Violent Touch: Breaking Through the Stereotype.


Dr. David L. Fontes, on the politics of the domestic violence movement.





	It was a tall man who walked into my Employee Assistance Program (EAP) office some five years ago.  His manager had referred him to EAP because the employee had missed several days of work due to "family problems.”  He had a quiet manner when he began to share about his stress at home.  He was concerned about the way his wife physically "disciplined" their children.  When his children were brought into my office a couple weeks later, showing bruises all over their backs from their mother’s punishment, a Child Protective Service report was made.  It was then that I asked this man a question that I do not believe I had ever asked a man before: "Did your wife ever hit you?"  He put his head down as if in shame and replied “yes.”





	He then began to share the saga of seven years of both physical and verbal abuse from his wife.  What was haunting about his story was that I had heard similar stories from women, only this time it came from a man.  That day I realized I had a bias when it came to the topic of domestic violence.  All of my training as a counselor and therapist never prepared me to understand that domestic violence is not a gender specific event, but a family system problem.  Following this eye-opening experience, I began to routinely ask men the same questions I had always asked women when it came to spousal abuse.  I was surprised by the number of men who shared with me their stories of being physically assaulted by their female partners.  As an EAP manager, I find it discouraging how few services and outreach programs there are for these male victims of spousal assault.





	So why are there no outreach programs for male victims of domestic violence in our local communities?  Why do so few men talk to others about their secret pain, and fewer still report it to law enforcement?  After investigating the problem for several years and completing my doctoral research on this topic, I have come to some possible answers to these questions.





	Forty to fifty years ago, few people wanted to discuss spousal abuse in this country.  Law enforcement avoided making arrests based on what occured between couples in the privacy of their own homes.  In the early seventies some courageous women who were physically assaulted by their male partners did begin to speak to others about their painful secret.  Feminist groups rallied around these women and gave them their voice and political power to encourage legislators and community leaders to focus attention on this issue.  Feminists became strong advocates for these women and were slowly joined by concerned politicians and civic leaders.  As a result, funding and services for women and their children were established to help rebuild their lives (VAWA, 1994).  Although these feminists have helped thousands of women escape abusive male partners, I have come to realize that they have only addressed half of the problem.





	In general, feminists, especially “gender feminists” as compared to “equity feminists” (Hoff-Sommers, 1994), are primarily interested in showcasing the maltreatment of females by males in society.  They are not interested in showcasing the maltreatment of males by females, especially in the area of spousal abuse and child abuse.  The only domestic violence discourse which we hear from gender feminists is the abuse perpetrated by males on females, as though the converse didn’t exist.





	It should also be mentioned that it was these same gender feminists who for the most part established, and later took over, many of the domestic violence shelters throughout the world.  Erin Prizzy, who founded the world’s first women’s shelter, believes that the shelter movement has been “hijacked” by feminists, (National Post, Nov. 23, 1998).  These are strong words from the founder of the first shelter worldwide.  It could be said that if it were not for the efforts of feminists, there might not have been many shelters today to take care of women.  On the other hand, it can also be said that the shelter movement and many shelters across our nation have indeed become havens for feminists to gather and promulgate their beliefs both locally and nationally.  As a result, although some shelters say they work with male victims, what they really mean is that they may work with male victims if they happen to show up at their door.  Inotherwords, they work with male victims by accident, not by program focus.  This was not the strategy used to help female victims of domestic violence come out of their abuse to safety some twenty-five years ago.  Back then, shelters began active outreach and educational programs which were designed first to help women, recognize their abuse, and second, learn how to receive assistance for themselves and their children.  What makes shelter administrators today believe men will come forward as victims of domestic violence until they do the same for them?  It is upsetting to hear a shelter worker say, "Well, if we had more men come forward, then we would have groups and outreach programs set up for them."  Shelter workers surely did not take that approach twenty-five years ago when faced with the challenge of helping women.





	It was because of the shelters’ active outreach programs designed for females that women began to come forward for assistance.  Why do shelter administrators now believe that men will come forward without first establishing outreach programs designed to educate and assist the male victim?  This leads me to believe that the board members, administrators, and the national leadership within the shelter movement are just not interested in reaching out to male victims.  If this is true, we must ask why this is so.





	Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that most shelters and domestic violence centers are run by gender feminists who have strong gender biases, or by women who were victims of domestic violence themselves and only have their personal experience to form their world view.  Both equity and gender feminists say they believe in basic civil rights and equal opportunity for women.  The difference between equity and gender feminists appears to be that while both accept that there are behavioral and attitudinal differences between men and women, equity feminists believe that many of these differences begin in human biology.  Society then socializes boys and girls based on these biological factors innate in the female and male child.  In other words, socialization simply supports and at times encourages those biological differences which already exist in the sex of the child.  Equity feminists do not tend to classify women as victims and men as perpetrators in the social forum.  Although equity feminists recognize the differences between the sexes as being primarily biological, they still insist that equal rights also means equal responsibility for one’s behavior regardless of gender.  Men and women should be treated the same when it comes to obeying the law and receiving consequences for their actions.





	Gender feminists tend to see the differences between the genders as being based on socialization after birth, and not in biological differences.  Although they may acknowledge some biological differences, they tend to believe that girls and boys are born with the same nature.  They believe that it is then society and its socialization that creates roles for males and females.  They believe that early socialization has primarily turned males into potential perpetrators in a society that oppresses women and girls as potential victims.  Men therefore become perpetrators by class, and women become victims by class in this “patriarchal society.”





	Since gender feminists see women as a victims class in society, because of male oppression they believe that women should be treated differently by our court system.  They believe that women should not be held to the same standards of behavior as men by the process of law and judgment.  This has led them to setting up new double standards between men and women.  In the domestic violence arena, this leads them to support the idea that female offenders of spousal abuse should be treated differently than male offenders by law enforcement, the judicial system and therapists.  They tend to make more excuses for the adult behavior of female perpetrators.  Perhaps another term for gender feminists ought to be “victim feminists.”  The bumper sticker that reads "There is no excuse for domestic violence," ought to read for the gender feminist, "There is no excuse for domestic violence, unless you are a woman."





	What gender feminists fail to understand, or perhaps purposefully avoid, is that whenever you make an excuse for the adult behavior of a woman you are juvenilizing her, treating her like a child or infant.  This is the very attitude that equity feminists have been fighting so hard to correct.  To their credit, gender feminists have been very successful in persuading a patriarchal system, which wants to be seen as the protector of and provider for women and children, to provide millions of dollars to help the “always innocent” female victim of male oppression and control.  This formula has worked well for shelters to keep them operating, which in itself is a good thing, but should not happen at the expense of male victims.





	Gender feminists focus a lot of their attention on the “cultural” oppression and victimization of women by men in our society.  It therefore makes it very difficult for them to also recognize the victimization of males by females at any level that warrants their public concern or serious attention.  They demand that the social spotlight remains exclusively on the needs of the female victim.  Any serious attempt to include male victims in the services, funding, and outreach or educational efforts is immediately greeted with serious opposition and sexist justification.  This opposition comes in various forms.





	The first form of opposition employed by gender feminists is to ignore or discredit any research data that suggests women and men assault each other at nearly the same rate.  Although archival research data (data which comes from hospital emergency room visits, arrests reports, district attorney cases, etc.) indicates that between 13-15 percent of the reported victims of spousal assaults are men (Bennett, 1997; Brown, Dec. 7, 1997; CDJ, 1997; Beaupre, April 20, 1997), most survey research over the past twenty-five years which captures the unreported cases of victimization continues to show that between 35-50 percent of victims of spousal assault are male (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998; Straus, 1978; Steinmetz, 1978; Straus, M. A., & Gelles, R., 1986; Elliot, D. S. et al., 1985; Malcolm, G., 1994; Dunn, K., 1994; Coochey, J., 1995; Carrado et al., 1996).  Dr. Martin Fiebert, (1997) professor of Psychology at the California State University of Long Beach, found 70 empirical studies that support the position that men and women are assaulting their intimate partners at nearly the same rate.





	The gender feminists attempt to counter these statistics by asserting several things.  They say that these studies typically do not address injury levels or the context in which the assault took place.  They then attack the methodology of the studies themselves, especially the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) developed by Straus and his colleagues at the University of New Hampshire and used in many studies. They also like to attack the research credibility of Straus himself, a researcher who has authored or co-authored well over a hundred articles and thirty books.  After studying the work of other researchers including Gelles, Steinmetz, George, Elliott, and Sommer, I have come to the realization that there are many researchers who have also found a nearly equal assault rate.  And although the data does suggest that there are more women who have various forms of injuries than men, this does not mean that men are not being seriously injured by their female partners at a rate worthy of social concern.





	Women are almost twice as likely to use an object than men when they assault their partner, which can equalize the level of injury men sustain (Straus & Gelles, 1986).  It is amazing that those who only want to emphasize the level of physical injury against women will then go on to say in the very next breath that verbal, emotional and psychological abuse can have even more damaging effects on women than physical abuse.  Yet they never discuss the verbal, emotional, or psychological abuse which many men experience from their wives or girlfriends everyday as something worthy of focus unless the topic is raised by others.





	Verbal and emotional abuse can be the prelude to later physical violence.  Social efforts should not only be focused on the crisis intervention of physical injuries, but must also be equally focused on preventive efforts dealing with verbal and emotional abuse of partners, regardless of gender.  I have come to the realization that a lot of domestic abuse is more of an ongoing escalating dysfunctional relationship between two people than simply one person as the victim and the other person as the perpetrator.  There has been research which suggests that 50 to 83 percent of spousal abuse is either bi-directional or mutual assault (Langhinrich-Rohling et al., 1995; Straus, 1997).  Other recent studies suggest that only 10 to 20 percent of assaults by women are for clear reasons of self-defense (Carrado, et al., 1996; Sommer, 1994).





	In The Sacramento Bee (Stanton, Aug. 5, 1998), it was reported that 1 in 3 women treated in hospital emergency rooms had suffered some form of domestic abuse.  Yet, a closer look at the actual report (Dearwater, S. R., 1998) shows that only 1 in 50 (2%) of the women actually came to the emergency department for injuries they had sustained from their intimate partners.  So where did Stanton come up with 1 in 3 women as victims of spousal abuse?  It came by asking the women if they had “ever been emotionally or physically abused by a partner in their lifetime?"  Thirty-six percent of the women who came to the emergency department answered “yes” to this question.





	Two points should be made here.  First, the study only asked these questions of women who came to the emergency department, not men--which is typical.  And second, it is quite conceivable that if they had asked all the men who came to the emergency department if they had “ever been emotionally or physically abused by a partner in their lifetime,” that 36% of the men would have also answered “yes” to this question.  This illustrates the limitation of research projects that are funded to study exclusively female victims of spousal abuse.





	With all the research completed over the past twenty-five years, it greatly troubles me that most shelters and so-called “domestic violence fact sheets" continue to assert that only 5% of the victims of domestic violence are men.  This simply is not correct.  These same advocates also fail to recognize that women are more likely to report their victimization than men.  One study showed that women are nine times more likely to report their victimization to police and five times more likely to tell a friend or relative than are men (Stets & Straus, 1990).





	What is very disturbing is the suggestion that unless a victim expresses a certain level of fear, they are somehow less of a victim.  I have heard presenters say that when women are assaulted, they express a high level of fear, but when men are assaulted by their wives or girlfriends, they are more surprised than fearful.  Two points need to be made here.





	First, it is unfair to suggest that because men do not show the same level of emotional fear as women they should not be considered as much a victim of spousal abuse.  This belief fails to recognize that male children from an early age are taught to suppress their emotions, especially fear. Perhaps this is society’s way of insuring that there will be a select pool of citizens who will be better prepared to defend our territory. You don’t want soldiers on the battlefield with high levels of fear or tears on their face while engaging the enemy, but soldiers who can suppress the emotion of fear in order to accomplish their mission.  If men are trained from an early age not to show fear or sadness or tears, what is left for them to emotionally express that will convince a shelter worker that he is truly a victim of domestic violence?





	Second, if shelter workers are more likely to greet a male victim as suspect instead of with respect, or are sending out the message that after they question him long enough they will discover that the man is really not a victim but a perpetrator, they will not build the kind of therapeutic alliance that is needed for the male victim to trust the worker.  He will not share his deep shame, fear, and sadness over the abuse he has sustained from his female partner.  If shelter workers are commonly trained to see a man as a perpetrator and a woman as a victim, their bias will likely miss the fear many men actually have but do not feel safe to share openly with a feminist intake worker or therapist.





	I am extremely glad that women over the past twenty-five years are finally getting the assistance they need when they are faced with a violent relationship. This paper is not meant to minimize the struggles many women suffer every day because they are living with a violent partner.  However, the problem with the "domestic violence movement" is that it has become more of a feminist political movement than a just cause designed to help all victims of domestic violence equally and with the same concern.  Although feminists have indeed helped many women, they have done so at the expense of men who are also victims of abuse.  At times it seems that some shelters and women's centers use the female victim of domestic violence not only to gain the monetary power they need in order to help these women, but also to gain political influence.  The gender feminists’ political views can influence the training of law enforcement, the judicial system, legislators and the community at large with sexist representation of domestic violence and victimization.  In other words, some of them may be using domestic violence shelters and centers as a vehicle to further their gender feminist dogma and beliefs.





	Some liberal politicians may support the feminists because they see them as political allies.  Some conservative politicians may support domestic violence legislation for women because they want to show that they are also concerned about women's issues and believe this is a safe agenda to support.  Liberals need to understand that by placing men into the category of tacit perpetrators and women into the category of tacit victims, they juvenilize women from taking any responsibility for their adult behavior.  This juvenilzation is what true equity feminists have fought so hard to overcome for the past thirty years.  On the other hand, conservatives need to understand that in their need to demonstrate that they are women friendly, they are supporting the furtherance of sexist feminist dogma by not insuring that funding for domestic violence legislation includes helping all victims of domestic violence, regardless of gender.





	In the final analysis, whether dad is verbally or physically abusing mom, or mom is verbally or physically abusing dad, the children are learning the wrong message about how to resolve conflict.  This places these children at greater risk of becoming abusive and violent to their partner when they grow up, regardless of gender. If we are serious about reducing spousal abuse in the next generation and preventing children from witnessing abuse in the home, we need to hold both men and women accountable for their violent behavior with the same standard.  We need to insure that all victims of spousal abuse, male or female, receive the assistance they need.  The spotlight has been on the female victim of spousal violence for over twenty-five years; now the time has come to turn on all the lights and see who else is on the stage in need of our help.(





David L. Fontes, Psy.D., CEAP is a therapist and EAP manager for the California Department of Social Services.
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