their mothers victims in the first 

place, and, in many cases, left them feeling maternally abandoned. This is because the primacy 

of mother's relationship with her verbally or physically abusive husband meant that her daughter 

frequently experienced her as powerless, devalued, and depressed. Moreover, mother's 

preoccupation with father rendered her unable fully to nurture, protect, or value her daughter. 

The generational transmission and repetition of this pattern is reflected, once again, by Sarah 

who, at age 32, has been in three abusive marriages and borne seven children, all but one of 

whom were left to live with their fathers. Looking back at her life and her choices Sarah remarked, 

"I'm beginning to realize that mom was probably very much like me as far as her place in the 

household and with dad. She would totally close off her family, all of them, not be in 

communication with them, and cater to him, cater to his every need." 

Daughters like Sarah were caught in complex triangles. On the one hand, they identified with, and 

were "lumped" by their fathers with their mothers, who were in the down position. On the other 

hand, they wanted access to the world of their fathers, who seemed to have the freedom to 

speak, to rant, to have a life outside the domestic sphere. Moreover, many of these women felt 

that they were, in some way, preferred by their fathers over their mothers. This, in some cases, 

was a blatant or implicit incestuous bond; in others, it was simply that their fathers liked their 

"spunk," even as they tried to subdue them. 

Thus, like the men in our study, these women were caught in an impossible loyalty bind. Being 

loyal to mother meant enduring some kind of social and personal subjugation, while openly 

choosing their fathers meant betraying their mothers and, in some sense, betraying themselves. 

It is against the background of these dilemmas of how to connect and how to be different from 

their mothers, as well as how to claim male entitlements, that we have come to understand the 

seemingly crazy behavior of these battered women. In their inability to leave these men, we see 

the loyal daughter re-enacting mother's stance of submission and upholding femininity's ideal of 

sacrificial caring. In their unwillingness to resist fruitless and dangerous confrontations 
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with these volatile men, we see the rebellious daughter asserting that she is both different from 

her mother and militantly opposed to femininity's credo of silence. 

Given this contradictory set of impulses and ideals, we make sense of these women's 

"misguided" compulsion to stay embroiled in impossible relationships by offering the idea that the 

very ferocity of their involvement is a measure of the ferocity of their drive to expand the culture's 

definition of feminine affiliation so as to include their own voice. These were women driven to be 

heard, though the price might be "being hit." They were seeking an intimate attachment that 

included the emotions usually reserved for men: strong opinions and the right to make one's own 

needs primary. In their own way, these women were defying what Jean Baker Miller describes as 

"subservient affiliations" ( 22 ), and were attempting to assert their right to a relationship that 

included recognition of their own personhood. 

Sue puts it this way, "So you ask me why am I in this kind of relationship? John does the same 

thing that my dad did the whole time I was growing up, which is as soon as I get my own opinion 

about something, and begin to tell him what that is, he tells me to shut up. John says shut the 

fuck up; my dad just used to say shut up. As a kid I would keep trying, but dad would scream 

louder than me, and then I wouldn't bother anymore. With John, I don't care how much he 

screams, I just keep trying to get my opinion out." 

THE ALLIANCE 

It has been hard to assume that the irrationality of violence has its reasons and that those 

reasons are powerful enough to hold a couple together in a sometimes fatal attraction. But to 

react only to the violent "face" of the behavior without viewing its other face, the face of 

atonement and redemption, is to deny the power of the bond that fully possesses the couple. In 

the wake of the irrefutable logic that compels the couple to separate, the next wave of that logic 

breaks, and they are caught in the powerful tides of reaffiliation. This redemptive moment in the 

couple's cycle, which we are calling "the alliance," is as complexly structured as the violent tide 

that produced it. Both parts of this cycle must be deconstructed, their elements unpacked and 

critiqued, if the violence is to stop. 

The alliance is a unique aspect of the couple's relationship because it acts to sustain and 

preserve reconnection after a violent rupture has occurred. It is experienced by both partners as a 

bond; but, since it is a bond termed by others as shameful, sick, and regressive, it remains a 

secret, hidden from the world. 

The strength of this bond has the potential to defeat the most persuasive shelter or antibattering 

program: the more outside forces try to separate the couple, the more the bond binds them 

together. Clearly, neither partner is going to talk openly about their attachment, or even admit 

their depth of feeling to themselves, when the relationship has been so uniformly stigmatized by 

others. Since the true nature of the attachment is often a mystery, even from the protagonists 

themselves, they will remain caught in its grip, common-sense injunctions to separate 

notwithstanding. Thus, unless this powerful bond is given its due, the relationship will not be 

visible in all its aspects, and the couple's bond will become a secret coalition against all outsiders, 

including the therapists. 

For these reasons, early in our work with these couples, we listen for any positive descriptions of 

their relationship, and we encourage those commentaries as part of our therapeutic conversation. 

Making space for this kind of dialogue takes away the binding power of the secret. This holds a 

particular value for the woman, since 
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women living in violent relationships often feel their explanations have deserted them. They are 

confused and shamed by their wish to remain in a situation that is so harmful. Without a self-

respecting explanation to hold onto, these women are vulnerable to the popular psychological 

notions of why women stay in "sick" relationships. These standard, pop clichis always blame the 

victim, who must accept a definition of herself as masochistic, appallingly weak, or just plain 

crazy. Generating a different explanation, which offers a more positive description of her 

participation in the relationship, leaves her with a sense of dignity, which may make it possible for 

her to choose, eventually, to leave, or to stay on very different terms. 

Making the hidden bond our point of entry into the therapy creates a fresh space for discovery, 

and frees the process from the stereotypical discourse that the couple knows so well and has 

come to expect from outsiders. While we may include standard behavioral interventions, such as 

"time out" and safety plans, we invite the couple's curiosity by calling their attention to their 

confusion about the relationship. We open space for the woman to tell us that she remains with 

this man not only because she's too frightened to leave, but also because of an oddly compelling 

love that she does not understand. 

Similarly, the man may be confused by the fact that he brutalizes her and needs to control every 

aspect of her life. Often,he has a double vision of himself as a decent and good person, and 

simultaneously as a man who needs to behave viciously, even to destroy the people he loves. 

But like her, he cannot leave despite the fact that he perceives her power over him to be deeply 

humliating. 

Through the process of getting to know the underside of these destructive attachments, we have 

begun to understand what makes them so compelling. The process of unpacking this affectively 

charged bond into its constitutive elements is a central focus of the therapy. For purposes of this 

analysis, we will schematize the process even though, in actuality, these elements are 

psychologically inseparable and conceptually overlapping. 

The life stories of these men and women, his and hers, are narratives filled with pain and 

disappointment. Yet, when the couple tells the story of their relationship, especially how it began, 

the cloud lifts. It is as though an electrical connection had been made between them, a bond that 

keeps them attached despite the crazy violence. 

Initially, and implicitly, the couple's bond is positioned against their families of origin and against 

the world at large. Tracing the history of this theme through the reconstructions of both partners 

led us to speculate that each of them was looking for a magical rescue from the loyalty binds and 

gender injunctions they experienced in their original families. They were looking for a deus ex 

machina, and, like many of us, they found it in the extravagant illusions of romantic love. Each 

partner believed that they had found a perfect match, and together they formed a complementary, 

reparative bond premised on the fantasy of a yin/yang "fit" between them. 

For our purposes, the most intriguing aspect of their initial attraction was the way in which it 

seemed to represent, at least in part, an attempt to escape the rigid strictures of gender 

conformity that had been enforced by their families of origin. For the men who had to deny or 

suppress any sign of need or vulnerability, the relationship represented the chance to reclaim 

these affects without dishonor. As one man put it, "Alice accepts my weaknesses and my 

sensitivity. With my mother, I had to be always strong, never weak." And, for the women who 

were raised to submit and be silent, the relationship gave early dignity to 
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their voice. In Sarah's words, "Mike respects my opinion as no one else has." 

This rebellion against oppressive gender codes creates a belief that the relationship is a unique 

haven from the outside world. The power (and danger) of this illusory escape fantasy is reflected 

in the observations of Joe and Alice, a couple who have sustained their feeling of specialness 

despite Alice's two broken ribs. 

Joe: 

Maybe at one level we argue like hell, which is really true, but at another level me and Alice 

accept each other a hundred percent. She accepts my sensitivity and my weaknesses, unlike my 

mother, and she's given me free rein to develop according to my own way of developing. 

Alice: 

I don't know why there is a bond between him and me, and not between me and anyone else. I 

don't know why that's true, except he allowed me to see his weaknesses. Therefore, I don't see 

him as a threat; even if he hits me I don't really see him as a threat. He allows himself to be 

vulnerable to me, and I never had that role before, ever. That set our relationship. That formed 

the bond between us, and it's lasted to this day, damaged as it is. That hooked me. 

It should be no surprise that this bond, premised on the hope that love can provide reparation for 

the injuries of the past and freedom from the constraints of the culture, cannot survive the 

ordinary insults of daily life. A reparative experience is inherently a critique that cannot be 

sustained. In this case, it is a challenge to family loyalty and to conventional gender dichotomies. 

With regard to gender, insofar as the bond is based on an acknowledgment of repressed 

similarities, the very desire to loosen gender-incongruent prohibitions pushes the man toward an 

intolerable feeling of similarity to the woman. Eventually, this collapse of difference will become 

too compromising, and he will have to reassert his masculine difference from her by becoming 

menacing or even violent. 

We can see this turnabout in Joe, who apparently can only tolerate Alice's knowledge of his 

"weakness" if she devotes herself completely to his care. As he puts it, "One thing I notice that I 

go through every time I hit her is my intense need for her.... When things get to the point that I 

need her a lot and I can't get her, I want her. I want her, that's it. I want her love, I want her 

attention, and I'll get it. I'll get it no matter what." 

Another trigger embedded in the very terms of the couple's bond is the loyalty conflict it 

engenders with regard to their families of origin. In a sense, they are serving two alliances, one to 

their family of origin and one to each other. For many couples, the mostincendiary situation is 

when one member of the couple attacks the other's family. At these times, the one whose family 

is under attack forfeits his or her alliance with the mate, and rallies toward the family of origin. 

Now the spouse/ally appears as a representative of the outside world, an enemy of the original 

family. 

This seems to be especially true of the men. Many of them describe feeling that they always had 

to stand up for their families, protecting them from the rest of the world. When the families of 

these men are compared to other families, it is clear that the family felt itself to "suffer by 

comparison," that other families had more money, status, background, and education. Several 

men in our group grew up with family slogans that embody this loyalty mandate: "Don't fool with 

Kuhl," or "The fighting Fagins" They describe violent fights on behalf of their families when the 

family endured insults from outsiders, or when they believed they were perceived by others as 

inferior, incompetent, or deficient. Yet, while violently defending their 
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families from the slings and arrows of outsiders, they were often the sons most beaten and 

abused within the family. 

The following sequence from an interview with Sue and John illustrates how quickly discussion of 

these issues can get dangerous. 

John: 

Mother is very quiet and timid. 

Sue: 

His mother never says a damn word about anything. 

Th: 

Is she afraid? 

John: 

Of my father? No, she was just ... 

Sue: 

Tell her about the times you used to call out to her. You're being beaten up, you're under the bed, 

being smacked around with a belt, you're calling for your mom who sat and listened to it. 

John: 

I guess she was afraid, obviously she was afraid. Listen, I'd get off this if I were you, because I'm 

starting to get a little upset. 

Given the unworkable premises that underlie the bond that binds these couples, the sudden 

switch from ally to enemy is understandable. As long as all the blame is placed on mother and 

father, the adult-child victim can feel rescued by a similarly injured fellow traveler. But this stance 

is inherently unstable because it is too polarized. The axiom "my partner is good, my family is 

bad," holds until the partner disappoints or (less likely) the family comes through. Given the 

either/or structure of this paradigm, the alliances are defined as mutually exclusive, and require a 

Hobson's choice that can lead to violence. 

Our goal is to shift the terms of these competing relationships from "either/or" to "both-and" so 

that one kind of love does not preclude another. To this end, we challenge the fixity of the 

negatively described family of origin by exploring alternative, more positive explanations for 

parental failures, and by opening space for good memories to co-exist with the bad. We also use 

coaching to change the current parent-child relationship patterns, and, when indicated, we 

include the family of origin in the therapy sessions. 

This work is not only useful in reducing the risk of violence; it also plays a part in freeing the 

woman from her "addictive" inability to give up the abusive relationship. This is because it 

addresses the power of the redemptive aspects of the abusive cycle, which keep the woman 

hypnotized. In the powerful bid for forgiveness that follows a violent episode, the man engages in 

a dramatic act of reparation, which recaptures the woman's loyalty by implicitly addressing the 

injuries of childhood as well as the current circumstance. 

Irma, for example, reported that her husband's violent physical abuse reminded her, oddly 

enough, of her mother's verbal and emotional style. Since she had been unable to find a way 

toward her mother that did not include accepting a disturbingly negative view of herself, she had 

cut off relations with her entirely. Now, in her relationship with her husband, a man who had 

hospitalized her twice because of his violent beatings, her most positive image of herself is 

summoned up when he begs her forgiveness for what he has done, begs her acceptance of his 

need for her, begs her recognition of his divided nature, and begs her largesse in the face of his 

remorse. At this moment, as the reaffiliation tide of their alliance is summoned, she feels a 

profound sense of reparation. As she explored the meaning of this experience and the way it kept 

her bonded to him against her better judgment, she said, "My mother never changed, never 

understood how deeply she hurt me, never apologized to me!" Over the course of therapy, which 

included coaching her to change her relationship (and her beliefs) about her mother, Irma 

became less vulnerable to her partner's desperate apologies, and eventually left him. 
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In another case, we were able to loosen the romantic grip of the man's remorse by connecting it 

to his experience with his father. Through careful questioning, we learned that Kent would drive 

himself into violence because of a need to "hit rock bottom,"after which he could feel truly close to 

his wife. In pulling apart the strands of this odd paradigm, we learned that the only time he could 

feel bonded to his father was when he confessed to some major inadequacy or transgression. 

Then, "Because I was more vulnerable than my father, he would be wonderful. He would make 

everything feel all right and be like a rock for me."Hearing this, his wife said, "For the first time I 

understand why he has to push things all the way to physical violence. That's the only way he can 

feel so completely disgusted with himself that he can take some comfort from me." 

CONCLUSION 

In this project we have attempted to penetrate the infrastructure of relationships in which men are 

violent toward women. We have found that, for these couples, abuse and coercion co-exist with 

understanding and friendship in a unique and painful way. When the paradoxical terms of this 

gendered bond are clarified and critiqued, the freedom to change the terms of the relationship or 

to leave it behind becomes possible. 
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