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The research of Wolfgang (19561, Driver (19611, Bohannan (1960) and 
others has made it clear that, in a great many societies, one is more likely 
to be murdered by a member of one’s own family, and especially by a 
spouse, than by any other category of person. But. even criminologists are 
not aware of the extent to which physical violence of all types occurs within 
families. Other papers have documented the available Bnowlede;e which 
suggests among other things, that a marriage license is for many people a 
hitt,ing license, that physical violence between family members is probably 
as common as is love and affection between family members, and that. if 
one is truly concerned with the level of violence in America, the place to 

look is in the home rather than on the streets (Gelles, 1974; 1975; Gelles 
and Straus, 1976; Owens and Straus, 1975; Sl.einmet.z, 1974; St,einmetz and 
Straus, 1974; Straus, 1971; 19741~). 
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The intriguing question is why the social group that the society rnosL 

often looks to for warmth, intimacy, help, and love is also characterized by 
cruelty and violence. Gelies and Straus (1976) have identified a lal-ge 
number of explanatory factors which, together, constit.ute a theory of 
intrafamily victimization in respect to violence. These fact,ors include such 
things as “time as risk,” the semiinvoluntary nature of family group 
membership, the age- and sex-determined role structure of the family, the 
level of emotional involvement, the privacy of the family as an inst,itution, 
and the frequent high level of stress resulting from all of the above factors. 

Wives as victims 

Whatever the validity of the factors mentioned by Gelles and St,raus, 
by themselves they do not explain a striking aspect ofintrafamily violence. 
This is the fact that wives are much more oft.en the victims ofviolence by 
their husbands than the reverse. The existence of' this pattern is demon- 
strated in a variety of studies, of which the most dramatic are those of 
homicide. Perhaps the starkest measure is the differences in number of 
deaths caused by husbands as compared to wives. Wolfgang’s (1956) study 
of 588 homicide victims found that 41 per cent of” the women victims were 
killed by their husbands as compared to only 11 per cent of the male 
victims who were killed by their wives. Some other studies cited by 
Wolfgang show even higher rates of wife-murder. The highest (If these is 
Von Hentig’s analysis of 1931 German data which shows 62 per cent of 
wives killed by t.heir husbands compared to only 14 per cent of men killed 
by their wives. Fit can be argued that these figures overstate the 
case because they are based on all homicides. If the percentages 
are based on murders in which the victim and offender were married 
to each other, then about half are by husbands and haIf by wives 
(Wolfgang, 1956, 1958; Curtis, 1974). But in my opinion, the 
latter figures do not accurately reflect the situation. Thjs is 
because whether an altercation becomes a murdes is heavily in- 
fluenced by whether knives or guns are used, and wives--as a 
result of their lesser physical strength--more often use knives 
and guns, and moreover, more often do so in self-defense. This 
can be seen from Wolfgang's data on "victim-precipitation" (de- 
fined as homicide in which the victim was the first to use physical 
force): Of the husband-wife homicides for which there was victim- 

'precipitation 85% were cases of husbands who precipitated the at- 
tack. Finally, and most directly relevant for the present concern with wife- 
beating, is Wolfgang’s data on the degree of violence involved in husband- 
wife murder. Wolfgang (19.56) defined a violent homicide as one involving 
two or more acts of stabbing, cutting, or shooting, or a severe beating. He 
































