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INTRODUCTION 

Family violence is a major social problem in Amer

ica today. Studies have shown that intra-familial vio

lence exists across all socio-economic, racial and ethnic 

boundaries. All family members may be involved in the 

violent behavior patterns. 

Each year in the United States, 15,000 children 

under the age of fifteen die from non-accidental injuries 

and 19,000,000 are hurt severly enough to require medi

cal care, or to be restricted from their usual activi

ties. In 1975, over 72,000 cases of battered children 

were reported in Los Angeles, Riverside, and Orange 

Counties. 

In 1969, the FBI reported that one quarter of all 

murders occurred within the family, and one half of these 

were spousal killings. Eleven percent of all aggravated 

assaults are reported to be between husband and wife. 

According to an Israeli parliamentary committee, vio

lence in the family affects from 5 to 10 percent of the 

population of women and their children in Israel. Al

though there is generally a low rate of reporting of 

spousal violence, a recent study has shown that the 

actual rate of violence may be between 50 and 60 percent 

in the United States. 
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Child abuse and spousal abuse cannot be seen as 

separate issues, however. Each part of the family system 

is influenced and in turn influences the other parts. 

Just as parental conflict may be acted out in the physi

cal abuse of the child, so the marital couple's violence 

may well be perpetuated over generations. Though the 

family is assigned the role of perpetuator and inculcator 

of social mores and values, what exists is often in mark

ed contrast to the idealized picture of the family as 

"a center of solidarity and love." 

"The semi-sacred nature of the family has 
prevented an objective analysis of the 
exact nature of intra-familial violence. 
To begin with, there is the tendency •.. 
to deny or avoid consideration of wide
spread occurrence of violence between 
family members in what are considered 
to be "normal facilities." 

This is the myth of family consensus and harmony, 1 

a myth which is probably the one in which American 

society most firmly believes, and which gives rise to 

the assumption that only abnormal families engage in 

violence, leading in turn to the prevalent pattern of 

considering violent families as outcasts and to strong 

social sanctions against the admission that violence 

occurs in "normal" families. 

Jews have, in general, strongly subscribed to this 

myth, particularly in regard to their own community, and 

may have believed in the myth of the norm of non-violent 
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families more than other peoples. Prior to our study, 

research has revealed very little Jewish intra-familial 

2 violence. In their 1968 study, Helfer and Kempe state 

that only 2 percent of the child abuse cases in New York 

were Jewish. 

Our own interest in this topic was prompted by per

sonal contact with Jewish victims of family violence. 

Both of us have worked with such clients and have been 

touched by their suffering and sense of being alone. Af

ter seeing numerous incidents of abuse, we began to 

question our supervisors and other professionals as to 

their knowledge about the existence of the problem. The 

responses were mixed. Clinicians acknowledged the pro

blem exists but felt it occurs at a lower than usual rate 

within the Jewish community, while educators frequently 

denied its existence altogether. Although Judy Ravitz, a 

worker at the Los Angeles Rape Crisis Hotline, told us 

that preliminary investigations she had conducted con

firmed the existence of Jewish wife battering, we also 

heard from professionals that several battered women, 

on turning to rabbis for help, had encountered denials 

that their problem could exist. 

In the Spring of 1979, we conducted a small pilot 

study on family violence with a major Jewish Women's 

organization. Amazingly, more than 12 percent of the 
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300 respondents know of incidents of child and spousal 

abuse. With this support for our intuitive belief about 

the problem's existence, we decided to undertake a more 

comprehensive study. The result was a more detailed 

project, to study the existence, incidence, and para

meters of physical family violence in the synagogue

affiliated Jewish community of Los Angeles. The study 

has been limited to the investigation of physical fam

ily violence because psychological abuse and cruelty 

are much more difficult to quantify. 

For the purpose of this study, the following con-

ceptual definition of violence was used: 

"Intentional use of physical force on 
another person." This physical force 
may be used for a variety of purposes, 
including, 1) causing pain and injury 
as ends in themselves (what might be 
called "expressive violence."); 2) the 
use of pain or injury or physical re
straint as punishment, to induce the 
other person to carry out some act 
(what might be called "instrumental vio
lence"). In addition to considering 
whether violence is either instrumental 
or expressive (or some combination of 
them), for some purposes it is also im
portant to take into account whether or 
not the violence under consideration is 
"legitimate" according to the rules of 
society in which it takes place (such 
as spanking a child in most societies 
or shooting an enemy soldier in time of 
war) or "illegitimate" (such as spanking 
a disobedient wife in contemporary 
society or shooting a soldier of one's 
own country.)3 

It is important to note that this all-encompassing 
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definition includes both expressive and instrumental vio

lence. These two components were included in the oper

ationalized definition used in this study. This is a 

modification of the definitions used by Richard Gelles, 

a well known sociologist who has done extensive research 

in the field of family violence. Included are: 

1. one individual hitting, striking, bat

tering, assaulting, burning, or throw

ing an object at another; 

2. one family member pushing, slapping, 

punching, kicking, knifing, shooting, 

or throwing an object at another fam

ily member; 

3. forced sexual activity; and 

4. forced social isolation; 

Spanking of a child was not included in the defini

tion of family violence and such cases were not included 

in the findings. 

The following hypotheses were investigated: 

1. Violence is not absent in synagogue

affiliated families. 

2. Whatever violence occurs, is not ex

posed to synagogue professionals by 

the families in which it occurs. 

3. Rabbis have some knowledge of the pro

blem of Jewish family violence. 
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4. Jews do not believe that family vio

lence is a problem in the Jewish com

munity. 

Rabbis were included in this study because of their 

unique role in Jewish life--and their potential for help. 

There were three parts to the study: (1) interviews 

with rabbis, (2) interviews with other Jewish human ser

vice professionals, and (3) a survey of 209 Los Angeles 

synagogue-affiliated Jews. 

The chapters that follow explore the problem of 

physical family violence from two perspectives: generic 

social work literature, and Jewish legal and literary 

writings. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. Susanne Steinmetz, Murray Straus, Violence in the 
Family, (New York: Harper and Row, Inc., 1974) 
p. 7. 

2. Ray E. Helfer and Henry C. Kempe, The Battered Child, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968) P. 
31. 

3. Steinmetz and Straus, Violence in the Family, p. 5. 
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CHILD ABUSE - HISTORICAL, SOCIOLOGICAL, LEGAL 
AND TREATMENT PERSPECTIVES 

"A six week old infant was admitted to the 
hospital because of swelling of the right 
thigh of four days' duration. The mother 
stated to the examining physician that the 
child had fallen from its crib and struck 
its right leg on the floor. X-ray examin
ation revealed complete fracture thru the 
mid-shaft of the right femur with poster
ior displacement of the distal fragment. 
The patient was in Bryant's traction for 
two weeks and was discharged in good con
dition after application of a hip speca. 

"A few weeks later the child was admitted 
to another hospital with multiple con
tusions and abrasions. Investigation by 
the social service department indicated 
that the father had thrown the child on 
the floor, shattering the cast and in
flicting serious head trauma resulting in 
bilateral subdural hematomas. The child 
was recently seen in the pediatric clinic 
where multiple signs of intracranial 
damage were noted. The child is now blind 
and mentally retarded." 1 

Child abuse is a major social issue today. In 1975, 

as we've said, over 72,000 cases of battered children 

were reported in Los Angeles, Riverside, and Orange 

Counties, but many more cases were probably not reported 

to the authorities due to lack of knowledge by profes

sionals and fear of the law on the part of the parents 

and the professionals alike. To be able to take the 

proper steps to help the abused child and the family, 

people who work with children need to know the character

istics of such a child. The 10 percent mortality rate 
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for battered children is higher than the mortality rate 

for all childhood illnesses. 2 

A battered child may be defined as one who sustains 

nonaccidental physical injury (or injuries) as a result of 

acts (or omissions) on the part of his or her parents or 

guardians. Injuries include physical abuse and corporal 

punishment, emotional abuse, emotional deprivation, 

physical neglect, inadequate supervision, and sexual a

buse and exploitation. 3 This section addresses primarily 

physical and sexual child abuse. 

\ 

Historical Facts 

Child abuse is not a new phenomenon. It was first 

recognized by Tardieu in France in the 1860's. He 

diagnosed abused children as those with repeatedly 

broken limbs and children who were physically neglected. 

In the United States, the first child protective services 

were developed in the 1800's. In 1814, the Orphan 

Society of Philadelphia was founded to "rescue from 

ignorance, idleness and vice unprotected and helpless 

children and to provide for them, that support and in

struction which may eventually render them valuable 

members of the cornrnunity. 114 

Under the Poor Law which was operating in the early 

1800"s, troubled children were sent to live in almshouses 

where they were supported by the general public. In 1821 
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New York State passed a law authorizing magistrates to 

send neglected children to almshouses. However, thirty

six years later, in 1857, New York decided that alms

houses were not desirable for children. Instead, four 

types of institutions for children were established: 

colleges, orphanages, houses of refuge and institutions 

for the handicapped. 

The 1880's were years of a child welfare movement 

with the first federal intervention in the protection of 

children. The case of Mary Ellen in 1874 and 1875 led to 

the establishment of the New York Society for the Pre

vention of Cruelty to Children (SPCC). This society 

helped to pass Anti-Cruelty laws to protect children 

(New York,1881). 

The case of Mary Ellen was the turning point in 

child protective legislation because of the formation of 

an agency to deal specifically with abuse and neglect. 

Mary Ellen, a 12-year-old circus performer, was beaten 

with rawhide, cut with scissors by her guardian and 

never shown physical affection or love by her natural 

mother. At the time this case came to public attention, 

the only laws that applied to protection of a child were 

the SPCA (Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani

mals) laws. Prosecuted under these statutes and found 

guilty of felonious assault, her guardian was sentenced 

to one year's imprisonment at hard labor. Mary Ellen 
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was sent to the Sheltering Arms Asylum. The case set 

a precedent for prosecuting in subsequent child abuse 

cases. 

The SPCC was the first agency founded to deal 

specifically with child abuse and neglect. Abused and 

neglected minors were removed from th.eir families and 

placed in foster care homes. The subsequent New York 

Anti-Cruelty Act stated that the parents or guardians 

of a child would be imprisoned in either the state 

prison or county jail if they deserted a child under 

the age of six, if they willfully withheld food, cloth

ing, shelter, or medical attendance, or if they en

dangered the minor's life, health, or morals. 

Between the years 1875 and 1920, the "arm of the 

Law" principle, in which private agencies were given 

public funds to care for the child, was debated. Prior 

to this time, child abuse victims had been cared for by 

private or volunteer agencies. The Juvenile Court system 

and state agencies to care for children grew out of 

the debates. 

In 1946, Dr. John Caffey presented the first modern 

diagnosis of child abuse. He noticed certain types of 

broken limbs in children who had been abused. In 1962, 

the battered child syndrome was identified by Kempe 

d h
. . 5 an is associates. In 1970, after numerous other re-

searchers had conducted studies on working with abuse 
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. . d h. 6 , 7 ,a 1· h d . victims an t eir parents pub is e the only 

national abuse study and presented a comprehensive defin

ition of physical child abuse. 

SOCIOLOGICAL FACTS 

Most contemporary societies condone physical 

punishment of children by people in position of respon

sibility and authority. Studies show that between 84 

and 97 percent of all parents in the United States and 

England use physical punishment, while in Germany, 60 

percent of the parents beat their children. 9 

The writers differentiate, however, between dis

cipline and abuse: the parent who disciplines has the 

child's welfare and best interests in mind; the abuser 

is self-indulgent. 10 Parents abuse for social, psycho

logical, and biological causes. It is important to note 

that, because of ex post facto data collection ( as 

regards, for instance, the child's characteristics), an 

emphasis on case studies, a lack of control groups, and 

a lack of an adequate theory of child abuse, the in

formation presented on the characteristics of abusive 

parents must be questioned as to its overall validity 

and reliability. Many of the traits of abusive parents 

can be found among non-abusing ones. A combination of 

characteristics, however, may be found in an abusing 

12 



I 
I 
t 

t 

parent, while a non-abusing parent is more likely to 

have no more than one or two of the traits. 

Characteristics of Families of Abuse 

Parents who abuse their children come from all 

economic levels, all ethnic groups and all religions. 

Cases from the lower socioeconomic groups tend to be 

over-reported because people in the higher social strata 

are likely to use private physicians and counselors who 

may not report the abuse, while people who use public 

services are more likely to come to the attention of the 

police and welfare authorities. 

Kempe et a1 11 (1962) found a high incidence of 

divorce, separation and unstable marriages, as well as 

minor criminal offenses in their sample of child abu-

12 sers. On the other hand, Steele and Pollock (1968) 

described baby batterers as representing a "random cross

section of the general population." 13 

An abused child tends to be young and is usually, 

the youngest or only child in the family. The occur

rence of child abuse is most likely between the ages of 

three months to three years. During this period, a 

child is most vulnerable to abuse, battering, or murder 

because she or he is most defenseless, most dependent 

on parents or caretakers, and least capable of meaning-

13 



ful social interaction. In 1964, Scholesser, 14 in a 

study of eighty-five cases found that 70 percent were 

under three years of age and 32 percent were under six 

months. However, Gil (1970) 15 found that over 75 percent 

of his sample were over two years of age and nearly 50 

percent were over six years. Nearly 20 percent were 

teenagers. 

Both boys and girls are abused, but boys seem to be 

abused more frequently in early childhood, while girls 

tend to be the victims during the teen years. In a 

study of a selected sample of abused children known to 

Chicago hospitals, Kroger found that 57 percent were 

16 
boys. G~l also found slightly more battered boys 

than girls; among the children whose injuries were fatal, 

53 percent were boys, 39 percent girls. However, when 

the different age groups were combined, Gil (1970) found 

that, although boys outnumbered girls in every age group 

below twelve, they were outnumbered by girls among the 

teenage victims of child abuse. Gil states: 

Girls tend to be viewed as more conform
ing than boys throughout childhood, and 
physical force tends to be used less 
frequently in rearing them. However, 
during stages of sexual maturation, pa
rental anxieties concerning their 
daughters' heterosexual relationships 
lead to increasing restrictions, in
tensified conflicts and increasing use 
of physical force in asserting parental 
control. With respect to boys the pat
tern seems different. Physical force 
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tends to be used more readily throughout 
childhood to assure conformity. During 
adolescence, however, as physical strength 
of boys increases and often matches or 
even surpasses their parents' strength, 
the use of physical force in disciplining 
boys tend to diminish.1 7 

The parents of battered children tend to be young 

and are often emotionally immature. Lukianowicz (1971) 

found the mean age of mothers to be twenty-one years 

with a range of eighteen to thirty-four years. Among 

fathers, the mean was twenty-four years with a range of 

. h' f. 18 nineteen tot 1rty- 1ve years. 

Very few studies record the religious background of 

battered children. Gil (1970) did show, however, that 

the religious distribution corresponded closely to the 

religious distribution in the United States. Protestants 

and other non-Roman Catholic Christians comprised 62 

percent of the abused children, 26 percent were Roman 

Catholics, 1 percent Jewish, 2 percent other religions, 

and 10 percent were of unknown affiliations. 19 In 

20 The Battered Child by Helfer and Kemps, Jewish child 

abuse is reported to 2 percent of the abuse cases in a 

1967 New York study. 

The Jewish population in the United States is not 

1 percent of the total but rather 2.7 percent. In New 

York city, the Jewish population is over 20 percent of 

the total. Why the discrepancy in the number of cases 
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reported? A licensed family and child practitioner at 

the Family Stress unit of Northridge Child Guidance Clin

ic, reports that 15 to 20 percent of their clients were 

identified as Jewish. 21 This high percentage of Jewish 

cases in a counseling center may reflect the fact that 

Jews are more likely to seek help from therapists rather 

than from public agencies. 

CHILD ABUSE SYNDROME: 

Methods and Types of Physical Abuse 

Children have been found to be abused in almost 

every conceivable manner: (1) hitting them with any 

available object: (2) cutting them with knives or 

broken bottles: (3) giving them or exposing them to 

drugs and/or noxious fumes and substances: (4) throwing 

them down stairs or against a wall: (5) burning them 

with liquids or cigarettes: (6) placing their limbs 

against steaming pipes or over an open flame: (7) being 

dwnped with anger or rage verbally; or (8) being victims 

of psychological games. 

The child abuse syndrome includes three elements: 

(1) a potentially abusive parent: (2) a special child; 

d (3) ... ·t· 22 an a crisis situa ion. Child abuse is a family 

problem. Each member in the family suffers through 

direct or indirect involvement in the abusive acts. 
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Abusive families may not meet the tasks necessary for 

the growth of its members. 

The three main psychological tasks which a family 

must complete for healthy functioning of its members are: 

(1) emotional separation versus interdependence or con

nectedness; (2) closeness or intimacy versus distance; 

and (3) self-autonomy versus other responsibility. In 

the abusive family, parents may not make possible the 

connectedness or basic trust necessary for the healthy 

growth of a child or they may create an unnatural 

symbiotic relationship because they have the need to 

have their own emotional needs met by depending on the 

child. 

Situational abuse, behavior-patterned abuse, and 

chronic abuse are the three types of abuse patterns. 23 

Situational abuse is a simple, one time only occurrence. 

Behavior-patterned abuse involves the parents' use of 

scapegoating, role reversal, or the failure-to-thrive 

syndrome. In scapegoating, the parent blames the child 

for negative feelings and/or situations through the use 

of projection. Role reversal abuse occurs when parents 

believe that they are bad and expect the child to be 

good to prove that they are all right as parents or 

people. The failure-to-thrive syndrome results from 

the parents' emphasis on satisfying themselves while 
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ignoring the child. The most severe pattern is referred 

to as chronic abuse. When such abuse is found, the child 

may need to be removed from the house because of future 

dangers of irreversible harm. Chronically abusive 

parents are immature and insecure emotionally and might 

go so far as to kill a child in order to be personally 

safe. Death of the child is the motivation for the abuse 

and many such parents are psychotic. This parent's life 

is a pattern of reacting to and blaming authority for 

their misery. Fortunately, few abuse cases are this 

severe. 

Indicators of Child Abuse 

The following is a compilation of the major physical 

and emotional indicators of child maltreatment, in both 

the abused child and the abusing parent. 

An abused child has the following features: (1) is 

described as "different or bad" by the parents; (2) has 

an unexplained injury; (3) is usually fearful of the 

outside world particularly of his or her parents; ex

pects others to be hostile and critical; (4) shows 

evidence of repeated skin injuries or fractures; (5) 

is kept confined, as in a crib or playpen (or cage), 

for long periods of time; (6) often cries (7) does in

deed seem "different" in physical or emotional makeup 
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and has low self-esteem; (8) takes over the role of 

parent and tries to be protective or otherwise take care 

l)f the parents' needs, never really experiencing child

hood; (9) is notably destructive and aggressive and 

shows little response to limits or controls; (10) is 

notably passive and withdrawn and shows inappropriate 

peer relationships and minimal response to praise; (11) 

has an impaired ability for enjoyment; (12) is compulsive; 

(13) shows precocious behavior; and (14) has school 

learning problems. 

An abusive parent shows the following characteris

tics: (1) presents contradictory information regarding 

the history of repeated injury; (2) is reluctant to 

give information; (3) has delayed unduly in bringing the 

child for care; (4) refuses consent for further diagnos

tic studies; (5) "hospital shops"; (6) shows loss of 

control, or fear of losing control; poor control of 

aggressive impulses; (7) seems to be very much alone and 

to have no one to call upon when the stresses get to be 

overwhelming; (8) has unrealistic expectations of the 

child--sees the child as inadequate; (9) reacts inap

propriately to the severity of the child's condition 

showing either over or under reaction; (10) cannot be 

located; (11) presents a history of family discord or of 

personal problems, such as alcoholism, drug addiction, 
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abuse or neglect as a child, psychosis, psychopathology, 

or borderline intelligence; (12) ignores the child's 

crying or reacts with extreme impatience; (13) dis

courages social contact; (14) is unable to open up and 

share problems with an interested listener and appears 

to trust nobody; (15) is very dependent; and (16) has 

low lf t 
24, 25, 26, 27 se -es eem; 

A single one of the above characteristics of an 

abused child or of an abusing parent does not necessarily 

mean abuse. However, two or more of the factors con

stitute an indication for further exploration into the 

parent-child interaction. 

Causes of Child Abuse 

Several researchers in the field of child abuse have 

proposed models or theories explaining the causes of the 

abusive situation. 
28 Richard J. Gelles, proposed a 

social psychological model of the causes of child abuse 

(Fig.l). Situational stress factors include problems 

between parents, structural stress within the family, 

and stresses produced by the child. Parental problems 

include unstable marriage, divorce, separation, un-

d d ' . . 1 ff 29 wante pregnancy, an minor cr1m1na o enses. 

Familial stress includes excess children, lack of sup

port from extended family, high mobility, social iso-
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FIGURE 1 GELLES SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL MODEL OF CAUSES OF CHILD ABUSE 
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3. Social Isolation 
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authority, values, self
esteem 

C. Child-Produced Stress 
1. Unwanted Child 
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c. discipline problem 
d. ill 
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lation, unemployment, threat to the parent's authority, 

values and self-esteem. 30
, 31 Defects in the character 

structure of the parent may cause him or her to give 

away to uncontrolled physical or verbal expression. 32 

Child produced stress items include being an unwanted 

child, a problem child, or a child who reminds the 

parent of something unpleasant. 

Crisis situations may act as catalysts for abusive 

acts. These include: (1) the establishment of a mar

riage, which may involve an already pregnant woman, (2) 

an additional pregnancy or birth of a child, (3) the 

death of a loved one, (4) the loss of a job, (5) an ar

rest of a parent or child, (6) jealousy because of at

tention given to the child by the spouse, (7) criticism, 

(8) withdrawal of the spouse's support or rejection of 

any kind, or behavior of the infant which is perceived 

as being deliberately annoying or naughty or as consti

tuting the infant's failure to meet the demands and the 

d f h 1 d . 33 h. . . nee so t e parent, or pro onge crying. Tis crisis 

event places the family in a state of disequilibrium and 

over time, the family will try to regain its baseline 

f . . 34 
unct1on1ng. Families in poverty often remain in 

constant crisis, providing daily stimuli for abuse. 

In addition to the characteristics of sex and age 

mentioned before, other conditions may be present in the 

22 



child or in her or his situation. If the child is not an 

only child, he or she is likely to come from a family 

with four or more children. The large number of children 

may be the concrete source of family stress. He or she 

may be an unwanted child, creating real financial strains 

. 1 d. d 35 or marita 1scor . Many abused children are conceived 

premaritally and start life under a cloud of being unre

warding and unsatisfying. They are perceived as public 

reminders of sexual transgression or an unwanted bur-

36 den. 

The behavior or role of the child affects the abuse 

situation. Abused children often exhibit particular 

37 characteristics which make them more prone to abuse. 

According to Martin, 38 most abused infants and young 

children function as retarted at the time abuse is 

identified. This retardation, however, improves with 

environmental improvement, supporting the hypothesis that 

some of the factors associated with the child considered 

to contribute to the abusive act, may well be the re

sult of past abuse. 

Abused children may be problem children' or diffi

cult to love. They may be more dependent and demanding. 

As infants, these children may be colicky, incontinent, 

physically deformed, ill, or mentally retarded. Children 

who are colicky, irritable, or hypertonic are difficult 

to satisfy and comfort. The parents' sense of inadequacy 
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is exacerbated as they perceive this unresponsiveness 

as a rejection, reminiscent of experiences with their 

39 own parents. Children with major physical defects and 

congenital anomalies, as well as psychotic, retarted, or 

brain-damaged youngsters, are poorly tolerated by nar

cissistic parents who regard them as "new editions'' of 

their own defective self-images. 

Abused children may be the product of a difficult 

40 pregnancy. Pregnancies during which the mother was 

hospitalized, had severe emotional problems, concealed 

the pregnancy, refused antenatal care, or was refused 

termination, are considered difficult pregnancies. In 

these situations, the child may be a reminder of a past 

or present difficulty, or constitute a strain on the 

individual or the family. Illness in infancy is also 

a contributing factor to abuse. Frustrated and feeling 

helpless in connection with early sickness or separation, 

parents may have problems in establishing the mother

infant relationship, resulting in a lack of proper bond

ing and a lack of basic trust in the infant. In a study 

41 conducted in England in 1976, Lynch and Roberts studied 

fifty children brought to the hospital because of actual 

or threatened abuse and compared them to fifty control 

children. Five factors were significantly more common 

in the abused group than among the controls. (1) The 
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mother's age was under twenty at the birth of the first 

child. (2) There was evidence of emotional disturbance. 

(3) There had been a referral of the family to a hos-

pital social worker. (4) The baby had been admitted to 

a special care baby unit. Finally, (5) Concern had been 

recorded over the mother's ability to care for the child. 

Thirty-five cases in the abused group had two or more 

of these factors as compared with only five of the con

trol group. The fourth item, the baby's admission to 

the special care unit, prevents the automatic bonding 

between infant and parent that is not only essential for 

healthy growth in children, but to the parent's adjust

ment to the child. Twenty-one of the abused children 

had been admitted to the special care nursery, as com

pared with only five of the control babies. 

Normal or "accidental" traits which are misperceived 

by or only attain special significance for abuse-prone 

parents include identification of the child with a hated 

person or situation, remarriage on the part of the par

ents, and subsequent regarding of the child by the step

parent as unwelcome and burdensome. In these situations, 

the stepchild is often treated by the step-parent as a 

sibling-rival who threatens the latter's dependency on 

the mate or is a convenient target for the step-parent's 

displaced hostility toward the spouse.
42 

A young child who exhibits age-appropriate sexual 
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or aggressive behavior may be considered abnormal, evok

ing the parent's own unacceptable impulses. The parent's 

impulses are excluded from consciousness, but ascribed to 

the child by means of denial and projection. The child 

resists parental punishment, which aggrevates the situa

tion and leads to abusive acts. 

Harold Martin in "Which Children Get Abused: High 

Risk Factors in the Child, 1143 lists six different facets 

of the child's role in the abuse syndrome: (1) attributes 

of the child's making him or her more difficult to care 

for or less capable of reinforcing good "mothering" on 

the part of parents (This factor was earlier alluded to 

as the "problem child".); (2) chance events affecting the 

mother child relationship (This includes pregnancy prob

lems, stress in infancy, and a separation or negative 

change in the marital union with the child as the object 

of blame); (3) disruptions in the attachment (lack of 

basic trust formation), such as premature birth, dis

tortions in early bonding behaviors, illness in a new

born, or the mother, and psychological stress on the 

mother. Premature babies are overrepresented among 

abused children, supporting the early-separation-leading

to-abuse premise; (4) the mismatch of the child and the 

parent's expectations for the child which the youngster 

cannot meet or the child may be the wrong sex.); (5) the 
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developmental level of the child; different develop

mental levels may place particular stress on parents; 

(6) the child may invite abuse; (In seriously disturbed 

children, a relationship may exist between physical a

buse and self-mutilation.) 

. d . 44 d 'b f Justice, B. an Justice, R. escri e seven ways o 

conceptualizing the causes of child abuse. They are: 

(1) the psychodynamic model, (2) the personality or 

character trait mode, (3) the social learning model, (4) 

the family structure model, (5) the environmental stress 

model, (6) the social-psychological model, and (7) the 

mental illness model. Each model overlaps to some de

gree to take into account other factors that also play 

a part in producing child abuse. 

The psychodynamic- model addresses the mother's in

ability to nurture, a lack of trust in others, isolation, 

a nonsupportive marital relationship, and excessive 

expectations towards the child. A "special" child and 

a crisis are also necessary factors. However, no mat

ter, how much environmental stress there is, those who 

express the psychodynamic model feel, the act of abuse 

will not occur unless the psychological potential is 

present. 

The second model, the personality or character 

trait model, is similar to the first model, but those 
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who give this one primacy pay less attention to the 

factors which underlie the traits of the person who 

abuses. There is a greater inclination to describe the 

individual in terms of labels or imply that this is "just 

the way he or she is." 

The third category, the social learning model, em

phazises the failure of abusive persons to acquire the 

skills to function adequately in the home and society. 

Within this scheme parents are seen as using the only 

type of discipline they know--physical--which they 

learned as children. The social learning model leads to 

the formulation of "educational" intervention and treat

ment strategies of monitoring the specific behaviors of 

the parent and child that lead to abuse. 

The family structure model addresses alliances, 

coalitions, enmeshments, and disengagements among family 

members. Different patterns in the family may result in 

child abuse: unplanned children, parental over-invest

ment in a child, scapegoating of one family member. The 

disengagement of one parent may cause tremendous anger 

in the other parent causing the child to be the object 

of anger. 

The environmental stress model, described by Gil, 

sees child abuse as a multidimensional problem and places 

heavy emphasis on stress as the cause. Gil claims that 
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if we were to eliminate environmental stresses, such as 

poverty, unemployment, and poor education, child abuse 

would disappear. This would not seem to hold true for 

cases of abuse found in the upper economic classes. 

The sixth model, the social psychological model, 

is espoused by Gelles. He states that "frustration and 

stress are important variables associated with child 

abuse." These stresses combine with other factors, such 

as the influence of social class and community, the ef

fects of "socialization experiences" to cause parents to 

act as role models for violence. Gelles believes that 

·these experiences lead to psychological disorders that 

contribute to the potential for abuse. The final set of 

events necessary for actual abuse are "immediate pre-

• • • • • II 45 cipitating situations. 

Finally, the mental illness model, seems to have 

been developed partly as a response to the repulsiveness 

of child abuse--its unthinkable nature. In reality, only 

a small percentage of abusers are diagnosed as mentally 

ill. Mental retardation and organic brain disturbances 

have been suggested as the causes for abuse. Brain re

search indicates that the limbic system, which controls 

the visceral and physical expression of emotion, may be 

disturbed in some people who are excessively aggressive 

and show tendencies toward violence. Differences exist 
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between the female and the male abuser. 46 Female abusers 

tend to be free of neurotic anxiety, somatizing, self

doubts, depression and expressed insecurity. Their con

flicts usually center around violence, aggression and 

authority figures. The abusing fathers are characterized 

as possessing somewhat paranoid ideation, obsessive

compulsive tendencies, and interpersonal difficulties. 

Abusers tend to marry individuals who are not able 

to provide adequate emotional support. They find their 

marriages unsatisfying because of the lack of support, 

which then reinforces their feelings of worthlessness. 47 

The non-abusing parent contributes to the situation in 

various manners. 48 He or she can be openly accepting or 

subtly abetting of the abusive acts, consciously or un

consciously. The non-abusing parent may show undue 

attention to the infant or child which causes the abusing 

spouse to have feelings of envy, anger or abandonment. 

Direct criticism which leads to feelings of inadequacy 

in the abusing parent, triggers aggressive acts. Be

havior signifying rejection or desertion causes the 

same results. The infant or child in these cases, be

comes the scapegoat for interparental conflicts. 

The Parents Who Abuse 

49 Fontana lists six categories of abusing parents. 
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The first category includes emotionally immature par

ents or individuals afraid to grow up, of which there are 

four types. The first of these are the parents who re

sent the child's arrival. The child constitutes a re

minder of their presumed adulthood and adult duties. The 

second are the parents who feel insecure and place the 

familial authority role on the child. Among these are 

depressed mothers who feel inadequate, helpless, and 

passive, and who see the child as a caretaker. 50 The 

infant or child's inability to meet his need for "role 

reversal" leads to frustration and to abusive acts. 51 52 

Third, the child fails to meet the parents' need for love 

and affection. Such parents state "He cries, he gives 

me nothing, the baby doesn't love me." Finally, for 

parents who are untrusting, isolated people, the child 

may become the hated parents or spouse which is actually 

the part of the self which the parent loathes: "He's 

just like me. I was a bad child. My mother had to beat 

me; I have to beat this child." 

Fontana's next category is the neurotic or psychotic 

parent. Psychotic behavior is rare but neurosis has 

been found in 40 to 50 percent of abusive parents.
53 

Such individuals are incapable of mothering or parenting 

because they may have received inadequate parenting 

themselves and as a result they resort to aggressive 
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and violent means of child rearing. They may feel some

what righteous about their behavior. This method does 

not conflict with their own personal experiences. 54 

The quality of motherliness-tenderness, awareness, 

consideration of the infant's needs, appropriate emotion

al interaction, and the ability to value a love object 

more than oneself, may be lacking in the neurotic or 

psychotic. This is not confined to the biological moth-

55 56 
er. In childhood, these individuals experienced a 

sense of intense pervasive, and continuous demand from 

their parents, with constant criticism. They felt un

loved, unheard, and unfulfilled, with their own needs, 

desires, and capacities disregarded.
57 

A lack of trust 

as a result of isolation from the real environment and 

from a lack of confidence in themselves and significant 

others, their inability to trust, share, and care for 

others, leads them to strike out at the nearest vulner

able being--the child. The child is seen as malicious 

or calculating and presumed to have the capacity for 

organized, purposeful behavior, which is at odds with 

the parent's needs (as stated by Helfer and Kempe in 

respect to the parent's own parenting). Mothers who 

cling dependently to their superegos, where all badness 

is denied and projected, expect their children to pro-

tect them from narcissistic mortification. In these 
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cases, one child who is bossy and provocative, is 

chosen as the enbodiment of mother's projected badness. 58 

The third category is comprised of parents who are 

mentally deficient or uninformed. These parents may have 

severe character disorders with schizoid features. The 

siblings are considered alike and reared like primitive, 

unsocialized beings, just as their parents are. Little 

remorse is felt for the abusive acts. Violence is con

sidered normal and hence condoned within the family. 59 60 

The fourth category consists of parents who are dis

ciplinarians. These parents, who also show little re

morse for their actions, see physical punishment as a 

legitimate method of child rearing. Any excuse justifies 

beating: to teach respect, to straighten out the child, 

to wallop the nonsense out of him or her, to punish an 

unaccepted act. These disciplinarians have their own 

standards and see themselves as godlike figures. Obey-

. h . h . . f 61 
1ng t eir aut ority is oremost. 

Criminal and sadistic parents make up the fifth of 

Fontana's categories. These people, considered socio

paths, beat, torment, and kill for joy. They are im

pulsive individuals without concern for others. 62 Their 

aggressive acts are unrelated to what the child does. 

Fortunately, this group comprises a small percentage 

(less than 10 percent) of the abusers but is increasing 
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due to societal pressures. 

The final category in Fontana's list includes the 

parents who are addicts of either alcohol or drugs. 

Alcoholism distorts all family interactions. At times, 

overt neglect, at others, abuse occurs. Drug addicts 

more often neglect their children. 

In "Child Maltreatment in the United States," 

N . 63 1 · h h . . f ag1 1sts t e most common c aracter1st1cs o persons 

likely to abuse children. They are, in order of most 

to least common; the parent (1) had an unhappy childhood; 

(2) is mentally ill and emotionally disturbed; (3) is 

under emotional pressure; (4) lacks education or intel

ligence; (5) is young, immature; (6) is addicted to 

alcohol or drugs; (7) suffers marital problems; (8) is 

on a low economic level; (9) is under financial stress; 

(10) is in a one-parent family situation; (11) is vio

lent, quick-tempered, mean; and (12) has no family or 

friends for support. 

Merri11 64 found abusive families falling into one 

of three clusters: 

1. The parents have continual and pervasive hostil

ity and aggressiveness, that is sometimes 

focused and sometimes directed at the 

world in general. 

2. Parents who have characteristics of rigidity, 

compulsiveness, lack of warmth, lack of 
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reasonableness and minimal pliability in 

thinking and belief. They show consider

able rejection of the children. These 

parents feel self-righteous and defend 

their right to act as they had in abusing 

their child. 

3. The third group shows strong feelings or passiv

ity and dependence. Many are unassuming, 

reticent and very unaggressive. The par

ents often compete with the child for the 

love and attention of their spouses. Gen

erally depressed, moody, unresponsive and 

unhappy, they are immature people. 

Abuse is a product of a complex set of interactions. 

Friedrick and Boriskin use four-factor equations to help 

illustrate the problem. They are as follows: 

(a) Special child+ special parent+ 

crisis+ cultural tolerance= abuse 

(b) Special child+ normal parent+ crisis 

+ cultural tolerance= abuse 

(c) Special child+ normal parent+ cul

tural tolerance= abuse. 65 

SEXUAL CHILD ABUSE 

Sexual abuse of children ranges from verbal sugges

tion to forced intercourse by a parent. The primary 
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factor in this occurrence is the parent's failure to 

provide adequate care and protection of the child. Cos

tin describes the characteristics of sexual abuse. 66 

The perpetrator of sexual abuse is most frequently some

one who is well known to the child--a family member, 

neighbor, or family friend. The fact of continuing 

sexual abuse is frequently known but ignored by other 

family members. Most child victims offer no resistance 

to the sexual practices, either because they have a close 

relationship to the abuser or because they feel guilty 

about the experience. 

The major activities in the sexual abuse of 

children are the exhibiting of sex organs, genital 

fondling, mouth-genital contact and attempted penetration 

without force. These instances most often go unreported 

because there tend to be a few physical indications and 

no medical treatment appears necessary. If physical 

force and penetration do occur, the child may sustain 

physical injury, such as a sex organ injury or rupture, 

general body injury, venereal disease, vulvitis or 

67 
pregnancy. The physical indicators of sexual abuse 

include: difficulty in walking or sitting; torn, stained 

or bloody underclothing; pain or itching in the genital 

area; bruises or bleeding of external genitalia; vaginal 

or anal areas; venereal disease. 
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Behavioral indicators of sexual abuse include these: 

(1) the child appears withdrawn; (2) engages in fantasy; 

(3) shows unusually infantile behavior, or even appears 

retarded; (4) the abused child has poor peer relation

ships; (5) the child is unwilling to participate in 

physical activities; (6) the child engages in delinquent 

acts or runs away; (7) the child displays bizarre, so

phisticated, or unusual sexual knowledge or behavior; (8) 

the child states he or she has been sexually assaulted 

by a caretaker (relative, friend, etc.) 68 

LEGAL ASPECTS 

Child abuse laws are more extensive than laws con

cerning other types of family violence. Unlike spousal 

abuse, in connection with which there exist no system for 

reporting, specified groups of professionals--such as 

physicians, social workers, therapists, and school per

sonnel--are required to report suspected incidents of 

child abuse. 69 Prosecution of the two offenses also 

differs; California has much more stringent regulations 

regarding child abuse. 

On January 31, 1974, the United States Congress 

passed the "Child Abuse Preventive and Treatment Act", 

Public Law 93-247, to provide financial assistance for 

a demonstration program for the prevention, identifica-
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tion, and treatment of child abuse and neglect, to estab

lish a National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect, and 

for other purposes. The legislation had four purposes: 

1. To encourage complete reporting of suspected 
child abuse and neglect cases by all persons 
who have contact with young children. 

2. To encourage therapeutic and treatment-oriented 
approach to child abuse and neglect, rather than 
a punative approach. 

3. To encourage uniformity in terms and concepts 
and to encourage communication and cooperation 
among states. 

4. To enable each state to meet the requirements of 
Public Law 93-247.70 

The Federal act was to serve as a guideline for 

state child abuse laws. All fifty states, as well as 

Washington, D.C., Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands now 

have statutes requiring that physical abuse of children 

71 be reported to a state agency. 

Legally, a child is defined as anyone under eighteen 

years of age. "Abuse" is any physical or mental injury~ 

inflicted on a child other than by accidental means, or 

an injury at variance with the history given of it.
72 

"Neglect" is the failure to provide, or refusal to pro

vide wher financially able, by those legally responsible 

for the care and maintenance of the child, the proper or 

necessary support, education as required by law, or 

73 medical, surgical, or any other care. 

Sexual abuse is also to be reported. In California, 

38 



the persons mandated to report child abuse do so. 

If a parent of a minor child willfully 
omits, without lawful excuse, to furnish 
necessary clothing, food, shelter or medi
cal assistance, or other remedial care for 
the child, is guilty of a misdemeanor 
punishable by a fine not exceeding $1,000, 
or by imprisonment in the county jail not 
exceeding one year, or by both such fine 
and imprisonment.74 

Any person, who under circumstances or 
conditions likely to produce great bodily 
harm or death, willfully causes or permits 
any child to suffer, or inflicts the child 
unjustifiable physical pain or mental 
suffering, or having the care of custody 
of any child, willfully causes or permits 
the person or health of the child to be 
placed in such situation that its person 
or health is endangered, is punishable by 
imprisonment in the county jail not ex
ceeding one year, or in state prison.75 

IMPLICATIONS FOR TREATMENT 

Intervention approaches to physical child abuse and 

sexual abuse include: (1) medical examinations and treat

ment and assessment of developmental problems, (2) foster 

care, (3) residential treatment, (4) adoption, (5) home

maker services, (6) the assignment of parent aides, (7) 

individual, relationship and family counseling, (8) 

parent groups, (9) children's groups, (10) therapeutic 

nursery schools, (11) parenting education, and (12) self 

76 
help groups for the abusers. 

The choice of treatment is determined in part by the 

severity of the problem and the potential danger to the 

child. 
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Immediate medical evaluations are needed when any of 

the following conditions are present in the child: (1) 

any type of fracture, (2) head injuries, (3) serious in

fections, (4) serious burns, (5) severe bruising, (6) 

sexual abuse, (7) failure-to-thrive, and (8) unattended 

medical problems, such as high fever or difficulty in 

b h
. 77 reat ing. Children who have been abused or neglected 

for an extensive period of time may have had inadequate 

medical care in the past. These medical problems may 

include: (1) inadequate immunization, (2) hearing defi

cits, (3) anemia, (4) inadequate growth or nutrition, 

(5) infection, (6) poor dental health, (7) visual diffi

culties, and (8) congenital anomalies. 78 

Following the immediate diagnosis of a child's mal

treatment, a worker needs to determine whether the child 

should be removed from the home. Children may be placed 

in foster care for a few days or on a permanent basis. 

Permanent out-of-home care, foster homes and residential 

treatment facilities should be used only when it has been 

thoroughly determined by workers and the court that the 

child cannot be cared for adequately at home. All al

ternative supportive services should be tried to pre

serve the natural family. Taking a child from his or 

her natural parents may traumatize the child and hence 

the "least detrimental available alternative" which 

"minimizes disruptions of continuing relationships 
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between a psychological parent and the child" should be 

79 chosen. The decision of removing a child in his or 

her natural home is based upon the treatability of the 

f · 1 . · 11 · h 80 am1 y: its w1 1ngness to c ange. 

With outside help and support, the parent's home is 

usually the best environment for the abused child and the 

abusive parent. 

Two types of residential treatment exist for help

ing the abused. The first is designed to treat the a

bused child who is seriously disturbed or retarded. The 

second type of residential care is one in which the en

tire family is moved into a therapeutic environment. 

This approach is new to the United States but has been 

used effectively in Europe for several years. 81 

Homemaker services and parent aides are usually pro

vided by the county or private agencies to restrain and 

assist abusive parents. Homemakers are especially help

ful with home management and child care. Parent aides 

are volunteer paraprofessionals who act like parents to 

b 
. 82 a us1ve parents. 

Psychological treatment can be approached from many 

different modalities. Individual, family and group 

counseling may be used separately or in any combination 

with a given family. 

The goals of all therapeutic modes in work with 

abusive families include: (1) stopping the abusive 
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behavior, (2) learning to handle and express feelings 

constructively on the part of all family members, (3) 

improved patterns of communication, (4) the development 

of a comfortable relationship between the parent(s) and 

the child or children, (6) improved parenting skills and 

the setting of realistic expectations of the child(ren), 

(7) increasing the parent's awareness of internal con

flicts and dynamics, (8) setting consistent limits so 

that the children can form a basis for reality testing. 83 

Group counseling, self-help and professional help 

for abusive parents serve several specific purposes: (1) 

to show members that they are not alone in their abusive 

behavior, (2) to provide an opportunity to discuss 

parenting issues, (3) to enable parents to search their 

own background for bad parenting experiences, (4) to de

crease their isolation, (5) to improve their communica

tion skills, and (6) to explore everyday types of 

problems and suggest solutions. If the group is pro

fessional, a male and a female leader, working jointly 

can demonstrate a healthy interpersonal relationship. 

Therapy should be very concrete to overcome the parent's 

suspiciousness, hostility, and resistance. Concrete 

"giving" by the counselor is needed to gain trust. 

Denial should be confronted in an ego-supportive 

manner by supporting the client but also by producing 
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a sufficiently high level of anxiety to produce changes. 

Parents often totally deny the abuse of their children. 

It may not be important for them to ever admit to the 

worker that they abused their children. What is im

portant is that they are willing to make some changes 

in their parenting skills and in their view of themselves. 

Abuse is a symptom of other problems. Some parents are 

very dependent and need the therapist to act like a 

parent, providing warmth, security and direction. The 

counselor must be aware of this transference and counter

transference and be willing to set firm but gentle lim

its. One of the problems in the parent-child relation

ship may be a lack of acceptance of the parenting role 

on the part of the parent; there may be a sibling-like 

relationship between the parent and the child. Workers 

also must be aware of the possibility of sibling rivalry 

during therapy between the parent and the child for the 

affection or attention of the therapist. 

The parents should be educated in normal child 

development, so that their expectations for a child's be

havior will be more appropriate. This is sometimes done 

in mother-infant play groups or in family or group 

therapy. 

If the children are young (under the age of nine) 

play therapy may be used as part of the treatment. The 
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\ child is encouraged to express feelings by using dolls, 

play houses, art materials, etc. Some children are very 

depressed and need to be involved in more activities, 

1 starting with those in which they are interested with 

the gradual addition of others. 

Children who are anxious need greater limit setting, 

caring, and dealing with feelings in a positive, safe, 

verbal manner. As therapy begins, the child may be con

fused by the different values being presented and by a 

conflict of loyalties between the needed and loved parent 

and the therapist. Children are often reluctant to dis

cuss any abusive acts because of fear or a sense of 

loyalty to their parents. 

Psychological improvement between the parent and 

child falls into six areas: 

1. The parent sees the child as an in

dividual, rather than as an extension 

of the parent or representing anyone 

or anything else. 

2. The parent enjoys the child. 

3. The parents' expectations of the child 

are age-appropriate. 

4. The parent is able to tolerate the 

child's negative behavior. 

5. The parent can allow the child to re-
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ceive emotional "goodies" from people 

outside the family. The relationship 

is less symbiotic and the family has 

more extensive contacts in the community. 

6. The parent is comfortable about expres

sing positive effect directly to the 

child. 84 

Psychological improvements in the parents include: 

(1) decreased isolation; (2) increased pleasure in life; 

(3) increased self-esteem; (4) the ability to use life

lines; (5) improved handling of stresses and crisis; 

(6) more realistic self-expectation; (7) alternative 

ways of dealing with anger; (8) fewer pathological in

terpersonal realtionships; and (9) utilization of ther-

85 apy and treatment. 

Therapy with abusive families is similar to therapy 

with other families or individuals. Persistence and the 

ability to see all sides of the abusive parent, pleasant 

and unpleasant, are necessary for successful treatment. 

Workers must confront and deal with their own feelings 

regarding family violence before they can help violent 

families objectively and effectively. Success at one 

simple task is important to the abusing parent who may 

seldom have felt success at anything. Long hard work 

will help these families stay together and grow. 
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Child abuse is a family problem and must be treated 

accordingly. Psychological factors, social factors, and 

the constellation of the individual family, all contri

bute to the abusive act. People who abuse their children 

are often viewed by social workers and other human ser

vice professionals as ''bad" people, when in reality they 

are probably frustrated, ignorant, or lonely. 
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SPOUSAL ABUSE 

HISTORICAL, SOCIOLOGICAL, LEGAL AND TREATMENT PERSPECTIVES 

Violence between spouses is not a new phenomenon. 

Such popular jokes or folk sayings as "When did you stop 

beating your wife?" or "A woman, a horse and a hickory 

tree. The more you beat them the better they be," have 

existed as long as marriage itself. English Common 

Law gave husbands the right to "chastise" their wives. 

In 1824, the United States Supreme Court acknowledged 

the husband's right to beat his wife. John Stuart Mill, 

in 1869, stated: 

"From the earliest twilight of human society 
every woman •.. was found in a state of bondage 
to some man •.. How vast is the number of men, in 
any great country, who are little higher than 
brutes, and ... this never prevents them from 
being able, through the laws of marriage to 
obtain a victim ••. The vilest malefactor has 
some wretched woman tied to him, against whom 
he can commit any atrocity except killing her-
and even that he can do without too much danger 
of legal penalty." 1 

American law, based on English Common Law, has a 

tradition permissive of wife battering. Before 1887, it 

was legally the husband's right to beat his wife. In 

1924 for example, the court in Mississippi held that 

some "moderate form of chastisement ... should be allowed 

in order to enforce the salutary restraint of domestic 

discipline." This ruling also sought to protect the 

husband from his wife's attempts to prosecute him. 2 
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In 1874, the Supreme Court of the United States 

made it illegal for a man to beat his wife. The decision 

added, however, "if no permanent injury has been inflict

ed nor malice nor dangerous violence shown by the husband 

it is better to draw the curtains, shut out public gaze 

and leave the parties to forgive and forget." As re

cently as 1975 judges still attempted to make out-of

court informal settlements in situations of wife abuse 

because they considered it a better way to deal with 

"these matters". 

In Christian tradition as well as in biblical 

sources, women were considered property, to be used by 

the men to whom they belonged, first their fathers, then 

their husbands. An example from the book of Judges 

(Chapter 19-20) describes a man turning over his con

cubine/wife to a mob who rapes her until she dies. 

This is done in order to protect a stranger who is a 

guest from being sodomized. After he finds that she is 

dead, he "divided her, limb by limb, into twelve pieces 

3 and sent her throughout all the borders of Israel." 

The male image of God which, according to Christian 

tradition implies that women are inferior to men, and 

the creation myth, which shows women to be the source 

of evil in the world in both Christian and Jewish 

traditions provide some justification for control of 

women by men. This serves as a basis for the British 
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and American legal system. 

Even though the laws have changed and it is no 

longer legal for men to beat their wives, many still do 

so and "folkways" permitting such action still prevail. 

Gayford gave the following account in his 1975 book: 

"He hit me with his fists, feet, and bottles, 
smashing me to the floor; then he started to 
kick, sometimes with repeated blows to the 
face and other parts of the body. He has 
kicked me in the ribs and broken them, he 
has tried to strangle me and banged my head 
against the floor. During my marriage of 
nearly four years I have received constant 
bruises all over my body, this has been more 
so during pregnancy. I have received black 
eyes, cut lips, and a swollen nose. Most of 
my bruises have been to the scalp where they 
don't show. On one occasion I had bruises to 
the throat and abdomen and was unable to speak; 
on admission to the hospital I was found to 
have multiple injuries and broken ribs. 11 4 

Not all incidents and descriptions are as dramatic, 

but all deserve the same attention and understanding. 

The following is a survey of social work and professional 

literature regarding spousal abuse. 

DEFINITION 

Many definitions have been offered for spousal as

sault as well as for woman or wife battering. Flynn 

defined spousal assault as "the act of physical attack 

by one spouse on another; pushing, slapping, punching, 

kicking, knifing, shooting or throwing an object with 

the intent to do bodily harm. 115 He further states: "The 
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readings and data collected ... clearly indicated that 

while both men and women are assaulters and victims, the 

overwhelming conclusion must be reached that the primary 

and prevailing problem is wife assault or wife beating. 116 

Tidmarsh defines violence in marriage as "serious 

or repeated physical injury of one partner to the 

7 
other." Moore uses the following definitions of woman 

battering: "deliberate, severe, and repeated physical 

injury •.. with the minimal injury being severe bruising. 118 

Fleming gives the most inclusive definition of 

spousal abuse, the definition to be used in this study. 

This definition does not deal with degree of violence, 

but only with its existence. She also includes restraint 

from, or forcing into activity as part of her definition. 

The term "battered women" refers to adult 
women who have been intentionally physically 
abused in ways that caused pain or injury or 
who were forced into involuntary action or 
who were restrained by force from voluntary 
action by adult men with whom they have or had 
established relationships, usually involving 
sexual intimacy, whether or not within a 
legally married state. 

Battering is a willful assault on another to 
cause, or attempt to, harm, with or without 
provocation, i.e., onesided aggressive acts 
that may or may not be defended against (sado
masochistic practices for mutual sexual enjoy
ment are excluded). The term "battered" does 
not include non-physical types of abuse, such 
intimidation, harrassment, threats, or other 
forms of psychological coercion unless they 
occur in conjunction with physical force or 
injury. Although these are undeniably 
damaging, painful and injurious, the scope of 
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this phenomenon, is being restricted to bodily 
injury. 9 

Fleming's definition, then, also includes marital 

rape, defined as "forced sexual relations between hus

band and wife.« 10 

Incident of Abuse 

The actual number of people involved in or subjected 

to spousal abuse is not known, due to the difficulty of 

gathering accurate statistics. Police reports are ambi

guous, spousal violence being categorized sometimes as a 

civil and sometimes as a criminal complaint. Many at

tacks are not reported. Those reports that are made, 

often show only the age and sex of the assailant, but do 

not reflect the relationship between the victim and 

assaulter. 

Family agencies and mental health clinics generally 

do not keep records regarding spousal abuse. They are 

more likely to make reference to a client's sadomasochis-

. 1 . h' h' · d · ll tic re ations 1p or masoc 1st1c ten encies. Ball 

notes, however, that in case records which mention vio

lence, 49 percent involve violence within the marital 

1 . h' 12 re ations 1p. 

Nationally, family disturbance is one of the most 

frequent reasons for police intervention. In 1968, 

13 Barnes estimated that more police calls involve family 
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conflict than do calls for all criminal incidents, in

cluding murder, rape, non-family assault, robberies 

and muggings. Schluyer reports that of all assaults 

recorded in 1974, in two Michigan counties, assaults 

against wives comprised 43 percent and 40 percent respec-

. l 14 tive y. 

Flynn states that in his catchment area, approxi

mately 10 percent of the families experience conjugal 

violence. He states that, in nonfatal assaults, the 

victim is almost always female. Men and women appear, 

however, to be equally likely to kill each other. 15 

Both Levinger and O'Brien
16 

studied the incidence 

of violence reported by divorcing couples. O'Brien 

states that 17 percent of the couples studied spontan

eously mentioned violence as a major complaint. 

Lunde17 reported in 1975 that approximately 40 

percent of homicides in the United States involve one 

spouse killing the other. 

The most thorough studies of conjugal violence have 

been conducted by Gelles and Straus. In a study pub

lished in 197718 , Straus stated that 3.8 percent of his 

2,143 respondents reported at least one incident of 

severe violence in the past year. The average number of 

severe incidents per year for the sample was 2.4. Twenty 

eight percent of the couples included in his study also 



reported at least one incident of violence during the 

duration of their marriage, with 5.4 percent of the 

respondents reporting severe beatings. Straus further 

stresses that it is likely that these figures are lower 

than the actual incidence because of the stigma and 

shame involved in discussing this matter. 

Gelles19 studied a sample of forty identified 

violent families which were matched with forty neighbor 

families who had never reported violence. Over 50 per

cent of the eighty families (forty-four) reported at 

least one incident of violence in the past year, with 

twenty-one (or 26 percent of the total) involved in 

violence on a regular basis (from six times per year to 

everyday). Of the neighbor families, who had never 

officially reported any incidents of violence, 37 per

cent told of at least one incident of violence during 

the preceding year while 12 percent were involved in 

violence on a regular basis. Gelles also found that men 

were slightly more likely to hit than women and do so 

with much greater frequency. Carlson found in a 1977 

20 study that of the women who turned to the National 

Organization of Women for services as a result of abuse, 

25 percent of the women had been assaulted once in the 

preceding year. Fifty percent had been assaulted three 

to eight times; 14 percent had been assaulted monthly; 
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and 11 percent more often than once a month. 

It is important to note that in both the Gelles and 

Straus studies, the incidence of violence on the part of 

men and women is almost equal. This must be contrasted, 

however, with the frequency and outcome of the assault. 

Men are likely to hit with greater frequency and are 

much more likely to cause harm short of death. Women, it 

appears, are more likely to become violent, and even 

d . lf d f 21 . 22 h mur er in se e ense. Steinmetz reports tat, 

while women are almost as likely to strike out as are 

men, the men are more likely to do severe damage, 

probably because of their greater physical strength. 

This superiority may be levelled by the greater use of 

weapons by women, which is probably the reason women 

are at least likely to kill their spouses as men are 

to kill women. 

Though Jewish women are rarely seen in official 

statistics in the United States, regarding wife batter

ing, informal studies conducted in Israel indicate that 

Jewish wife battering does occur. One such report 

states that between 5 and 10 percent of Israeli women 

. 1 d . b . . 23 are invo ve in a usive marriages Another informal 

poll, conducted by a shelter director, places the 

24 figure near 20 percent. 

Though these studies show a fairly wide variation 

in the incidence of spousal violence, they strongly 



show this to be a major social problem. 25 Even Straus' 

relatively low figure of 3.8 percent yields an estimated 

national figure of 1.8 million women who are severly 

beaten by their husbands. On the basis of Gelles' 

26 
study, 60 percent of the married couples use violence 

as a method of marital interaction. From this informa

tion, it is not possible to ascertain whether spousal 

violence is increasing or decreasing. It can only be 

stated that spousal abuse is a phenomenon of large 

proportion, needing further research and intervention. 

Frequency And Types of Assault 

Flynn reports, in his 1977 study of spousal assault 

in Kalamazoo, Michigan, that wife battering usually oc

curs at home, most frequently at night and during the 

weekend. Frequencies range from daily to twice a year. 

The assault usually involves more than a slap; weapons 

were often used and the women feared for their lives. 

In Carlson's study of women who sought help from 

NOw,
28 

25 percent of the 71 respondents had only been 

assaulted once or twice in the previous year; 50 percent 

had been assaulted three to eight times; 14 percent had 

been assaulted monthly; and 11 percent had been assault

ed more frequently than once a month. 50 percent of the 

cases reported involved the use of a weapon; 60 percent 

of these were household objects, such as a shoe, an 



electric sander or a hockey stick. Twenty-five percent 

of the weapons were guns, 16 percent were knives. 

29 Straus, describes a "conflict tactics scale~ 

which was used to gather information regarding spousal 

abuse. The list of items committed by one spouse on the 

other include: (1) threw things at the spouse, (2) push

ed, grabbed, shoved the spouse, (3) slapped the spouse, 

(4) kicked or hit with fist, (5) hit or tried to hit 

with something, (6) beat up spouse, (7) threatened with 

a knife or gun, or (8) used knife or gun. 

In his study of violence between spouses, Gelles 

lists various types of violence used. Eighteen husbands 

reported pushing or shoving their wives: one wife did 

this to her husband. Twenty-two husbands threw objects, 

eleven wives did so. Thirty-two husbands and twenty 

wives slapped, hit with the open hand, scratched or 

grabbed their spouse. Twenty-five husbands and nine 

• wives punched or kicked. Four husbands pushed down 

their wives. Three husbands and four wives hit with a 

hard object, nine husbands choked their wives. One wife 

threatened her husband with a knife. Three husbands 

threatened their wife with a gun. 30 

Pregnancy was frequently associated with battering. 

Gelles 31 t th t f th f t f f . repor s a o e or y- our cases o vio-

lence in his sample, ten wives reported being beaten 

while pregnant. Winn32 reports that abused women who 



have been repeatedly kicked and beaten during pregnancy 

often bear children who are mentally retarded, blind or 

subject to epileptic fits. In one study city, four out 

of twenty women suffered miscarriages as a result of 

battering. 

38 
Gayford reports that the injuries in wife bat-

tering are usually to the soft tissue especially of 

the face, with black eyes the most common. Sites of 

bruising were most usually in the area of the eyes and 

jaw, but many occurred above the hairline and were not 

visible. 

In her description of the cycle of battering, 

Walker
34 

discusses three phases of battering: (1) the 

tension building phase, (2) the acute phase, and (3) 

idealization. She also states that the assaults usually 

tend to escalate throughout the relationship. During 

this repeated cycle, the likelihood increase~ that the 

woman might be killed. 

Characteristics of the Abused Woman 

There are two principal ways in which the abused 

woman is described in the literature. The first is 

based on the psychoanalytic view of women as having 

highly masochistic tendencies. The second is drawn from 

the feminist persepective and uses a more sociological 
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framework. 

35 
Schultz gives the following description of bat-

tered women: They are basically sadomasochistic, in 

that they enjoy being abused and have a need to be abused. 

The problem of battering, therefore, is difficult to 

eradicate, as its roots lie deep in the psyche of the 

woman. Battered women are described as instigating 

assaults through antagonistic verbal behavior (for 

example, nagging or insults). The underlying assumption 

of Schultz's view is that if women refrained from 

verbal abuse, they would not be battered. 

Schultz describes these women as "very masculine, 

outspoken, and domineering," (i.e. castrating). They 

are also said to have a tendency "to exploit and profit 

from their husband's passivity and dependency." 

Deutsch36 gives a more detailed description of the 

widely accepted theory of female masochism. Masochism 

is one of three characteristics Freud attributes to 

women. Deutsch describes the instinctual development 

of the female in terms of a biological process. Similar 

developmental patterns, she feels, can be seen in most 

cultures. She points out that the women's attraction to 

suffering is incomparably stronger than that of men even 

though this is consciously rejected. Unconsciously, as 

this desire for suffering exists, the health of the 

woman depends on how she assimilates and utilizes her 
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feminine masochism. Deutsch states that the battered 

woman goes beyond normal female masochism, and therefore, 

shows a pathological character, through boundaries be

tween the normal and the pathological are fluid. Deutsch 

explains that all attempts to help the battered woman are 

bound to fail because even when freed from external fi

nancial dependence, she seeks to be subjugated again by 

brutal, unreliable and weak men. 

The feminist-oriented literature regards the psycho

analytic model as one which blames the victim for the 

injury. 37 
Schuyler states that: 

"although many post-Freudian clinicians have 
found this (masochism) explanation satisfactory 
it fails to address other social variables 
that might account for a woman's decision to 
tolerate being abused." 

She feels that it is the changing social status of 

women which permits the recognition of wife-battering as 

a problem. 

The literature with a sociological, rather than a 

psychoanalytic, base locates the causes of battering in 

h 1 1 f k 1 . 38 d ·1 h I t e cu tura ramewor. F eming eta1 st e womans 

role in society as a basis for understanding the reasons 

the woman tolerates abuse. She cites Metzger's com

ments to the.effect that women have internalized the 

societal view, that they are the property of men and 

to be subordinate to them. Battering, thus, is seen by 

them as their just due. Consequently, battered women 
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view themselves as having failed in their primary roles 

of wife, mate and mother, and as being responsible for 

being beaten. 

The sociologically-oriented literature states that 

the battered woman's behavior and psychological pattern 

are situationally-induced rather than resulting from 

39 
deficits of personalty. Cooper describes ways the im-

pact of these situations may manifest itself: The woman 

is emotionally and financially dependent and has a lack 

of knowledge of day-to-day living skills. She maintains 

a negative self-image, which is reinforced by each 

battering incident. She may often hold traditional 

values and feel that in terms of her own and her child

ren's interests, it is better to stay married than to 

suffer the stigma of divorce. She maintains a high 

level of anger, which is usually internalized, leading 

to passivity, panic, guilt and intense fear. The sup

pressed feelings may manifest themselves in nightmares, 

psychosomatic disorder and fear of insanity. Shame and 

embarrassment not only prevent the women from seeking 

help, but also cause them to be isolated, to lack social 

. h . hb 41 supports, or even contact wit ne1g ors. 

Prescott and Letko reported that 82 percent of the 

women in their study were fearful after the most recent 

battering episode; 90 percent reported anger. Seventy

five percent reported depression; 68 percent reported 
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feeling trapped; 58 percent felt helpless. Twenty-six 

percent felt "guilty", 33 percent "humiliated". A 

quarter of the respondents recounted feeling either "in

adequate, unworthy, or unattractive", as a result of 

marital violence. Seventy-three percent of the respon-

dents experienced a decrease in the quality of their 

sexual relationships. Nearly three-fourths indicated 

that the violence had led to a general distrust of men 

and a fear of remarriage. Surprisingly, 84 percent of 

the women who responded could pinpoint at least one 

positive outcome of the violence. In most of these cases 

it was being able to establish new relationships by 

reaching out or seeking others that w~s seen as a posi

tive result. As these women began to find new sources 

of approval, they were more able to leave the abusive 

marriages. 

Characteristics of the Abuser 

Faulk42 studied 23 men who were in custody for 

assaulting their wives. A minority of the cases were 

men with immature and aggressive personalities. Most 

were apparently stable people who had been under pro

longed stress or individuals suffering from a psychotic 

process. At the time of the wife battering, nine of 

the twenty-three exhibited no psychiatric abnormality, 



but five showed depression; one dementia; three delusion

al jealousy; one post-head injury syndrome; two anxiety 

state and two personality disorder. The men were also 

categorized dynamically as (a) husbands who were depen

dent and passive (nine), (b) dependent and suspicious 

(four), (c) violent and bullying (one), (d) dominating 

(five), and (e) stable and affectionate (four). 

43 
Straus agrees only with part of the above state-

ments. He feels that wife battering is a sociocultural

ly-based phenomenon and that only two to three percent of 

the batterers are psychotic. 

Eisenberg and Michlow
44 

found that neither batterer 

nor their victims fell into any particular age group, 

occupational category, educational achievement level, 

physical size, duration of marriage or family size. In 

this study, 25 percent of the assailants were unemployed, 

50 percent earned middle incomes, the remaining 25 per

cent were white collar professionals. 

Certain personality characteristics have been found 

t b · t d 'th b tt · Del uarti·n45 descri'bes o e asocia e wi a ering. Pl 

the men as angry, resentful, suspicious, competitive, 

moody and tense. They tend to feel helpless, fearful, 

inadequate, insecure, jealous, and frustrated. Many are 

also alcoholics. This information was gathered from 

descriptions given by the battered women. 

46 
In his discussion of fa1nily violence, Goode states 
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that men who command limited social, psychological and 

verbal resources are more likely to use physical force. 

Gelles
47 

has found that many battering men have been 

battered or observed battering in their family of origin. 

Fleming 48 states that batterers are not necessarily 

psychotic, but may show a personality or a character 

disorder, using extensive projection. She states that 

though alcohol or substance abuse may appear to be the 

cause of violence, in actuality the abused substance 

only serves as a release which permits the expression of 

aggression. She observed four personality types among 

abusers: the controller, the defender, the approval-seek-

er, and the incorporator. She also lists eleven common 

characteristics of abusers: heavy drinking or drug use, 

abuse during courtship, extreme jealousy and the need to 

keep the woman isolated, a history of having been abused 

as a child or of having witnessed abuse of the mother by 

the father, an inability to tolerate frustration, a vio

lent temper, often sparked by little things, cruelty 

to animals associated with great enjoyment of hunting for 

the sake of killing animals or abuse of pets, preoccu

pation with weapons, a poor self image, insecurity about 

their own masculinity, a pattern of blaming others, 

particularly their wife, for problems, acceptance of 

violence as an appropriate problem-solving method, and 

69 



unemployment or a high level of job dissatisfaction. She 

also found that abusers tend to have very stereotypical 

views of male-female roles. 

Socio-Cultural Aspects 

Recently, a large body of literature has emerged on 

the sociocultural basis of spousal violence. Murray 

49 50 . Straus contends in several of his articles that vio-

lence between spouses is tolerated because of cultural 

norms which validate violence. He cites the National 

Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence51 

which found that one out of every four Americans agreed 

that it is acceptable for a man to hit his wife. Re

ferring to the learning model of Bandura, he states that 

the pervasively high level of violence in American so

ciety leads to more violence in the home. Sexism, and 

the inferior role to which woman are assigned, he feels, 

play a role in wife battering. The male-dominated, 

hierachical structure of the general society acts as a 

model of power-distribution for the family and supports 

the use of violence to maintain the status quo. 

Gelles52 describes a number of socio-cultural 

factors that play a role in marital violence. He finds 

that if a woman's educational or occupational status 

is higher than that of her husband, there is greater 

• 



likelihood of violence. That is, if there is a departure 

from the cultural norms of masculine and feminine be

havior, there is a greater tendency toward violence. Men 

who fall into the under-employed bracket, who work at 

low level, low paying jobs, Gelles found, are more likely 

to be violent than either· adequately paid or unemployed 

men. He feels, therefore, that families who experience 

more structural stress are more likely to become violent. 

He outlines five propositions which form the basis for 

the social structural theory of violence: 

(1) Violence is a response to particular 

structural and situational stimuli. 

(2) Stress is differentially distributed in 

social structures. 

(3) Exposure to and experience with violence. 

as a child teaches the child that violence 

is a response to structural and situation

al stimuli. 

(4) Individuals in different social positions 

are differentially exposed, as children, 

to situations in which they may "learn" 

violence and, as an adult, to structural 

and situational stimuli to which violence 

is a response. 

(5) Individuals are likely to use violence to-



wards family members differentially as a 

result of learning experiences and structural 

casual factors that lead to violence. 

53 . 54 
Flynn and Straus and Steinmentz refute the no-

tions which tends to support the prevalence of higher 

levels of violence among those of lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Flynn's study of violent families produced 

a sample of people of generally higher educational and 

economic levels, leading him to conclude that the prob-

lem runs the range of socioeconomic indicators. Stein-

metz and Straus describe the view of abuse as a lower 

class phenomenon as "the class myth". In a study of 

college students55 regarding violence between their 

parents in the previous years, there were as many dif

ferences within each socioeconomic bracket with regard 

to abusive incidents as there were among different class 

levels. Steinmetz and Straus state that violence shows 

up more regularly among lower income groups because they 

are more likely to become involved with social control 

agencies such as the police which keep records of such 

incidents. Higher socioeconomic groups use private 

resources which do not keep records, and they therefore 

do not appear in official statistics. This may help to 

explain the relative absence of Jewish cases in public 

agency and police statistics. 



Legal Aspects 

The legal basis for reporting of spousal abuse are 

not as clear as those of child abuse. Three states-

California, Oregon and New York--have laws under which 

a battered wife may file a charge. In the remaining 

forty-seven states, charges of wife battering fall into 

the category of assault and are filed accordingly. If 

assault or battering charges are filed, a batterer may 

be forced into mandatory counselling by the court, if 

convicted. 

Hospitals and physicians are required, under Cali

fornia law, to report the name, address, type of assualt, 

nature, and extent of injury of each victim of a violent 

. h h . . 56 crime tat comes tot eir attention. 

Spousal abuse should be reported to the police under 

the requirement of this law, but the report does not 

result in the prosecution of the offender because it is 

not a formal police report. 

Family members may be reluctant to report incidents 

of spousal abuse for fear of retribution, since the 

current law does not provide for the protection of abused 

individuals once the case has reached the courts. 

The new California domestic violence act, Senate 

Bill 9, recently passed by the State legislature, goes 

into effect July 1980. It will provide such protection 
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against retribution by the prosecuted party. 

The new laws provisions are outlined below: 

The existing law until July 1, 1980 authorizes a 

court to grant a temporary restraining order (TRO), with 

or without notice, to restrain any person, upon a show

ing of reasonable proof of past acts of violence arising 

within a marital or other domestic relationship. This 

order is to assure a period of separation, which, how

ever, does not exceed thirty days. 

The new law will be a Domestic Violence Prevention 

Act, which will: permit family or household members to 

file for TRO's to prevent domestic violence where 

violence may or may not have already occurred; permit 

the court to restrain any party from molesting, abusing, 

threatening, sexually assaulting or doing any such acts 

to specifically named family members; permit the court 

to order the abusive party to leave the dwelling if that 

party assaults or threatens to assault other household 

members; expand the court's authority to issue further 

orders relating to custody and visitation, monetary com

pensation of victims for costs incurred due to domestic 

violence, medical or psychiatric treatment of either 

party or toward legal fees to the prevailing party; 

extend the length of the TRO's from 30 days to 90 days, 

while allowing the court authority to renew such orders; 



ensure the delivery of the TRO to the local law enforce

ment agency; require law enforcement agencies to keep 

files of TRO's files in cases of domestic violence. 

If the temporary restraining order is violated, the 

abuser is guilty of a-misdemeanor and may be sentenced to 

up to six months incarceration and a 500 dollar fine, 

in addition to any sentence handed down for the actual 

behavior. The advantage of obtaining a temporary re

straining order is that the police are required by law 

to respond. This is not the case with reports of do

mestic violence to which police may hestitate to respond. 

There is good reason, however, for this reticence and 

hesitancy. As many as 51 percent of the deaths of on

duty officers occur during responses to domestic dispute 

calls. 

In the instance of sexual abuse or wife rape, the 

wife may file rape charges against her husband while 

she is still living with him in only three states 

Oregon, California and Nebraska. In Michigan and six 

other states, rape charges may be filed if the couple is 

separated or divorce, 

Implications for Social Work 

. h 1 11 S . 5 8 d th Nico s, Ge es, Straus, teinmetz an many o ers 

stress the importance of sociological and epidemiological 
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research of spousal abuse as a vital necessity to dispel 

myths and to help adequately define the problem. Des

criptive research can help social workers recognize and 

deal with the phenomenon with a more solid knowledge 

base. 

Many factors, however, militate against the change 

in the workers' attitudes. One of the major difficulties 

has been workers' belief in the importance of the family, 

d · · . h 1 59 1 · h an its maintenance at any cost. Nie o s out ines t e 

way in which psychological explanations of behavior (as 

opposed to a more integrated psychosocial model) are 

used to the detriment of a battered woman. She also 

states that workers fear appearing to be allied too 

strongly with the feminist movement. Issues of violence 

stimulate feelings of fear, anger and frustration on the 

part of the worker, which, when not explored by the 

worker openly, reinforce the woman's lack of self-esteem. 

Many methods have been suggested for work with 

clients involved in situations of spousal abuse. Ba11 60 

outlines casework intervention techniques for working 

with issues of violence. Responding to the client's 

urgency with early and additional appointments is neces

sary. The worker should recognize the client's distress 

with empathy and thereby lessen the client's alienation. 

The mobilization of cognitive resources is a way to 



prevent further occurrences. By helping the client pre

dict what he or she fears will happen, ways to avoid 

this situation can be explored. The worker should be 

accessible during a period when the client is extremely 

upset. Ball also recommends working with the client to 

develop and utilize support systems. The client's feel

ings and actions which contribute to the violence are to 

be explored, so that the dynamics which precipitate vio

lence can be better understood and controlled. Plans 

for the client's future needs to be explored. 

Elbow
61 

discusses four types of men who are abusive 

and ways to help the woman who is battered in each 

syndrome. She stresses the importance of the worker's 

not appearing to be too negative in his or her attitude 

toward the abuser, as the woman is often very protective 

of him. Her ambivalence must be recognized. 

The worker should help the woman find ways to avoid 

the abuse. Three options are available to the battered 

woman: she can leave, she can stay and hope that her 

husband will change or she can stay and relinquish hope 

for change. The intervention process must allow the 

woman to explore all options and make her own decision. 

Continued counseling to build self-esteem may lead women 

who choose either of the two latter options to be able 

to plan for and eventually carry out intentions to 

leave the situation. Elbow describes three indicators 



of readiness to leave: planning, investment in the 

self as a person and coming to grips with the reality of 

her situation. A woman must be allowed to move through 

these stages at her own pace, regardless of the frustra

tion of the worker. 

Fl · 62 1 · . h h d b d eming out 1nes many options tats oul e ma e 

available to battered women and abusive men. Individual 

counseling should be offered which does not blame the 

woman for the violence. Support groups for battered 

women should be made available both for women who decide 

to leave an abusive home and those who choose to stay. 

Assertiveness training is an important option. 

Men should also have counseling options, according 

t Fl 
. 63 o eming. Work should be geared toward goal-setting 

and contracting aimed at the elimination of violent be

havior. Support groups for battered men are an option. 

Saunders 64 recommends both counseling the man and 

the couple, with a strong emphasis on the use of con

tracting. He recommends an approach which involves 

asking direct questions concerning potential danger to 

the woman and the children and setting up aversive 

contingencies if the man becomes abusive. He also sug

gests working with the abuser to help him recognize 

the physiological "warning" signs that signal an 

imminent loss of control. This will hopefully increase 

his ability to disengage before he becomes violent. 



Family treatment is also recommended for the women, 

men, and children who are involved in abusive situa-

. 65 tions. 

Options other than treatment should be made avail-

bl t b tt d Fl . d . 66 67 a e o a ere women. eming an Martin strong-

ly support the establishment of battered women's 

shelters. They state that the reason many women stay in 

abusive homes is that they have nowhere else to go. 

Enough shelters will eliminate this impediment. Gelles 68 

69 
and Scott call the establishment of hotlines for both 

battering men and women in order to m_eet their immediate 

often emergency -- needs. 

70 
Flynn recommends the development of a resource 

service which would coordinate existing resources, 

mount a community education campaign about the problem 

of family violence and would reach out to victims and 

assaulters in order to offer services to them. Fleming71 

also recommends the establishment of a coalition to deal 

with all aspects of the problem in a coordinated way. 

SUMMARY 

Cultural norms and general societal attitudes about 

violence cause and maintain the problem of spousal abuse. 

The traditional roles to which women have been socialized 

have caused women, until recently, to accept the vio

lence done to them. 

As these norms and values have begun to change, 
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there has been attention given to these problems. 

Spousal violence does not exist in a vacuum, however. 

It is only one component of the larger pattern of 

family violence. 
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FAMILY VIOLENCE - A SYSTEMS APPROACH 

Recently, a body of sociological literature has 

developed which sees child abuse and spousal abuse as 

growing from a common source. In their book, Violence in 

h ·1 d . l 1 h . t e Fami y, Straus an Steinmetz exp ore t e social set-

ting of the family that allows it to be a place where 

conflict and physical violence are a regular part of the 

interaction. They outline the idealized socially-sanc

tioned view of the family as the seat of harmony and 

love, a view which tends to obscure the existence of 

violence. They stipulate that conflict is fundamental 

to a heirarchical society. As the family has tradition

ally been hierarchical and patriarchal, violence, they 

feel, is fundamental to the family. They conclude that, 

though myths to the contrary are maintained, violence 

in the family is not at all abnormal. They support their 

view with statistics, including findings from the 

National Commission on Causes and Prevention of Violence 

to the effect that approximately one-third of the pop

ulation is spanked frequently as children, and one in 

five men approve of the slapping of a wife's face. 

2 
Gelles and Straus list twelve factors which con-

tribute to the family's special vulnerability to vio

lence: ( 1) the large amount of II time at risk II in terms 

of number of hours the family spends together (2) the 

broad range of activities and interests that the family 
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engages in, leaving many opportunities for failure to 

meet expectations, (3) the intensity of emotional in

volvement of the family members with one another which 

makes disappointments more painful, (4) activities which 

impinge on those of other family members, leading to 

conflict, (5) the fact that family members, have the 

right to exert influence over another, (6) differences in 

sex and age which make the family an arena for culture 

conflicts, such as "the battle of the sexes" or "genera

tional conflict", (7) the fact that roles within the 

family, culturally, are ascribed according to biological 

rather than interest and competence-related basis. This 

is particularly true of the sexist structure of the 

family), (8) family privacy which insulates the family 

from both social controls and assistance, (9) involun

tary membership, both due to birth and to other social, 

physical and legal aspects which often eliminate the po

tential of conflict resolution by leaving the situation, 

(10) high levels of stress because of the very nature of 

family relationships and developmental crisis, (11) nor

mative approval, culturally, for the use of violence 

within the family in ways that would not be tolerated 

outside of the family, (12) socialization into violence 

and its generalization into new and similar situations. 

The use of violence by those who love is learned by 

children and later incorporated into the behavior of 
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adults. 

The fact that this transmission of violence through 

the generations occur, has been documented in many stud-

ies. 3 Gelles reports that many in his sample who were 

abusive towards their spouses, were also exposed to 

conjugal violence as children and had been frequent 

victims of parental violence (50 percent of abusive 

spouses had observed violence between their parents, 

while only 30 percent who were not abusive had observed 

such violence). 

in her study. 

4 
Carlson also reports this observation 

She found that one-third of her victims 

of wife battering and one half of the batterers had ob

served violence between their parents. Helfer and 

Kempe 5 states that abused children are likely to become 

abusive adults. 6 
Gelles states that violent techniques 

are passed on from one generation to the next, in a 

sense suggesting that family violence is the product of 

the learning of a script for violent family interaction 

including the justifications for the use of violence. 

A tendency to approve the use of violence as a result of 

having witnessed or experienced violence as a child has 

been documented. 

In addition to the generational linkages for vio

lence, many types of violence exist, often in the same 

family. Physical punishment of children is used by at 



least 90 percent of parents, even through the end of high 

school. 

Almost as common as physical punishment of children 

is violence between siblings. Straus states that almost 

two thirds of the sample studied had hit or been hit by 

a brother or sister during the year they were seniors 

in high school. He concludes that this is further indi

cation of the fact that violence which is considered 

reprehensible outside the family is acceptable inside 

the family. 7 

Basic to this conceptualization of family violence 

is the understanding of the family as an interrelated 

and interdependent system. Not only is the family in

ternally interrelated, it is also influenced by exyernal 

social and cultural forces. One system cannot be sep

arated from the other, just as different types of vio

lence within the family cannot be isolated from others. 

Gelles8 has developed a framework which summarizes this 

(fig.1). 

It is im~ortant to note that while there is documen

tation in studies of the existence and causation of in

trafamilial violence, the general populace denies its 

existence in normative families. Steinmetz and Straus
9 

outline social myths which permit this: (1) the myth of 

family consensus and harmony, (2) the class myth, (3) 

the sex-link myth, (4) the cathartic-release myth. These 
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myths in effect, deny the existence of family violence, or 

justify it, as in the catharsis notion of violence, as 

not really being violent. These attitudes cause families 

who do experience violence, either to deny that the fam

ily is violent or to feel too much shame and stigma about 

its existence. If it is assumed that only abnormal fam

ilies engage in violence, then violent families can be 

dealt with as outcasts with strong social sanction 

against the admission of the use of violence by "normal" 

families. The stigma attached to admission of the use of 

violence in families tends to decrease the likelihood of 

public admission of the problem. The lack of admission 

and discussion of the problem by batterers, their victim

s, and the community allows society to maintain its myth 

that the problem does not exist. This vicious cycle, 

reinforcing the isolation of the violent families and 

their ostracism reinforces the cyclical nature of 

family violence itself. 
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A JEWISH PERSPECTIVE ON FAMILY VIOLENCE 

Traditional Jewish sources offer an important per

spective with regard to physical violence in the Jewish 

family. Two central areas of concern emerge regarding 

the Jewish family from the rabbinic literature. One en

compasses the roles and responsibilities of the marriage 

partners contained in part, in the codification of Jewish 

marriage law. The second concerns the relationship and 

responsibilites between parents and children. 

There are certain traditional expectations regarding 

the marital couple. It is assumed in Jewish law that 

there are to be mutual respect and caring between the 

partners. It is also expected that each partner's 

physical, sexual and psychological needs are to be met in 

the context of the marriage. Indications of this are 

found throughout the Talmud, for instance: 

A man must love his wife as himself and 
must honor her more than himself. 

Is they wife small: Stoop and whisper to her. 1 

Linzer, a modern Jewish sociologist, describes 

Jewish marriage law as raising the relationship between 

the man and the woman to a level of holines0
; or "Kiddu

shin." Furthermore, this sanctification is more than a 

mere contract but enbodies an entire philosophy and way 

of life. 2 

Because marriage is to be on the highest level of 



sanctification, a vehicle is provided for the dissolution 

of any marriage which does not fulfill these goals. 

Physical violence is one of the grounds for divorce. 3 

The Rabbinic literature sites actual cases of wife beat

ing which led to divorce. 

Response by the German Rabbis, particularly Rabbi 

Meir of Rothenburg, also refer to such spousal abuse: 

A. often beats his wife. She begged him to 
promise not to beat her anymore, but he 
refused to make any such promise. Even 
when she appeared in the synagogue to 
demand that A. pay the debts she had con
tracted in order to pay for her sustenance 
(probably during a period of separation), 

A. stubbornly refused to promise that in 
the future he would refrain from beating 
her. 

Answer: A. must pay for his wife's sustenance 
since by his action he has shown that he 
had not decided to desist from his shameful 
practice. One deserves greater punishment 
for striking his wife than for striking 
another person, for he is enjoined to re
spect her. Far be it from a Jew to do such 
a thing. Had a similar case come before us, 
we would hasten to excummunicate him. Thus, 
R. Paltoi Gaon rules that a husband who con
stantly quarrels with his wife must remove 
the causes of such quarrels if possible, or 
divorce her and pay her the Ketubah: how 
much more must a husband be punished, who 
not only quarrels but actually beats his 
wife.4 

The Shulchan Aruch also addresses this issue: 

If a husband is habitually cruel to her, this 
is grounds for divorce. According to the 
Rama, 'A man who beats his wife commits a 
sin, as though he has beaten his neighbor; 
and if he persists in this conduct, the 
court may castigate him and place him under 



oath to discontinue this conduct; if he 
refuses to obey the order of the court, 
they will compel him to divorce his wife 
at once (though some are of the opinion 
that he should be warned once or twice), 
because .it is not customary or proper for 
Jews to beat their wives it is a custom 
of the heathen.5 

Zborowski and Herzog refer to a characteristic 

response to any cases of violence between husband and 

wife in the shtetl: Any man who would beat his wife had 

to be of the "prost" or common type, else he would be 

"too thoroughly imbued with respect for 
the sanctity of the home and with abhor
rence for every form of physical violence

6 except the pious punishment of children." 

As stated earlier, the second area of traditional 

concern is the relationship between the parent and the 

child. One of the values reflected in the rabbinic 

literature is that the parents have a responsibility to 

provide for and care for their children. This includes 

both physical and psychological needs. The family plays 

a crucial role as the training ground for a new genera

tion. Just as the parents are required to feed, clothe, 

and shelter their children, so they are responsible for 

educating them morally and vocationally. 

Examples of this can be found throughout rabbinic 

literature: 

A father has an obligation to support his children 

. 7 to a certain age. 

Standards of maintenance must be determined by 
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actual needs of the child not by the parent's financial 

status. 8 9 

The education of the child is the responsiblity of 

the father. 10 

And, who so fails to teach his son a trade teaches 

11 him robbery. 

With regard to discipline, an important aspect of 

child rearing, a distinction is made between appropriate 

discipline and excessive punishment. 

Rabbinic literature states, on the one hand, "He 

who rebukes not his son, sends him into delinquency. 1112 

While on the other hand, 

If you must strike a child, strike it with 
the string of a sho~; in other words, a light 
stroke which can do no harm.13 

Other examples from Rabbinic literature show how parents 

were restricted in their behavior toward their children: 

"A man is forbidden to place a burdensome yoke 
upon his children and to be too exacting with 
them •.• so that he should not thereby cause 
them to stumble. He should rather overlook 
their shortcomings and forgive them. 11 14 

"One is forbidden to beat his grownup son. 
Maturity is not determined by age, but by 
emotional development. 11 15 

Rabbinic tradition even went so far as to state 

specifically that children should not be treated as 

property: 

"Whosoever, though starving, sells either a 
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sacred scroll or his dauahter will never see 
blessing in the world."lb 

In actual practice, however, excessive physical 

punishment of children may have been quite common, as is 

suggested by sociological studies of shtetl life: 

Resorting to physical methods, forbidden be
tween adults, is correct toward children, for 
this is the method that children, the unletter
ed, the unenlightened can understand. 17 

Just as the parents have obligations to their chil

dren, the children have duties to perform for their pa

rents. These are specifically oriented around the 

Biblical commandment to"Honor thy Father and thy 

Mother. 1118 The Bible further states "He who curses father 

or mother, his lamp shall be put out in utter dark-

19 ness." The rabbis further expanded upon the children's 

obligations with respect to their parents. 

They should cheerfully submit not only to incon

venience and financial loss, but even to personal in

dignities at the hands of their parents, sooner than do 

anything in the way of disrespect. Children should 

fear their parents as if they were God, and not show 

anger publicly toward their parents but can seek legal 

redress for any damages they cause. Parents should be 

provided with food, drink and clothing. If the father 

asks who caused the child to do something which angers 

him, the child should not implicate the mother. 20 
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Needless to say, a child is prohibited from strik-

ing a parent. The child must endure punishments at the 

hand of the parent, out of respect. The parent, however, 

has a responsibility not to provoke the child to the 

point of violence. Donin, a modern Orthodox rabbi, ex

lains: "By striking a grown child, one may invite him to 

strike back and to thereby violate a serious biblical 

21 injunction against striking a parent. 

Although Jews have always considered peace, or non

violence, an important value, the Jewish people has 

known much violence in its history. The violence the 

Jewish people suffered in the form of pogroms, expul

sions and the Holocaust, surely influenced the inter

actions among the Jews themselves. Jewish literature, 

which describes the Jewish experience, repeatedly re

flects this stress-induced violence. One example of 

this can be found in Lester Goldberg's short story 

"Decline and Fall" in which the main character, Ben, 

lashes out at anyone who angers him. His anger, is in

tensified by his recollection of the experience of 

Jewish oppression. 

Ben leaned over and tried to raise his window. 
Let a bit of spring inside. Everything looked 
different through the unaccustomed bus window. 
He jammed the side clips down with both hands 
and heaved and strained and finally, in skips 
and hops, tore the window open. The bus 
stopped at Winfield Circle and Ben watched 
a man, smoking a cigar, pushing a rotary mower 
across his lawn at the busiest corner of the 
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circle. The man was barefoot and Ben wondered 
how he'd manage if the mower caught his tentoes 
simultaneously and chopped them off. Could 22 he live? How about five toes? Or two toes? 

The author also implies forced sexual relations 

between Ben and his wife, Ruth 

That night he insisted on a late-late show. 
Ruth complied. He wasn't sure she was even 
fully awake. Then she said, sleepily, when 
do I get a night off? 

23 Bang-bang-bang. 

Albert, the father in Henry Roth's novel Call It 

Sleep, is another example of a Jew whose rage, fed by 

the oppression of his people in Europe and his frustra

tion as an immigrant in the United States, culminates 

in his violently lashing out at his son. 

"You won't answer!" The voice that snarled was 
the voice of the clothes hanger biting like 
flame into his flesh. "A curse on your 
vicious heart! Wild beast! Here, then! 
Here! Here! Now I'll tame you! I've a 
free hand now! I warn you! I warned you! 
Would you heed! 

The chopping strokes of the clothes hanger 
flayed his wrists, his hands, his back, his 
breast. There was always a place for it to 
land no matter where he ducked or writhed or 
groveled. He screamed, screamed, and still 
the blows fell. 

"Please papa! Please! No more! No more! 
Darling papa! Darling papa!" He knew that 
in another moment he would thrust his head 
beneath that rain of blows. Anguish! Anguish! 
He must escape! 



"Now bawl!" the voice raged. "Now scream! 
But I pleaded with you! Pleaded as I would 
with death! You were stubborn were you! 
Silent were you! Secret--" 

The door was thrown open. With a wild cry, 
his mother rushed in, flung herself between 
them. 

"Mama!" he screamed, clutching at her dress. 
"Mama!" "Oh God!" she cried in terror 
and swooped him into her arms. 
"Stop! Stop! Albert! What have you done to 
him!" 
"Let him go!" he snarled. "Let him go I tell 
you!" 
"Mama!" David clung to her frenziedly. 
"Don't let him! Don't let him!" 
With that she screamed hoarsely, trying to 
snatch the clothes hanger from him. 
"With that to strike a child. Woe to you! 
Heart of stone! How could you!" 
"I haven't struck him before!" The voice 
strangled. "What I did, he deserved! You've 
been protecting him from me long enough! 
It's been coming to him for a long time!" 
"Your only son!" she wailed, pressing David 
convulsively to her. "Your only son!" 
"Don't tell me that! I don't want to 
hear it! He's no son of mine! Would that 
he were dead at my feet! 11 24 

Another example in Call It Sleep, is typical of 

violent family interactions. Unlike the other incidents, 

it took place in the shtetl in Europe. Genya, the 

mec::bher, describes to her sister her interaction with 

their father following the ending of her relationship 

with a non-Jewish man. The incident begins with verbal 

abuse and ends in physical violence. 
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"Father was standing before the counter with 
my gentle Genya, he said--you know how biting
ly he could sneer--is gall a spicy drink? How 
does it taste? Does one smack the lips after 
it? I didn't answer. All I could do was 
weep. Weep! So! He was like a mother gone 
insane. Weep! Ah! He rubbed his paunch as 
though he were eating a delicacy. Ah! It 
does my heart great good! Don't torment me, 
father, I said. I've suffered enough! Ha! 
he said as if he were shocked. Are you suf
fering? Miserable, pitiful little child! I 
kept quiet then and let him have his way. 
You call that suffering, he cried, Why? 
Because he held you under him like dung in 
the privy and drops you now? That was father's 
way!" A deep sigh interrupted her. 

"I know," said Aunt Bertha vindictively. 
his tongue also fall out." 

"May 

"He kept on. Like screws into my breast his 
words. Torment more than I could bear. I 
tried to run past him to the door. He seized 
me and slapped me across the cheeks." 

Her voice had become strangely throaty now, 
dull, labored. 

Then nothing mattered. Suddenly nothing 
mattered. I can't tell you how, but all 
pain seemed to end. I shrank. I felt 
smaller suddenly than the meanest creature 
crawling on earth. Oh, humble, empty! His 
words fell on me now as on the empty air. 
And where will you go? he screamed. Esau's 
filth. He has a new one! He has a new one! 
A rich one! Kicked you out, has he not? 
crying out, "They'll hear you!" And he 
would answer, "let them hear me, shall I not 
howl with a heart on fire. I'm bursting I 
tell you! I'm strangling! And then he pluck
ed off his black skullcap and threw it in my 
face and stamped with his feet like a child 
in convulsions. Ach! It was frightful." 

101 



Anzia Yezierska's Bread Givers, another novel de

picting Jewish life in the U.S. in the early twentieth 

century, describes several incidents of both physical and 

verbal violence. Two excerpts are given here: 

Sol snatched the soap out of Benny's hand 
giving him such a push with his elbow that 
he went sprawling on the floor. At this, 
big Dave kicked them out of his way, and 
spread himself before the whole sink. He 
began splashing water on his face, humming 
a song from the street. 

Bessie put her hand to her ears, adding her 
shriek to the noise. "Oi, oi, oi! Every 
morning I'm yelling at them 'Wash yourself 
two at a time.' But they all rush together 
like wild animals. In our house we also had 
only one sink~ but we did not kill each other 
to be first."L6 

Wild shrieks jerked us out of ourselves to 
street around us. A little boy who ran 
madly into the middle of the street for his 
rolling marble was caught in the crowding 
traffic. Mr. Seelig and I rushed over in 
one breath and dragged him almost from 
under the wheels of a racing truck. 

Before we could get to the curb, a woman, 
weeping and laughing hysterically, snatched 
the child from us. 

"Gazlin! Murderer! How you blacken me 
my days!" she cried, shaking and cuffing 
him. "Tateniu! Only to get rid of this 
devil once for all.!" It was some moments 
before we could rescue the child from the 
animal fury of the mother."27 



In summary, family violence seems to have existed 

and been recognized throughout Jewish history. This, 

however, does not imply approval of such action. There 

are strong legal and social sanctions against the use 

of excessive physical force within the family. There are 

no clear delineations, however, between what is consider

ed excessive and what is considered acceptable in the use 

of force. 

Because of these strong sanctions, it may be very 

difficult for Jews, both in the past and in the present, 

to accept or admit the existence of Jewish family vio

lence. Indeed, it is more comfortable to deny its 

existence than to admit, not only to the Jewish community, 

but also to the general non-Jewish community, that Jews 

may also act in this "shameful" manner. The importance 

and centrality of the Jewish family is very much 

threatened by the idea of family violence. It is deemed 

better to maintain the blind myth of family love and 

harmony than to accept the existence of intrafamilial 

violence, which threatens it. 

An imperical study, described in the following 

chapters, dispells the myths about the non-violent 

Jewish home. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The media have increased public awareness of family 

violence. The stereotypical view, however, continues 

to be that spousal and child abuse occurs almost ex

clusively in lower income disadvantaged ethnic minority 

families. Violence is not supposed to exist in Jewish 

families. However, contacts with professionals and the 

researcher's personal experience from their work with 

clients, suggest that the phenomenon of family violence 

does exist in the Jewish community. 

It is the purpose of this study to explore the 

incidence and parameters of physical violence among the 

members of Jewish families. 

The following four hypotheses were investigated: 

1) Physical violence is not absent in syna
gogue-affiliated families. 

2) Violent families do not reveal to syna
gogue professionals the violence that 
occurs. 

3) Rabbis have some knowledge of the problem 
of Jewish family violence. 

4) Jews do not believe that family violence 
is a problem in the Jewish community. 

The conceptual definition of violence used was: 

"Intentional use of physical force on another 
person •• This physical force can be used for 
a variety of purposes, including (1) to cause 
pain and injury as an end in itself what might 
be called "expressive violence"); (2) the use 
of pain or injury of physical restraint as a 
punishment to induce the other person to carry 
out some act (what might be called "instrumen
tal violence"). In addition to considering 
whether violence is either instrumental or 



expressive (or some combination of them), for 
some purposes it is also important to take 
into account whether or not the violence under 
consideration is "legitimate'' according to the 
rules of the society in which it takes place 
(such as spanking a child in most societies or 
shooting an enemy soldier in time of war) or 
"illegitimate'' (such as spanking a disobedient 
wife in contemporary society or shooting a 
soldier of one's own country) .1 

The operational definition used in this study is a 

modification of the definition used by Richard Gelles, a 

well known researcher of family violence: 1) one indivi

dual hitting, striking, battering, assaulting, burning, 

or throwing an object at another, 2) one family member 

pushing, slapping, punching, kicking, knifing, shooting, 

or throwing an object at another family member, 3) one 

family member forcing another to engage in sexual activ

ity against his or her will or forcing a family member 

to be alone or kept away from social contact outside of 

their immediate family. 2 

These hypotheses were investigated from several 

perspectives-that of rabbis, that of other human service 

professions, and that of members of congregations. 

Rabbis and human service professionals were interviewed, 

while date was collected from congregants by question

naire. 

This multifaceted approach was used for several 

reasons. First, because of the sensitive and emotion

ally charged nature of this topic, there was concern that 



the congregants might not provide enough information. 

Secondly, the combination of survey and interview methods 

provides a broader and more accurate picture of the issue, 

eliminating some of the weaknesses of either method. 3 

In order to have a large enough sample to make any 

statements concerning violence in the Jewish community 

at large, the survey method was selected. The use of 

self administered questionnaire made it possible to 

reach larger numbers of people in all three branches of 

Judaism, in different age groups, in various geographic 

locations, and in a variety of socioeconomic classifi

cations. The questionnaire format was appropriate since 

Jews, as a group, are generally English-speaking and 

literate. Moreover, many respondents are more likely to 

be frank about sensitive issues when they are granted 

the anonymity of a questionnaire.
4 

Another advantage 

of using the survey format was that it served to expose 

a large number of Jews to the issue of family violence. 

Furthermore, as funds and time were extremely limited, 

the quantity of information which could be obtained in 

relation to the cost was greater than it would have been 

had the interview method been used. 

On the other hand, the interview approach was deem

ed most advantageous in gathering information from the 

rabbis and other professionals. The interview is use

ful in exploratory studies to develop or test new or 



subhypotheses or test hypotheses for viability. It is 

also the most flexible means of obtaining data. As the 

sample of professionals and rabbis was small, this more 

time-consuming method allowed for probing in greater 

depth. 

Interviews with Rabbis 

Initial contact was made with rabbis by a letter. 

(Appendix A). The purpose of this letter was to intro

duce the study and to enlist the rabbis and his congre

gation's assistance. During a follow-up telephone con

versation with the rabbis, an appointment date was es

tablished. At this time it was explained that this 

study was about ways in which Jews handle family problems. 

There were three main rationales for not informing the 

rabbis about the topic of the study initially: (1) to 

reduce the likelihood that the rabbis might refuse to 

discuss the issue, (2) to avoid the bias the rabbis might 

develop if they were given a prolonged period of time to 

dwell on the topic, and (3) to use the face-to-face con

tact in the more personal setting of the interview, to 

allay the rabbi's fears concerning the involvement of 

their congregants in the study. The initial vagueness 

was not considered unethical or deceptive because the 

true purpose of the study was explained at the time of 

the interview. 
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The rabbis were interviewed briefly by one of the 

researchers regarding their knowledge of, contact with, 

and response of Jewish intra-familial violence. A semi

structured interview (Appendix B) of 30 to 45 minutes 

was conducted in the respective rabbis' offices. The 

length of the interviews was kept to a minimum as only 

limited information was solicited. The purpose of these 

interviews was to test the hypothesis concerning the 

rabbis' knowledge of Jewish family violence. The 

questions were aimed at obtaining the following informa

tion: (1) special characteristics of the congregation, 

demographic features, congregational and rabbinic con

cerns, (2) the rabbis' perception of his role and his 

use of professional time, and (3) the rabbis' involve

ment with the issue of Jewish family violence: (a) 

whether such problems come to his attention (b) whether 

he considers it a problem in the Jewish community (c) 

his knowledge of how to recognize family violence (d) 

how he has dealt with it and how he feels it should be 

dealt with (e) his perceptions of the abusers and the 

victims and (f) whether he feels he needs more training 

in this area. 

Various issues related to the use of the interview 

technique were raised. Being sensitive to the need to 

assure confidentiality, the interviews were not tape 

recorded, but were recorded through written notes. This 
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was also done to maintain an informal and relaxed atmos

phere. Although discrepancies in power between the fe

male student interviewers and the male rabbis were noted 

in the areas of age, sex, denomination and occupational 

status, these seemed to have little impact on the open

ness and willingness of the rabbis to participate. In 

some cases, the rabbis' attitude at the outset of the 

interview was patronizing. As a result of the ongoing 

discussion, however, the rabbis seemed to respond to 

the serious and professional intent of the interviewer 

and to react with equal seriousness. Though it is 

clear that face-to-face interviews may inhibit the 

discussion of sensitive issues, the rabbis were found to 

be frank and cooperative. While they were very open to 

discussing this topic, however, it was apparent that the 

majority of them had not considered the issue in detail. 

It was necessary, therefore, to follow up the initial in

quiries with probe questions. These more specific and 

direct questions generally prompted recall of applicable 

information. The questions also caused the rabbis to 

think further about issues of family violence and per

haps to be more cognizant of it in the future. 

Interviews with Jewish Human Service Professionals 

In order to explore the existence of Jewish family 

violence further, informal contacts by telephone and in-
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person were made with the following types of human ser

vice professionals: 

1. Hot-line workers 

2. Hospital emergency personnel 

3. Police 

4. Physicians 

5. Family crisis shelter personnel 

6. Psychiatrists 

7. Therapists 

8. Social Workers 

With these individuals the researchers explored in 

an unstructured manner their knowledge of and contact 

with Jewish family violence. Case descriptions were re

quested and information regarding the number of such 

cases that had been encountered was elicited. An at

tempt was made to ascertain what percentage of the 

workers' or the agency's caseload was composed of cases 

of Jewish family violence. 

The content of these contacts, it was hoped, would 

serve to validate the first hypothesis, that violence 

is not absent in synagogue-affiliated families. There 

was concern that the congregants might not be willing 

to share information regarding family violence due to 

the sensitive nature of the topic. Since the human 

services workers were sharing professional rather than 

personal experiences they were expected to be more will-
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ing to reveal relevant material. 



QUESTIONNAIRE 

(Appendices D-1 and D-2) 

The questionnaire administered to congregants con

sisted of four sections: 

I. Demographic data, i.e., age, sex, marital status, 

education, occupation, income, religion, country of 

origin, size of family of origin, house size, employment 

record, mobility and synagogue affiliation. 

II. Description of incidents, i.e., violence done 

to respondent, by the respondent's family and in other 

Jewish families known by respondent. In addition, in-

formation regarding the frequency of instances of vio

lence and what the respondents did in response to the 

violence was solicited. 

III. Reporting of incidents. Respondents were 

asked to whom they spoke concerning the incidents--to 

family members, friends, therapists, physicians, rabbis, 

cantors, secular school personnel, hotline workers, 

police, co-workers, Jewish educators, lawyers. 

IV. Attitudes regarding family violence--whether 

the respondents considered it a problem in general and 

within the Jewish community. 

Section II in the original questionnaire (Appendix 

D-1) consisted of checklist. Because congregants did 

not respond to this extremely detailed format, (perhaps 

because it was too threatening). The questionnaire was 
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changed to a more open-ended style (Appendix D-2). Con

gregants were much more responsive to this form of the 

questionnaire. Approximately forty of the first form 

and 169 of the second form were completed. 

The purpose of Section I was to provide information 

that could be correlated with the other three sections. 

This was to test how Jewish familial violence compared 

with violence in the non-Jewish population. Some ex

amples of the correlations are: income and violence, 

marital status and violence and family stability and 

violence. 

The questions in the second section were geared to: 

(1) test the hypothesis that family violence is not 

absent in synagogue-affiliated families and (2) get data 

on our operational and conceptual definitions of vio

lence. 

Sections III and IV were formulated to test two 

hypotheses--that violent families do not reveal to 

synagogue professionals the violence that occurs and 

that Jews do not believe that family violence is a 

problem in the Jewish community. 

S A M P L E 

In order to explore the prevalence and parameters 

of Jewish family violence, a sample of nine congregations 

and their rabbis were selected, three each from the 
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I 

Reform, Conservative and Orthodox movements. An attempt 

was made to check for the effect of denomination by 

dividing the nine congregations into three sub-samples, 

each of which was matched for size of congregation. Ad

ditionally, each movement was represented by a small 

(under 250 families), medium (350-450 families) and 

large (500 or more families) congregation. The congre

gations represented a broad socioeconomic and geographic 

cross-section of the Los Angeles Jewish community. Size, 

socioeconomic, and geographic factors were considered 

to assure randomness of sample and to eliminate dif

ferences within a denominational movement. 

Two of the original nine rabbis selected were un

willing to participate in the study. Alternate and 

comparable congregations were chosen. A third selection 

was made following the refusal of one of the alternate 

rabbis to be involved in the study. A Jewish day 

school was substituted for one synagogue youth group, 

so that only eight rabbis were interviewed. 

Organized groups within each congregation served 

as the sample pool for the survey segment of the study. 

Groups included were: sisterhoods, brotherhoods or men's 

clubs, and youth groups or religious school classes. One 

exception was the administration of the questionnaire to 

congregants in attendance at a Friday evening service. 

This was necessary because earlier meetings of regular 
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groups in that synagogue had been cancelled due to bad 

weather. Each of the synagogue organizations is designed 

to involve a different segment of the congregational 

membership. The following excerpts from the Reform 

Movement are examples of the goals and purposes of such 

organizations. 

ing purposes: 

Sisterhoods, for women, have the follow-

The objectives of this organization shall 
be to foster and further the highest ideals 
of Judaism as expressed through the synago
gue, to promote closer fellowship among 
its members, and, in cooperation with 
the congregation, be a mentor for reli- 5 gious, social and educational activities. 

The group for men, Brotherhoods or Men's Clubs, 

have similar objectives: (1) fellowship, (2) adult 

education (3) service to the temple, and (4) service 

to the community. 6 

For adolescents, ages 12-18, Temple Youth 
Groups offer" ... varied programs in the 
area of worship, study, service to 
community and congregation, leadership 
training, and artistic endeavor •.. 
Their activities range from serious Jewish 
study to purely social events, from volun
teer work with underprivileged children 
to Jewish art festivals, from creative wor
ship services to projects to aid a variety 
of causes, both at home and abroad."7 

Administration of the Questionnaire 

Names and telephone numbers of contact-persons 
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for each of the various groups were received from the 

rabbis. Telephone contact was made with each in order 

to arrange a date for the administration of the question-

naire to their group. It was explained that the rabbi 

had provided their name as the contact person for their 

group. The purpose of the call was to gain access to a 

group meeting in order to administer a questionnaire on 

how Jews deal with family problems. It was explained 

that the process involved a five minute presentation and 

approximately twenty minutes to complete the question

naire. 

Oral Presentation to Groups 

A formalized oral presentation (Appendices C-1 

and C-2) was delivered by one of the researchers to 

each of the fourteen groups, prior to the distribution 

of the questionnaire. Initially, there were three pur-

poses for this presentation: 

1. To present the problem of family 
violence as a legitimate issue. 
2. To give "permission" to the res
pondents to discuss issues of family 
violence by telling them that Jewish 
cases of family violence were known 
to exist. 
3. To give instructions for the com
pletion of the questionnaire. 

In revised oral presentation a fourth component was 

added: (4) to emphasize the importance and possible 
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future impact of this study. 

The original oral presentation (C-1) was strictly 

informational. The additions in the later presentation 

(C-2) were for the purpose of motivating respondents on 

an emotional level. The current lack of programs to 

deal with the problem of family violence in the Jewish 

community were stressed. It was explained that only 

through their honesty and cooperation could the community 

be made aware of the seriousness of the problem and be 

forced to respond. 

To ensure confidentiality and privacy, the respon

dents were asked to seat themselves so that they were 

not directly next to anyone else, in alternating seats 

or scattered throughout the room. Many groups did not 

follow these instructions, either because of a lack of 

concern or because the room was too small to allow this 

to happen. 

The questionnaires were then distributed and the 

respondents completed them in an average of twenty min

utes. The questionnaires were deposited in empty boxes 

to further ensure confidentiality. After all of the con

gregants has completed the questionnaire, the researcher 

in attendance answered any questions of the respondents. 

Distribution of Resource Sheets 

119 



A family crisis resource list (Appendix E) was 

given to the leader of the group or to individual group 

members. It was hoped that this might provide some 

avenues of dealing with any family violence problems 

which may have risen into greater consciousness as a 

result of participation in the study. This list is a 

compilation of available resources for the reporting 

of incidents, crisis intervention, counseling and 

shelters in the greater Los Angeles area. 

Analysis 

The questionnaire was coded and processed by com

puter (Appendix F). All items were given separate num

bers. Each question that dealt with episodes of violence 

was coded separately so that more than one incident could 

be recorded. When an incomplete description of what oc

curred in a violent incident was given, it was coded as 

"hitting" or "spanking", depending upon the material pro

vided. 

For the purpose of computer runs, the following 

items were collapsed into two or three categories: 

(1) income, (2) age, (3) education, (4) marital status, 

(5) number of times the family moved, (6) number of years 

of synagogue membership, and (7) number of rooms in the 

home. 

For occupational status, six categories were de-
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veloped into which all of the responses fit. The cate

gories were: (1) professional, (i.e. doctor, teacher, 

accountant, professor, nurse, pharmacist, rabbi, adminis

trator) (2) homemaker, (3) semi-skilled (i.e. clerk, 

barber, child care worker, salesperson, truck driver), 

(4) white collar, (i.e. secretary, real estate agent, 

insurance salesperson, small busines owner, contractor), 

(5) student, (6) retired. 

All frequencies were collected, that is totals across 

all questionnaires were summed for each item. TDe fol

lowing correlations were tested: 

1. Abuse done to self and abuse done by self with: 

a. age 
b. income 
c. level of education 
d. size of home 
e. family size 
f. denomination 
g. country of origin 
h. number of moves 
i. abuse among other family members 
j. belief in existence of problem of 

family violence in the general community 
k. belief in the existence of the problem 

of family violence in the Jewish community 
1. belief that synagogue professionals should 

be involved in helping with the problems 
m. abuse done to self and abuse done by self 

were correlated with each other 

2. All of the preceding correlations (a th~ough m) 

were further correlated by age, dichotomized between 

those over 18 and those under 18. 

3. Sibling violence (totals derived by adding 
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up all incidents involving siblings) was correlated 

with all of the variables listed under (1). 

Anecdotal material extracted from the question

naires, was used to illustrate significant correlations 

and findings. 

The limitations of this study fall into five cate

gories : (1) the sensitive nature of its subject 

(2) the parameters, (3) those arising from methodological 

problems, (4) time and money, and (5) those related to 

problems of coding. 

The Sensitive Nature of the Subject 

The discussion of physical family violence may be 

very threatening because of the stigma and shame attach

ed to being an abuse or a victim. Some victims might 

also have feared that the abuser would discover the 

fact that they had shared information regarding him or 

her and as a result, become abusive. A sense of shame 

may have caused some respondents to feel discomfort 

while answering the questionnaire, particularly since 

their peers were sitting close by. Data may have been 

lost as a result of congregants' refusal to complete 

the questionnaire. Other information may have been 

lost because some congregants might have felt inhibited 

about writing out detailed descriptions of incidents of 

violence, and as a result, have under-reported incidents. 
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Parameters 

This study primarily surveyed violence in synagogue 

affiliated families who live in metropolitan Los Angeles. 

This study may, therefore, not be applicable to non

affiliated Jews or to Jews living outside of Los Angeles. 

A further limitation may be the preponderance of females 

in the sample--131 women as compared to 74 men. These 

factors may cause the respondents not to be fully re

presentative of the population from which they were 

drawn. Because of constraints of time and money, only 

one meeting of each group was sampled. Since many 

meetings were not attended by the majority of the group 

members, a somewhat biased sample may have been drawn. 

Methodological Problems 

The principle method used in this study was the 

survey. A number of errors were made in the construction 

of the questionnaire: 

1. The following pertinent demographic data 

was not requested: 

a. Spouse's occupation 

b. number of people in the family 

of current residence 

c. marital status of the parents of 

minors 

d. family composition 
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e. length of marriage 

2. No request was made for full descriptions 

of violent episodes, although most re

spondents supplied this information un

solicited. 

3. There was no question regarding the re

lationahip with other families known to 

the respondents who engaged in violent 

behavior. 

Since three rabbis refused to participate in this 

study, the sample may have been biased in the direction 

of including the more socially oriented rabbis, and may 

have yielded somewhat unrepresentative responses. 

Time and Money 

Because of financial and time limitations it was 

not possible to conduct in-depth interviews with rabbis 

and with congregants who reported instances of abuse. 

Only a limited number of congregational groups were con

tacted and only those members in attendance at one meet

ing filled out questionnaires. It was not possible to 

compute some desired correlations because of limitations 

in computer time. Due to these factors the scope of the 

study had to be somewhat curtailed. 



Coding 

After the questionnaire had been designed and com

pleted by the congregants, it was discovered that the 

format used was not conducive to determine at what point 

in a participant's life a violent act occurred. It was 

also difficult to correlate the types of violence used· 

with other variables. Interval scales were not used 

as extensively in data collection as they may have been. 

Therefore, many of the more sensitive statistical mea

sures could not be used. By the same token, the small 

sample may have reduced the significance of statistical 

data in any event. 

It is important to note, however, that in spite 

of these shortcomings, this study did succeed in testing 

the hypotheses and does provide a solid basis for 

further research. It is hoped that these limitations 

can be overcome in later studies, to further increase 

understanding of the problem of Jewish family violence. 
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HELPING THE PROFESSIONALS 
PERSPECTIVE ON FAMILY VIOLENCE 

Some people turn to helping agencies and crisis-in

tervention institutions for help with problems of 

family violence. In order to determine whether Jews also 

seek such help to deal with violence in their families, 

a sample of professionals in organizational settings, as 

well as in private practice, was interviewed. 

The professional sources of potential assistance 

contacted fall into the following categories: 

1. Facilities providing crisis-intervention 

a. hotlines 

b. hospital-emergency rooms 

c. police 

2. Physicians in private practice 

3. Family crisis shelters 

4. Mental health professionals 

a. Psychiatrists 

b. Social workers, agency affiliated and 

in private practice 

c. Therapists other than (a) and (b) 

5. Jewish Press 

6. Rabbis 



Crisis Intervention 

The worker at the Rape Crisis Center was able to 

describe only twenty-one cases of Jewish women who re

ported violence in their homes during the six month per

iod. This represents a small perce~tage of the total 

number of women who contacted the line and appears to be 

under representative of the proportion of Jews in the 

population. All twenty-one women clearly identified 

themselves as members of synagogues or of other Jewish 

organizations. All of the women were over forty years 

of age and all had children. None were employed, but 

most had an education of at least college level. 

None of the women reported experiencing violence 

in their childhood. They had not been battered as 

children, nor do they remember their mothers being bat

tered. They say that their own children are not aware 

of the battering that goes on in their home. This makes 

it very difficult for them to recognize that what they 

are experiencing is violence. 

These women seem to have a variety of personality 

and relationship difficulties. They appear to have 

difficulty trusting others. Although some are associated 

with women's organizations, they do not have sharing 

and supportive relationships with other women; many 

feel very isolated. Most were extremely hesitant to 
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contact Jewish sources for fear of the harm it might do 

to their husband's standing in the community. Socio-

economically, all were upper-middle or upper-class. 

Their husbands were either surgeons, attorneys or other 

high-income, high-status professionals. 

In addition to hot lines, emergency rooms can 

identify Jewish family violence cases. Of seven hospitals 

contacted for information, all but one identified Jewish 

family violence cases. 

Few cases of child abuse were reported. Although 

the religion of patients is rarely requested, these 

hospitals were in predominantly Jewish areas. This 

might result in one of two consequences: (1) A large 

number of Jewish cases, whose identity, as Jews, was 

r,ot determined, or ( 2) Jewish victims who go elsewhere 

for fear of being recognized. It should be noted, 

nevertheless, that a few cases were reported. 

The hospitals did report cases of Jewish wife bat

tering. One emergency room worker stated that the 

incidence of wife battering in the Jewish community was 

equal to that of the general population (approximately 

20 percent). Differences, however, emerge in the types 

of abuse seen and in the behavior of the women and their 

families. 

The act of violence generally involves the hand 

i.e., hitting, pushing, and throwing of the victim, with 



very infrequent use of objects. The injuries tend to be 

in non-visible (or generally covered) parts of the body-

the breasts, stomach, buttocks. Several instances of 

back injuries were reported. 

Unlike non-Jewish cases, the hospital workers re

ported, the women often came to the emergency room ac

co~panied by their husbands. Though the hospital per

sonnel suspected that they had private physicians, the 

women refused to give the doctor's name. Hospitals 

seldom saw the same woman twice. 

Police 

Two police divisions were contacted. One officer 

reported that Jewish child abuse does occur; it is, 

however, not often reported by Jews themselves, but 

rather by schools (including Jewish day schools). He 

felt it important to note that Jews tend to go to any 

length to avoid involving their children with law en

forcement agencies or the police, and that they would go 

to any length to avoid reporting incidents to the police. 

This pattern of not reporting to the police also 

holds true with regard to wife battering. Few of the 

r.ases described by the police were self-reported; it 

was rather the neighbors who called the police. Even 

this was a relatively rare occurence. 
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Physicians in Private Practice 

Two physicians, an internist and a pediatrician, 

both serving a mainly Jewish population were interviewed. 

The internist described several cases which ap

peared to involve wife battering, but were never identi

fied as such. For example, a woman with facial contu

sions and black eyes stated, "I fell down the stairs." 

The pediatrician reported that he had few cases cf 

child abuse in his practice, but was able to describe one. 

This case was not frcm the most unexpected family situa

tion wealthy, charming and sophisticated parents. A boy 

came in with black eyes and bruises; al though the mothe,r 

admitted striking the child, the doctor decided not to 

report the case but rather to work with the family. The 

family went into therapy and the doctor felt that the 

abuse had stopped when the child's teacher reported the 

family to protective services. The mother was picked up, 

but released under the supervision of a psychiatrist. 

Famil~ Crisis Shelters 

Although few Jewish battered women and their chil

dren seek refuge in shelters in the United States, 

Israeli women are using this resource in increasing num

bers. Despite the fact that the two shelters in Israel

one in Haifa and one in Herzlia- are filled to capacity. 

they only serve a fraction of the people in need. Of 
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shelters users, 70 percent return to their husband, while 

30 percent continue to live apart from their husbands, 

usually without receiving a divorce. 1 

In New York, two shelter projects geared particular

ly to Jewish women, are currently being developed. The 

Hartman Ym-YMHA in Far Rockaway, New York, is currently 

awaiting government funding to establish a shelter for 

Orthodox women. The National Jewish Resource Center in 

conjunction with Jewish organizations in Rocklanc County, 

is establishin~ a range of services, including "abuse 

centers", to help aubsive anc violent families. In 

Baltimore, National Council of Jewish Women is partially 

funding the work of a non-demoninational shelter, in the 

hope of serving abused Jewish women. 2 

Mental Health Professionals 

Jews are more likely to turn to mental health pro

fessionals in times of crisis. Various mental health 

professionals, psychiatrists, social workers in community 

agencies, residential treatment, and private practice and 

a Marriage, Family and Child Counselor were contacted 

concerning their knowledge of the problem of violence in 

the Jewish family. 

All ten psychiatrists had seen Jewish women who had 

been battered. The profile of the battered woman they 

described includes low self esteem and a dependent per

sonality. They mentioned that these women were unlikely 



to leave abusive home and families. They confirmed that 

the women were socio-economically upper-middle and 

upper class anc that they were very active in the Jewish 

community. (In part, of course, this picture is a con-

sequence of their being able to afford psychiatric ser

vices. 

The workers in private practice had seen a variety 

of cases involving Jewish family violence. One consid

ered the incidence to be at least 20 percent of her 

caseload, excluding sibling violence. If sibling vio

lence were included, she thought the incidence would 

be as high as 50 percent. The MFC stated that none of 

the Jewish cases had been referred to her by Protective 

Services, but that they were all self-referred. The 

following are vignettes from the practice of private 

therapists: 

1. A family consisting of mother and two 
children started work with a therapist. The 
12 1/2 year old daughter had been caught shop
lifting. The son, 14, was not acting out. 
The parents were divorced, but the father, an 
attorney, provided support for the family. 
The mother, who hc.d been abused by her ex
husband, was afraid that if she hit one of 
the children, she would not be able to stop. 

2. A retarded ten year old girl and her eight 
year old sister were physically abused by 
their social worker mother. The father not, 
Jewish, did not try to stop the abuse. 

3. One case described by a private practitioner 
involved a woman who ha.d been battered as a 
child by her father and who sought counseling 
because she saw herself as a potential batterer 



of her own child. 

Workers in Jewish agencies also identify numerous 

cases of family violence. It is nearly impossible, how

ever, to make a definite statement regarding the statis

tical incidence of violence in the agency caseload. This 

is because agencies do not keep separate data of cases 

involving violence. 

A review of the cases presented by agency workers, 

revealed that violence exists in all kinds of Jewish 

families, ranging from those of famous entertainers, at

torneys, and physicians, to those of families on public 

assistance, including long term schi~ophrenics and sub

stance abusers. The following examples illustrate this 

range: 

1. The husband,. a hairstylist, kicked his wife 
and hit his daughter. They came to a second 
Jewish agency, having had earlier contact with 
another agency for abuse of the two older sons. 

2. Agencies also reported instances of incest. 
One agency worker referred to his work with 
a mother whose ten year old daughter had been 
sexually abused by her father. The father is 
currEntly serving a prison sentence for this 
connection. 

3. A worker in a residential treatment agency 
recounted a case of a latency age boy who 
was sexually abused by his mother. The 
agency currently has in placement two girls 
who have been sexually abused. 

4. A mental health clinic was able to describe 
several cases. The first was that of an 
Orthodox family in which a high school age 



boy was abusive to his mother, hittin~, pushing, 
kicking, etc. The father was also living at 
home. 

5. A second case involved a Conservative rabbi 
in a small Pennsylvania town. He repeatedly 
slapped his wife. Although she was never 
hospitalized, the marks of his violence were 
visible. 

According to a residential worker, a profile of the 

Jewish family in which children are abused shows this 

pattern. 

(1) The parents have extremely unreasonable ex

pectations that their children work out their own prob

lems; (2) The parents.are increasingly caught up in 

middle and upper-class pressures;(3) The family will do 

anything to avoid contact with the legal system, in

cluding sending the children to boarding school or 

placing them in residential treatment; (4) The father may 

be extremely abusive, both verbally and physically, but 

when the child strikes back, he or sr.e is identified as 

violent; ( 5) The mother is often the II all-round. 11 victim 

in the family. The father abuses the mother, and the 

children, as it were, taking their clue from him, act 

out against her as well; (6) Parental substance abuse 

may lead to abusive action. Some parents even started 

their children on drugs; (7) Jews are less likely to 

use instruments in their violent actions. Several cases 

of poisoning and burning, however, were reported. 



A phenomenoti which emerged from wcrk with Holocaust 

survivors and their children is the prevalence of vio

lence in these families. As a result of a range of 

dynamics, including rage, identification with the op

pressor, an incomplete mourning process, the survivor 

may either express the anger directly or transmit it to 

his or her children to be expressed for the survivor. 

Children of survivors often exhibit self-destructive be

havior. The free-floating anger in the family seems to 

result in an atmosphere of constant fear. 

The primary type of family violence seen is child 

abuse rather than spousal abuse. 

their grandchildren physically. 

Grandparents abuse 

Fathers are more likely 

to be abusive than are mothers; Holocaust survivors 

seem to have a high divorce rate. Hand slapping, pushing, 

and shoving are the usual types of violence. 

A worker, involved in a family violence court in 

New York City, reported tha.t 25 percent of the cases 

seen were Jewish. These cases included people from all 

walks of life-- doctors, lawyers, some "famous" people -

and covered the entire range of mental health status of 

families. Much abuse was due to total mental breakdown 

(decomposition) and among older couples, abuse was as

sociated with long-term sadomasochistic relationships. 

Some of the families responded violently to the high 

level of tension in their lives without showing any other 



overt severe psychological disorders. One recurrent 

pattern was that of a family with a schizophrenic, in

fantilized son, allied with the mother and a paranoid 

daughter who was allied with the father. The violence 

occurred a~ong the children who were acting out the 

parental conflicts. At the same time, there was a con

sensus that infidelity, which pl.ayed a major role in 

fmaily violence in the general population, did not ap

pear to be a major factor in Jewish family violence. 

Rabbis 

Rabbis ordained to meet the spiritual needs of the 

Jewish people represent a concerned religious community.
3 

As the societal structure has changed, so has the rabbis' 

1 . 1 · 4 roe in counse 1ng. In addition to the rabbi's role as 

a community spokesperson, the new role of rabbi includes 

5 
that of pastor/counselor. 

Clergy play a major role in national mental heclth; 

one rEport shows that 42 percent of emotionally troubled 

persons seek out a minister for help first. Of these, 65 

percent reported satisfaction with the t~lp they receive~ 

As leaders of a flock, rabbis also focus on a larger 

population. They know the characteristics of their con

gregation. Their continuous relationship with a specific 

group of people, makes assessment and action on problems 

faster and easier.
7 
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In their counseling relationships, the rabbis' pri

mary focus in on short-term help. The rabbi's role is to 

refer the congregant to other sources of help if they 

need more indepth or prolonged therapy (FN Caplan, p. 22). 

Because of the rabbis' joint role as religious leader 

and counselor, it is important to include their thinking 

and experience in this study. 

Eight out of the nine rabbis selected for thjs study 

were interviewed with regard to their knowledge of and 

experience with Jewish family violence. The ninth rabbi 

appeared reluctant to be involved and was therefore not 

interviewed. All interviews were conducted with a semi

structured interview guide. (Appendix B). 

All of the rabbis saw c,)unseling as a part of their 

rabbinic role. Four stated that they spend 5 to 10 per

cent of their time counseling congregants: two spent 10 

to 15 percent of their time this way; one spend 20 per

cent and one as much as 50 percent. All of the rabbis 

did both marital and family counseling. All said that 

they did not do long-term therapy with congregants, and 

that they would make a referral if the situation war

ranted it. Referrals were made primarily to private 

therapists and secondarily to Jewish Family Service. 

When asked whether family violence is a problem in 

the Jewish community, six responded affirmatively, one 

said "No" and one said he did not know. Specific respon-
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ses included: (1) Yes, anything a non-Jewish neighbor 

would do, a Jew would do. A Jew who sees the uniqueness 

of being Jewish wouldn't do such things. (2) Yes, but 

Jews have a better record than the general population. 

(3) It might be, but I would be very surprised if there 

was anything like that going on in my congregation. 

All rabbis reported knowledge of at least one case 

of Jewish family violence. Five knew of both child abuse 

and spousal abuse, one knew only of child abuse, and two 

only of wife abuse. The majority reported, however, that 

they did not know of cases of unexplained marks on chil

dren or adults, or of unusual punishment. Two mentioned 

husbands who isolated their wives. One referred to cases 

of "marks on children", having been observed in the 

synagogue nursery school. In total, twenty-four cases 

of family violence were reported by the eight rabbis of 

the congregations included in this study. The following 

are a few illustrations from the rabbis' experiences: 

Child Abuse 

A girl of ten was beaten by her parents. Both 
of her parents were professional. The family 
was very wealthy. The mother threatened the 
father with a knife. The mother was prosecuted 
for child abuse, but was released. The rabbi, 
who had been working with the family on an 
on-going basis, finally threatened to release 
what he knew about the family to the press. 
The family left the congregation (Reform). 

Two cases of sexual abuse of girls were reported 



in one congregation. 
comfortable families. 

Both were from financially 
(Reform) 

Spousal Abuse 

A forty year old temple employee was married 
to a Jewish man who beat her repeatedly. She 
divorced him and remarried--to a non-Jew, "who 
has never laid a hand on her". (Conservative). 

An Orthodox couple, the husband a rabbi, the 
wife very active in the Jewish community were 
going through divorce proceedings, mainly 
because of the, psychological abuse of the wife. 
She had also reported physical abuse by her 
husband of both her and the children. When 
the Bet Din completed the proceedings, the 
husband became so violently enraged that to 
protect themselves and the wife, the rabbis 
locked themselves in the house and called 
the police. 

When asked, what a rabbi should do if given informa

tion about family violence in the congregation, seven 

said they would involve themselves and one stated he 

"didn't like to be intrusive." One rabbi said "never 

shy away from problems, but provide help for the family." 

All who said they would involve themselves said they 

would talk to the family and check it out. 

When asked whether they would contact the authori

ties, protective services or police, opinions were evenly 

divided between those who said they would and those who 

wouldn't. Three rabbis had actually made such contact. 

The rabbis were asked to describe what might be a 

"typical" abusive family or the circumstances that would 



create an abusive family. Five said that there were no 

specific fathers that would make abusive families notice

ably different from non-abusive families. Three rabbis 

mentioned possible differences: (1) The family would most 

likely be lower middle-class, first-generation immigrant 

Jews; (2) they would be of the lower economic classes 

and/or unemployed; and (3) they would be religiously 

more rigid. 

The response to a question regarding their interest 

in a training program was evenly divided. Four rabbis 

said they were interested, four were not. Of those who 

were not interested, one expected to retire soon, one 

was currently under the supervision of a psychologist, 

one did not think family violence occurred in his con

gregation, and one "wasn't convinced that it was a prob

lem and other things have greater priority." 

Some comments by rabbis are worthy of being quoted: 

(1) "A truly observant Jew is not truly observant if he 

beats his wife." (2) "Battered women would not neces

sarily go to their rabbis, because of their fear that 

their image will be shattered in the congregation and 

it will affect their relationship with the rabbi. 

In summary, all of the human service professionals 

interviewed had some knowledge of and exposure to Jewish 

family violence. Some individuals held stereotypical 

views of who was more likely to be involved in violent 
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family interactions, while others understood that family 

violence exists among all segments of the Jewish popula

tion. The following chapter describes responses of Jew

ish congregants to a questionnaire regarding their know

ledge of specific instances of family violence and of 

their opinions regarding it. Just as professionals had 

knowledge of and exposure to this issue, so the congre

gants were aware of and involved with family violence. 
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The Congregant's Speak 

To get some impressions regarding the existence, 

prevalence, parameters, and nature of physical violence 

in Jewish families, a sample of the members of nine 

congregations in metropolitan Los Angeles were asked to 

complete a questionnaire concerning their experience 

and knowledge of Jewish family violence. Five sister

hoods, three brotherhoods, five youth groups, members in 

attendance at a Shabbat service, and two classes in a 

Jewish Day School served as the respondents. The four

teen groups completed a total of 209 questionnaires. 

Thirty-four individuals were from Orthodox, 101 from 

Conservative, and seventy-four from Reform groups. The 

sample included more females, (131) than males (74). 

Ages range from eleven to eighty-one, including seventy

two respondents between the ages of eleven and eighteen, 

members of youth groups. There was a significant dif

ference between the ages of Orthodox, Conservative, and 

Reform groups, with the Orthodox tending to be the 

oldest. (F=l0.468, p.0001). 

The bulk of the adult sample is married (119 mar

ried, two divorced, ten widowed, and five no reponse). 

Most of the adults had some college or higher education 

(thirty-five high school or less, fifty-two some college, 

and forty-eight college graduate or more). Almost two 
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thirds of the adult respondents were employed (seventy

~ine employed thirty-seven not employed, and nineteen 

did not respond). Most of the spouses are also employed 

(sixty-seven employed and twenty-four not employed). The 

majority of the adult respondents and the parents of 

those children who listed their parents' occupation were 

largely in professional (forty-seven percent white 

collar) occupations. The remaining included fifteen home

makers, thirty-one semi-skilled, and nine retired; 

sixty-three did not respond. The mean income of the 

sample is $37,950, with the mode between twenty and 

thirty thousand and the median income being $31,090. 

As many as 13 percent reported incomes of over sixty 

t~ousand dollars, while seventy-seven respondents mostly 

young people, did not answer this question. There was no 

significant difference in income among the denominational 

groups. (F-2.87, P0.06). 

Almost the entire sample (200) stated they were 

born Jewish. Only three were not born Jewish. All but 

cne respondent was currently Jewish; the two respondents 

who were not born Jewish, had converted. Sixty percent 

of the: respondents reported that their spouse was born 

Jewish. One respondent's spouse was listed as not born 

Jewish but currently Jewish, indicating a conversion. 

Most of the sample is American born; 80 percent were 

born in the United States, 10 percent were not born in 
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the United States and 10 percent did not respond. Of 

those not born in the United States, sixteen were born 

in Europe and eight were born elsewhere--in Canada, South 

America and the Middle East. However, a large portion 

of the sample consisted of first generation Americans. 

Forty-one percent reported that their mothers had not 

been born in the United States and forty-four percent 

that their fathers had not. Most of the parents not 

born in the United States were born in Eastern Europe. 

The size of families of origin varied from two 

people to seventeen people with a mean of 4.995 people. 

There is a significant difference among the denominations 

with regard to the size of the family of origin with the 

Orthodox coming from the largest and the Reform group 

from the smallest families of origin. (F=3.974, p. 02). 

Currently, respondents live in homes ranging in 

size from two to fifteen rooms with the median being 

7.048. There is a significant difference with regard 

to house size among the denominations, with Reform 

having the largest number of rooms and Orthodox having 

teh smallest. (F=6. 576, p 001). 

Forty-four percent of the sample reported no move 

during the past ten years. Of the 56 percent who did 

move 28 percent moved once, 26 percent moved between 

two and four times, and seven percent moved five or 
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more times. The:re was no significant ditference among 

the denominations with regard to the number of moves. 
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Presence of Violence -

Prevalence and Parameters 

The responses strongly support the first hypothesis, 

that violence is not absent among synagogue-affiliated 

families. 

For the purposes of this study, violence was defined 

to include hitting, slapping, punching, pushing, ttrowing 

an object that may do harm, kicking, assaulting, burning, 

knifing, shooting, forced social isolation and being for

ced to engage in sexual activity. The "normal" spanking 

or "grounding" of a child were not included in the fre

quency counts or other statistics. 

One hundred and eighteen people (59 percent) report

ed having been struck by a family member, while only 

eighty-two (41 percent:) stated they had not been struck. 

Among those who reported having been struck, there was 

no significant difference with regard to marital status, 

country of origin, gender, or denominational affiliation. 

It would appear that violence cuts across all boundaries 

of the affiliated Jewish community. 

There was, however, a significant difference in in

come between those who reported having been subject to 

and those who did not. Those with higher incomes today 

were more likely to report having been struck at some 

time in their lives. (F-4.124, p .04). This is at 

variance with the usually cited statistics to the effect 
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that there is more violence in lower socio--economic fami

lies. Those who responded "Yes" to "Has anyone in your 

family ever physically struck out against you?" current

ly also live in large homes (7.33 rooms) than those who 

responded "No" to the same question, (6.66 rooms) F=4.143, 

p .04) suggesting a positive correlation of violence with 

income. 

Those who responded "Yes" to the same question were 

younger than the mean age of 38. 

may indicate that: 

(F=31.03, p 0001). This 

1. there is more violence today than there 

had been previously, 

2. that younger people are more willing to 

report family violence, 

3. because the respondents are younger, they 

can more clearly recall the incidents 

and are, therefore, better able to report 

them. 

Finally, those who responded "Yes" to "Has anyone in 

your family ever physically struck out against you?" 

had moved more often in the last ten years (1.64 moves) 

than those who responded "No" to the same question (.96 

moves). (F=S.676, p .01). This supports the findings 

in the general literature that violent families are less 

rooted and connected with social networks than are the, 

non-violent families. 
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In response to the question "Have you ever physical

ly struck out against a member of your family? 112 (56 

percent) responded 11 Yes" and eighty-eight (44 percent) 

"No". Those who responded affirmatively came from 

significantly larger families than those who responded 

2 
negatively. (X =10.2281, df=2, Kramers V=.419, p .006). 

None of the other demographic variables--gender, educa

tion, marital status, country of origin of the: family, 

and demoninational affiliation--showed any difference 

between those who responded negatively and those who 

did positively to this question. It appears, thus, 

that with the exception of family size, there are no 

demographic differences between those who strike out 

at family members and those who do not. 

Unlike the response on violence perpetuated by the 

respondents, or done to the respondents, with regard to 

violence committed by other family members to members of 

the family other than the respondent, the positive ant 

negative responses were equal. Half(96) reported such 

experience while the other half (97) did not. In keeping 

with the earlier findings, younger respondents were the 

ones who were more likely to re5pond affirmatively to 

this question. (F=4.891, p. 02). Again, there were no 

other demographic differences that significantly separa

ted affirmative respondents from negative ones. 
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When asked, "Do you know of any other Jewish fam

ilies where the members have physic~lly struck out 

against each other?" seventy-nine (42 percent) said 

"Yes" and 108 (58 percent "No". This response wa5 

surprising, since it had been expected that respondents 

would more readily provide information regarding non

farr.ily members because it was less threatening. 

The issues of social isolation and forced sexual 

activity were separated from the general physical vio

lence questions. Twelve cases of social isolation (6 

percent of those responding to this question) were re

ported. Most of the cases involved parents isolating 

children. One case, however, of a husband isolating a 

wife, was reported. 

Four cases of forced sexual activity were described. 

One case involved a father and a daughter, two a step

father and two sisters and one case consjsted of both 

parents and a son. 

Two important findings emerged from a general view 

of the questionnaire responses. First, when violence 

committed on the individual was correlated with violence 

committed by the individual, a very high association 

existed (X
2
=33.09, p .001). 
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Has anyone in your family 

ever physically struck out 

against you? 

Have you ever physically 

struck out against a member 

of your family? 

Yes 

No 

YES NO 

85 31 

25 56 

110 87 

116 

81 

197 

Second, when violence committed by the respondent was 

correlated with violence by other family members to each 

other, an equally high association emerged (X 2=29.989 p 

. 001) . 

Has a member of your family 

(other than you) ever physi-

cally struck out at another 

member of your family, aside 

from yourself? 

Have you ever physically 

struck out against a member 

of your family? 

YES NO 

Yes 71 23 94 

No 34 63 97 

105 86 191 

These two results taken together strongly support 

the findings of Straus, Carlson, Steirunr~tz and others who 

indicate that there are families in which violence is 

endemic and that modeling plays a major role in family . 

. 1 1 vio ence. 
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These two findings, which are mutually reinforcing, 

tend to indicate that Jews are subject to the same dy

namics with regard to the familial patterns and perpetu

ation of violence as non-Jews. 

Fifty-six cases of striking beyond spanking inflict

ed by parents on children were reported as having been 

experienced by the respondents and thirty cases were 

reported as having been inflicted by the respondent. 

Additionally twenty-seven caE;es reported such striking 

among members of the respondent's family. In other Jew

ish families known to tte respondent, thirty-five cases 

of parents striking children beyong spanki.ng, were re

orted. The frequencies of striking ranged from once to 

constantly with the majority falling in the categories 

"a few times" and "often". 

The following cases were chosen because of their 

completeness and representativeness of their comments. 

They are examples of the child abuse found in the study. 

A sixty-year old Conservative Jewish man 
stated that he physically struck out at 
his infant son. "After realizing the 
futility of same the hitting -- I stopped." 
In response to the qeustion of who was most 
helpful to him in this situation, the res
pondent stated, "Physician mcide us realize 
that our son was colic (sick) and it was no 
fault of his." 

This is a classic example of the prevalent exist

ence of child abuse during the first tt.ree years of a 
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child's life. The child's inability to express him or 

herself and the parent's frustration over the constant 

crying often leads to ~buse. 

Child abuse can often be brutal as shown by the 

following case descrived by a young Orthodox w~man. 

A father kicked his pre-adolescent son across 
the gym floor because the: child did not. comr, 
out of the gym on time. She comments, "I 
was afraid to speak about it to the parents-
I tried to have a talk witt. the child." 

Another case showing brutality ar;d tt,e use of 
an instrument in the abuse was reported by 
a fifteen year old Conservat_ive girl. "I was 
over my friend's house and her father hit her 
with a broomstick a~d his hand. It was really 
sad." 

The following case illustrates how one child in a 

family can be singled out as the target of abuse. A 

forty-seven year old Conservative man wrote, 

"As a child, we had a neighbor who constantly 
beat up his daughter (oldest of two daughter's 
in the family). The beatings were constant." 

One element of abuse is the forced isolation of 

the abused party. A fifty-six year old Orthodox woman 

described the following: 

In a friend's family a retarded boy was never 
allowed out of the house by his parents. This 
happened constantly. The respondent said, 
"There was nothing I could do. They were not 
close friends." 

Another form of child abuse is incest or the sexual 

abuse of children. As stated earlier, four cases were 
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reported in the study. Two cases came frcm the question

naire of a sixteen year old Conservative girl. She wrote, 

"This was done to me and my sister by ex stepdad." She 

wrote this in response to the question regarding forced 

sexual activity within the family. 

Twenty-two cases of spousal abuse were reported. 

Twenty cases involving husbands striking their wife and 

two were cases of wives striking their husband. Most of 

the reported spousal abuse was described as occurring in 

other Jewish families. It is not likely that these 

cases were duplications of each other, because the re

sponses were from all groups with only one or two occur

ring in each group. Although most of the cases of 

spousal abus~ were reported as having occurred outside 

of the respondent's family, it is possible that some of 

these cases are in actuality self-reports, since it is 

often easier to say "I have a friend who has a problem .. ~ 

than to admit to having a problem oneself, particularly 

if one's peers are looking over one's shoulder. 

The following case of spousal abuse inflicted on her 

~as reported by a thirty-four year old Reform Jewish 

woman. ,Both her father and her ex-husband often struck 

her. When her father did so, she "got ups~t". She 

divorced her ex-husband and has since remarried. 

A forty-six year old synagogue professional report

ed that he has struck his wife a few times. When asked 
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what he, did about it, he stated "I apologized". He 

also reported knowing of other cases of husbands strik

ing their wife in the Jewish community. 

As two cases of wives striking their husbands were 

reported, an example of this is included. A fifty year 

old Conservative man stated his wife struck out against 

him a few times. In response to what he did about it, he 

replied, "I restrained her." Studies have shown that 

women do strike out against their husbands. The result, 

however, is usually a more brutal attack by the husband 

in response. 

Sibling violence comprised a larqe proportion of 

the violence, reported. A total of 129 incidents were 

reported. The incidents ranged from "sibling squabbles" 

to "an older brother pushing me (younger brother) out of 

a moving car." Although the majority of the cases would 

not be considered abusive because most children fight 

with one another, several cases may definitely be des

cribed as abusive or part of a vi.olent pattern within 

an abusive family. 

High correlations emerged between reports of sib

ling violence and violent behavior shown to and by the 

respondent. 

(1) Those who said "Yes" to "Has anyone in your 

family ever physically struck out against you?" reported 

more cases of sibling violence that those who said "No" 
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t.o the same question. (F=59.810, p .001). 

(2) Those who responded "Yes" to "Have you ever 

physicaJly struck out against a member of your family?" 

also reported more cases of sibling violence than those 

who said "No" to the same question. (F=43.0l, p .001). 

(3) Those who said "Yes" to "Has a member of your 

fa~ily (other than you) ever physically struck out at 

another member of your family, aside from yourself?" 

reported more cases of sibling violence than those who 

said "No" to the same question. (F=l6.509, p .001). 

These findings have several possible explanations: 

(1) If respondents reported any type of family violence, 

they were likely to report sibling violence (since via-

lence among siblings seems to be most common). ( 2) If 

respondents were aware of and willing to report any 

family violence, they were more likely to be aware of and 

report sibling violence. (3) A large percentage of the 

study sample was composed of people under eighteen 

years of age, and those individuals are more likely to 

report it. (4) It is also possible that the correlation 

of sibling violence with violence done by and to other 

family members reflects family patterns. Societal 

norms and modeling of parental behavior by children 

coupled with family values may also by contributinc; 

factors. The dynamics which foster violent behavior 

between two sub-units of the family, often are mirrored 
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in the other sub-units; thus, the hitting of children 

by parents may cause the chj_ldren to hit one another. 

Violence becomes an acceptable form of problem sol

ving for all family members. Indeed, within such a 

fa~ily, violence may be seen as the only available prob

lem solving technique. 

This study addresses most aspects of family violence. 

The preceding sections discussed child abuse, spousal 

abuse and sibling violence. A fairly large protion of 

the sample shows evidence of extensive involvement of 

entire families in violent patterns of behavior, often 

across generational lines and among many members of the 

family of origin. This is in keeping with findings re

garding the correlations between being hit and witnessing 

violence among other family members and resorting to 

violence oneself. 

The following are excerpts from questionnaires 

which illustrate family violence as a transmitted phenom

enon. 

A Reform Jewish woman, 39 reports that her father, 

sister and mother struck her. She recounts that she 

cried and felt angry and hit her sister back. She in 

turn has struck her daughter and her husband. Her 

daughters also strike each other. Her sister often 

strikes her children to whom the respondent gives 

emctional support. Her sister has been socially isolated 
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by her family. This woman reports an income of $60,000-

$70,000. 

A Conservative Jewish man, 55, reports being struck 

by his mother and grandmother. He in turn struck his 

wife and daughters. The respondent's son strikes his 

mother, the respo~dent' s wife. Whe,n asked whether vio

lence is a problem in the Jewish community the respondent 

replied "No". This case reflects the passing on of 

tostility towards women from father to son (complete 

denial and the taking of violent behavior for granted.) 

A Conservative woman, 50, reports about her violent 

family of origin. Her father and brother struck both her 

c.nd her mother. She struck both her brother and her 

mother. She recounts, "After I struck out at them I 

usually cried and then attempted to show them by hugging 

and kissinc; that I really loved ttem and was sorry for 

what I did." When the othe,r family members struck one 

&nother, she "ran away from the scene and cried and hid 

from them until it was quiet." This suggests children 

in violent families often feel fear, and describes what 

rray have been a situation in which her being fearful of 

being caught in the middle, of being struck herself. 

When asked whether she thought family violence was a 

problem in the Jewish community, she replied that she 

was "unsure". 
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A Con~ervative Jewish girl, 14, shows how the ex

periencing and witnessing of violence may cause it to 

become acceptable behavior. She reports being hit by 

her brothers, having hit her brotr,ers, and witnessing her 

brothers striking each other. She then recounts how her 

cousin strikes out at her mother and states she did 

"nothing, just left the room. It wasn't anything, just 

my cousin was rude or something." 

The fact that violence committed on a child will, 

in turn, be reenacted by that individual, is illustrated 

in the case of a twenty-two year old Conservative man. 

He describes his mother and father "slapping, hitting and 

pushing me." He then reports slapping, hitting and push

ing his sister. He also describes "Hitting and slapping 

of sister by mother and father." The parallel of violent 

methods among family members is a repeated phenomenon in 

the sample. 

Aside from cases that show how violence is transmit

ted within the violent family, there are cases that il

lustrate the pervasive quality of violence and fear in 

families in which violence is used. A twenty-four year 

old Conservative Jewish man describes his family of 

origin. He was often struck by his father, struck a few 

times by his mother and brother. He "fought back with 

his brother and mother or he left the room. Once he 

left home because of beatings by father." He also states 
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that his father struck his mother at which time he 

"stepped in more often than not to protect his mother." 

A very remarkable case of the fear and narrowing of 

a person's frame of reference and connection with the 

outside world as a result of violence is displayed in the 

following case: 

A forty-nine year old Reform Jew who describes her

self as "housewife, mother, maid, slave, pillar of 

strength" states "My husband freakes out if I yell. I 

stopped hitting my kids when I realized through therapy 

twelve ye:·ars ago that I was hurtin9 them with my frustra

tions. Only about two rages since then caused me to get 

physical with my children. I often fantasize my husband's 

death, usually through natural causes or an accident, 

but sometimes by my violence." This is a very common 

process among abused women. This woman tt.en goes on tc 

describe abuse at the hands of her husband. She states 

that she is socially isolated "by my husband's need to be 

with me whenever he is home, but he is aided in isolati.ng 

Fie by my own insecurities, m~ feeling that all people 

who care live where we used to live, and by my need for 

his approval. (I don't like his reaction when I'm not 

there when he wants me)." She describes what sounds like 

a classic example of wife abuse, the isolating of the 

woman and repeatedly affirming her sole role of being a 

provider of emotional needs. The woman must be there at 



her husband's whim. Though she does not describe her 

husband's behavior when she is not there for him, one 

gets the sense that it must be very frightening. 

This woman also states that help was gott.en for the 

family at a social service agency, but added, "I was 

afraid my husband would not continue if I saj_d too mt;ch." 

She also states, "My husband had therapy for about five 

years, but stoppec when it got too threatening. He 

learned a great deal intellectually and applies it in 

business." (Note: husband has been unemployed fer five 

years). She also states she spoke to a rabbi "partially, 

but not in depth." 

When asked whether family violence was a problem 

in the Jewish community she first replied, "No" ar:d then 

corrected herself to, "I drin't know". In response to the 

request to describe cases of Jewish family violence, she 

said "I truly do not know of any." 

Jewish Violence and Reporting 

The second hypothesis, that violent families do not 

take their problems to synagogue professionals, was ex

plored by the question of whether respondents had dis

cussed violent incidents with anyone. Of those who re

ported incidents of family violence, sixty-seven stated 

that they had spoken to someone, while fift.y-six had 



not. Eighty-six people did not answer this question, 

either beca~se they repcrted no incidents of violence or 

they chose not to complete the questionnaire. Those who 

~esponded affirmatively often reported speaking to more 

than one person. 

Respondents most frequently spoke to other family 

members concerning family violence (fifty-three). Thirty 

individuals stated that they had spoken to a friend and 

eighteen tc private therapists. The following is the 

remainder of the list of people who respondent's spoke, 

in order of frequency: Secular 8chool personnel (7) 

Physician (6) Rabbi (5) Jewish Educator (4) Cantor (3) 

Social Service Agency (2) Co-worker (1) Hotline worker. 

None of the respondents reported having spoken to a men

tal health agency or the police. 

The respondents overwhelmingly kept the knowledge 

of violent incidents within their circle of intimates-

among family members and friends. The low number of 

individuals who reported official contacts is keeping 

with the low percentage of Jews that appear in official 

family violence statistics-- which are primarily drawn 

from police records and public agency reports. Nobody 

in our sample reported contacting the police. If this 

response is representative of the repcrting of the 

Jewish synagogue-affiliated population of Los Angeles 
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one can expect the official statistics to be consider

ably lower than the actual incidence of Jewish family 

violence. 

When deciding to seek help outside the respondent's 

intimate circle, synagogue professionals were infrequent

ly selected. The reasons why only ten people reported 

seeking help from synagogue professionals is not im

mediately available in this study. One may speculate, 

however, that there is stigma and shame felt by congre

gants in exposing themselves within the Jewish community, 

especially to authority figures such as rabbis. Res

pondents felt strongly, however, about the importance 

of the synagogue professionals' role in helping with 

this probelm. Almost all, 83 percent, stated that they 

felt that synagogue professionals should be involved 

in trying to help with the problem of family violence, 

while only 17 percent felt that they should not be 

involved. Thirty-seven did not respond to the question. 

A few selected comments show the feelings of the 

respondents regarding the involvement of synagogue 

professionals. 

Yes -- because I feel that they have a lot 
(sic) experience and can help. 

Absolutely. These people are "public servants". 
As a teacher I direct for help to agencies 
and advise within the realm of my knowledge 
whenever necessary and possible. I not only 
think they should be involved and made 
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Appendix A 

Letter to Rabbi 
SU" 0. ,-. . ~ 
r . ~ . ' . 

(/((LL~~ 
HEBREW UNION COLLEGE- JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 

Cincinnati • ,\' ew York • Los Angeles • Jerusalem 

January 7, 1980 

Dear Rabbi 

30"7 l:'.\'IVERSITY AVE'.\'l:E • LOS A;s;GELES. CALIFOR'.\'IA 90007 
(213) 7-19,3-124 

You and your congregation have been selected as one of the 
synagogues to help provide information for a study of some 
serious problems facing Jewish families today. 

We are conducting this study in conjunction with our work 
at the University of Southern California, School of Social 
Work, and the Hebrew Union College, School of Jewish Commu
nal Service. 

We would like to arrange to speak with, and distribute 
questionnaires to, groups of your congregants. 

We will be in touch with you within the next week, to 
arrange a mutually convenient appointment. 

Should you wish to contact us, please write to us at: 

Or phone us at: 

Hebrew Union College 
School of Jewish Communal Service 
3077 University Avenue 
Los Angeles, CA 90007 

(2] 3) 368-9632 

We are looking forward to working with you. 

Sincerely, 

Betsy Giller Ellen Goldsmith 



available, I believe the Jewish community 
should be advised through Jewish magazines, 
newspapers, temples, etc. that such help is 
available readily. 

Yes -- We all need somebody to look to when 
we have problems; what better than a reli
gious leader? 

Yes -- "By people sharing their problems and 
seeking guidance our professionals are help
ful." 

Many people stipulated, however, that synagogue 

professionals should not be involved without proper 

training: 

"If they are qualified, and the people in
volved are willing to ask assistance." 

Jewish professionals are not, merely by their 
position, trained or capable in this area. 
They could do more harm than good if untrain
ed and without true professional back-up. 

There were a few comments which expressed the 

feeling that synagogue professionals should not be in

volved at all: 

(No) Because they are not qualified to help 
with these problems; they can only listen. 
True I went to my relative when I was hit 
or bothered -- but none of the cases were 
ever serious -- just minor things. 

(No) It's not their business. 

An attempt was made to explore general attitudes 

toward family violence in the general community and in 

165 



the Jewish community. The overwhelming majority of 

respondents thought that family violence was a problem 

in the general community (62 percent Yes; 38 percent No). 

The opposite was true with regard to family violence in 

the Jewish community. Only 39 percent felt violence 

was a problem in the Jewish community, while 61 percent 

felt it was not. This seems to reflect the respondents' 

notion of Jews as different from non-Jews with regard 

to family violence. The following quotations are il

lustrative: 

"Jews love." 

"Jews are usually pretty level-headed about 
this." 

"Jews don't like violence; Jews are very calm 
people." 

"No. The Jewish people have more respect for 
each other." 

"No, Jewish families have a strong bond." 

"Possibly, but to a lesser degree, possibly 
depending upon education, religious education, 
financial stress, etc." 

"Because the people in this area are relative
ly brought up well." 

"It is frowned upon." 

Others seem to feel that if there is violence in 
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the Jewish community, it is the result of assimilation 

and of moving away from Jewish tradition: 

Yes, it is a problem since we've become so 
secularized and Americanized. 

(No, I feel in the ultra-religious Jewish 
community of which I am a member there is 
little or practically no family violence 
problem. ) 

No, I think that within the Jewish world 
(I'm only familiar with the Orthodox 
Jewish world) violence is virtually non
existant. 

(It appears that due to family deterioration 
there is more violence and frustration.) 

In general, those who feel that family violence 

is a problem in the Jewish community expressed the 

feeling that family violence is a human problem and: 

"Jews are people, too." 

"Since we are part of the community, what 
affects the community as a whole, good or 
bad, eventually affects us, too." 

"Yes, Jewish people are not exempt from 
these kinds of problems." 

"No more or less than in any other group." 

In summary, the following general findings emerged 

from the questionnaire responses: First, like other 

groups in the general population, Jews experience family 
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violence, including child abuse, spousal abuse, sibling 

violence, and violence involving all the sub-systems 

within the family. This family violence exists across 

denominations, income, educational, and geographic lines. 

Though younger people report more violence, all age 

groups report some. More than half of all respondents 

reported at least one incident of violence. 

Second, families experiencing violence are not 

turning to synagogue professionals for help. Instead 

they are keeping knowledge of family violence within 

the circle of their family and friends. They feel, 

however, that synagogue professionals should be avail

able to help with the problem of family violence. 

Although the respondents recognize the existence 

of family violence in the general community and may 

report violence in their own families, they do not 

acknowledge it in the Jewish community. 
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FOOTNOTES• 

1. Jennifer Baker Fleming, Stopping Wife Abuse (Garden 
City, New York: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1979), 
p. 273. 
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TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING AND ELIMINATION 

OF JEWISH FAMILY VIOLENCE - RECOMJ."1ENDATIONS 

FOR COMMUNITY ACTION AND AREAS FOR FURTHER 

STUDY 

The family is one of the basic units of society 

and insures the perpetuation of culture and transmission 

of values and mores. Within each culture an idealized 

conception of the family has evolved. The contrast 

between these ideals of what should be and the realities 

of what actually exists in family life is an ongoing 

source of tension in both American and Jewish culture. 

Family violence is also affected by this tension. It 

exists in both communities yet is excluded from the 

framework of acceptable behavior of the family. 

The Jew in American society functions with three 

sets of "shoulds" regarding the family, each of which 

contribute to the existence of and difficulty in ack

nowledging Jewish family violence. First, there is the 

American value system and its contrast to the realities 

of daily American family life. Secondly, there is the 

discrepancy between the Jewish value system and what 

actually occurs within the Jewish family. Thirdly, 

there is the tension between how Jews want non-Jews to 

view them and the reality of life in Jewish families 

and in the Jewish community. 

The myths about the American family are well re-



fleeted in the popular American culture. The best 

known example of this ideal is the "Father Knows Best" 

family, where everyone loves one another, listen warmly 

and caringly to one another. Most importantly, no 

serious conflict ever arises. This is in stark contrast 

to the turmoil and travail of present day life. This 

myth is what Steinmetz and Straus refer to as "the myth 

of family concensus and harmony", which encourages the 

view that family violence is non-normative and deviant, 

and therefore can be disregarded as being a major 

societal problem. 

The Jewish tradition is also replete with notions 

of harmony and love between family members. The rab

binic conception of marriage as an expression of holiness 

"kiddushin", demonstrates the high level of expectation 

that the marital couple must contend with. In reality, 

however, marriage is fraught with tension which the 

couple must resolve peacefully, within the sometimes 

ambiguous boundaries of Jewish tradition. 

There is also a similar expectation that parents 

will provide for the emotional, physical, material 

and educational needs of children while also disciplin

ing them. This they must do without resorting to any 

unacceptable behavior, including excessive use of 

physical force (the dimensions of which are never clear

ly defined) . 
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These Jewish values regarding marriage and child

rearing are most succinctly expressed in the terms 

"Shalom Bayit" or "peace in the home". Violation of 

these idealized "shoulds" has such stigma attached to it, 

that reaching out for help to treat problems such as 

family violence is rarely even considered within the 

Jewish community. The desire not to challenge the myth 

of the Jewish family's immunity to such problems, leads 

family members to deny what goes on in their families. 

They continue to deny the abusive behavior even when 

they recognize the acts as being harmful or even danger

ous. Most families, therefore, do not seek help, while 

the few who do, are often ignored because of the com

munity's need to maintain its idealized vision of the 

Jewish family. 

The phrase, "A shonde for the Goyim" or "It's a 

shame for the non-Jews to know" expresses the third 

tension. It is difficult for Jews to acknowledge 

serious problems such as family violence, and to seek 

help in solving them outside the Jewish community. 

Many Jews would like to believe that Jewish families 

are different from other families. There is shame in 

acknowledging to ourselves or to non-Jews that we may 

suffer from the same problems and may need help. All 

three of these tensions can be implicated in explaining 

why it has been so difficult to acknowledge the exis-
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tence of family violence in the Jewish community, and 

to provide help for those involved in this problem. 

Even in this study, many respondents who reported in

cidents of violence, still believe that violence is not 

a problem in the Jewish community, while acknowledging 

its existence in the non-Jewish world. Just as the myth 

of family harmony and the ideal of "shalom bayit" would 

predict, those who suffer with these problems are iso

lated from the community and see themselves as unique, 

"bad" and alone. This study shows, however, that this 

is not true. Violence exists in the Jewish family, 

and individuals in the community are aware of it. 

In contrast to what might have been expected, a 

great deal of information regarding Jewish family vio

lence was exposed by each group contacted. 

All professionals who participated in the study 

knew of cases of Jewish family violence. Almost all of 

the rabbis interviewed reported some knowledge of the 

problem. The congregants revealed a great deal of in

formation regarding family violence. Every synagogue 

produced cases of family violence. 

A total of twenty-two spousal abuse and 118 child 

abuse cases were revealed. Four cases of sexual abuse 

and eleven cases of social isolation were also reported. 

One hundred and twenty-nine incidents of siblings 

striking one another were discussed. The abuse ranged 



from sibling squabbles to an incident of an older 

brother pushing his younger brother out of a moving car. 

These findings are consistent with all of the 

general literature surveyed. Although Jews were under 

represented in earlier studies, our findings indicate 

that the high level of violence which exists in the 

general community also occurs in the Jewish community. 

This incorporates the entire range of family violence, 

including sibling violence, spousal abuse, and child 

abuse. 

The findings also indicate that violence is not a 

phenomenon confined to any one segment of the Jewish 

community. No difference was found in the amount of 

violence reported by the different denominations. With 

one exception, none of the other demographic data re

vealed any differences between those who were involved 

in the violence, and those who where not. These vari

ables include sex, level of education, marital status, 

and country of origin of the family. This is consis

tent with all of the family violence literature which 

states that violence exists across all social boundar-

ies. It is interesting to note that the only demo-

graphic information which showed a difference was in

come. In contrast to the myth that violence is a 

phenomenon of the lower socio-economic class, it was 

found that those respondents with higher incomes were 



more likely to be involed with intrafamilial violence. 

Repeatedly in the literature, family violence has 

been shown to be phenomenon transmitted from generation 

to generation. Child abusers were often abused children 

and wife batterers were often both abused children and 

witnesses to the battering of their mothers by their 

fathers. This was strongly validated by findings in 

this study. When violence done to the respondent was 

correlated with violence done by him or her, a very 

high association was shown. Second, when violence done 

by the respondent was correlated with violence done 

by other family members to one another, an equally high 

association emerged. These two findings strongly in

dicate that Jews, like non-Jews, transmit family vio

lence from one generation to the next. The family is 

not, therefore, the seat of harmony and "shalom bayit" 

traditional values say that it should be. Instead it 

may be a training ground for the perpetuation of vio

lence in the home. 

In light of the gravity and extent of the problem, 

it is important to note to whom those suffering from 

family violence turned for help. The vast majority of 

those who did turn to anybody for help reported talk

ing to other family members and friends, keeping the 

knowledge of family violence within their circle of 

intimates. The next most frequently consulted group 
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were private therapists. Only four respondents reported 

having spoken to a rabbi, four to a Jewish educator 

and two to a cantor. This finding strongly supports 

the hypothesis that violent Jewish families do not 

reveal their situation to synagogue professionals. The 

reason for this cannot be ascertained from this study, 

though fear, shame and stigma most probably play major 

roles. One would have to assume that shame regarding 

deviance from accepted Jewish cultural modes of behavior, 

in conjunction with fear of condemnation and censure 

from those in the community who act as gatekeepers, 

would mitigate against help being sought from those in

side the Jewish community. There may also be doubts as 

to whether these people understand the problem well 

enough to be able to help. 

It is interesting to note that none of the respon

dents reported having spoken to public agencies, in

cluding the police. This explains the absence or the 

low percentage of Jews that appear in official family 

violence statistics. This may also be reflective of a 

discomfort with revealing Jewish "failings" to the non

Jewish world. Though few people reported turning to 

synagogue professionals for help with the problems of 

family violence, the overwhelming majority felt that 

synagogue professionals should be involved in trying to 



help with this problem. There seems to be a discrepancy 

between behavior and attitude regarding the role of the 

synagogue professionals. This is further complicated by 

the fact that the rabbis interviewed saw themselves 

as available and willing to help with this problem, 

but congregants did not utilize this resource. 

The tensions discussed earlier, therefore, lead to 

four major results. American society is only now begin

ning to recognize that the family can be a violent and 

dangerous place. Jews continue to hold fast to their 

ideals of what should be, leading to the denial of the 

existence of a problem which is of major proportion. 

Those who suffer from their involvement with these prob

lems are therefore made to feel that they have failed 

and remain isolated with their problems because they are 

ashamed of their deviance. They feel they cannot turn 

to their own community, because of shame and fear of 

rejection but at the same time, cannot go outside the 

community because of the stigma and the desire to pre

vent shame from corning to the Jews. 

These results have serious implications for indivi

duals experiencing family violence and for the Jewish 

community as a whole. They serve as the basis for many 

of the recommendations in the following two areas: 

(1) Needed policy changes and programs 

(2) Areas for further research 



Policy Changes and Programs 

These suggestions are based on the three levels of 

prevention--primary, secondary and tertiary. If any of 

them are to be implemented, there must be a greater 

recognition of the problem of Jewish family violence 

by the organized Jewish community, including Jewish 

Federations, their agencies and the synagogue and rab

binic communities. This recognition needs to be sup

ported by changes in policy so that funding is made 

available for programs that deal with this problem. 

Policy changes must go from recognition of the phenome

non to education and open discussion of the problem. 

Only once the area is exposed and understood can new 

intervention strategies be developed beyond the primary 

level. 

For the primary prevention of family violence in 

the Los Angeles Jewish community, the following programs 

are suggested: 

(1) Family life education for young familes, in 

particular for those considering marriage and 

parenthood. This would involve parenting 

classes and premarital counseling by rabbis 

and social workers. The purpose of these 

programs is to strengthen family life and to 

provide more realistic expectations of family 

functioning. This will provide a more ade-



quate and constructive framework in which to 

deal with family tensions and frustrations 

without resorting to violence. 

(2) Community networking -- a system of Havurot, 

groupings of up to ten families who act as a 

Jewish extended family. This program has 

several advantages: (a) it reduces the isola

tion of the nuclear family; (b) it provides 

needed supportduring periods of stress; and 

(c) it allows for formal and informal educa

tion. 

(3) Education for the Jewish community at large 

regarding the existence and prevalence of 

Jewish family violence. Furthermore, there is 

a need to communicate to the lay community 

the necessity of programs to help those 

experience this problem. 

Primary prevention also involves educating the profes

sional community: 

(4) Education and training of Jewish professionals 

i.e. social workers, rabbis, cantors, edu

cators, and center workers, as to the para

meters of the problem. This would include 

information on how to recognize a potential or 

current abuser or victim, and how to make 

appropriate interventions and referrals. A 
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goal of this training is to build an internal 

network within the Jewish community that is 

responsive to issues of family violence. This 

interdisciplinary network should lead to early 

recognition of the problem and will allow 

for intervention at many levels. 

These educational measures are the most important 

steps to take regarding family violence in the Jewish 

community because of the current lack of recognition 

of the problem. until now, shame and denial have 

blinded and blocked the community's awareness of and 

response to the problem. We need to acknowledge that 

violence does exist before we are willing to support 

corrective programs. The stigma of being abused or of 

being abusive needs to be reduced before individuals 

can seek help. Professionals should also know how to 

handle family violence problems before they are con

fronted with them. Rabbis, educator, and social workers 

must help those who are suffering from abuse by making 

the proper referrals or by making positive therapeutic 

interventions. 

Once the awareness of the lay and professional 

communities has been increased, the following secondary 

preventative programs can be introduced: 

(1) A hotline for abused women and children 

as well for the abusing spouse or parent. 
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This could be easily added to the present Na

tional Jewish Council of Women's hotline with 

additional training for the workers. A 

similar program would work with the Federation 

hotline for teenagers which is run in conjunc

tion with Jewish Family Service. 

(2) Create a joint counseling program for 

abusive families using Jewish Family Service, 

Jewish Big Brother, Vista Del Mar and Cedars 

Sinai Hospital. Each of these agencies now 

serve violent families, but not in coordina

tion with one another. With joint programming 

and some possible support from the Jewish 

Centers, the families could be better served. 

(3) Create family crisis centers or drop-in 

centeri for "cooling down" periods. This will 

allow families to break the cycle of violence, 

by allowing members to remove themselves from 

the potentially abusive situation. The ad

vantage of this is the protection of the 

victim from the abuser and the protection of 

the abuser from his or her own impulses. This 

is less stigmatizing than the upheaval caused 

by moving into a shelter. These could be 

established in Jewish community centers along 

the lines of "teen drop-in" centers. 



(4) Homemaker services to provide respite 

relief and parenting models for abusive fami

lies. Homemaker services are particularly 

essential for highrisk families. 

Some violent families already seek help from Jewish 

counseling agencies. Unfortunately, too many workers 

are not aware of the existence of family violence or are 

reluctant to explore it even in situations where it 

already exists. As a result, they do not provide 

enough of the needed services such as those listed 

above. Some of the required support services, of 

course, do not exist as yet. This is not only a result 

of lineworker's lack of intervention, but a direct 

product of the community's reluctance to recognize 

and give priority to the problem and to provide needed 

services. 

For cases of abuse needing more drastic measures, 

tertiary treatment, some degree of institutional or 

out-of-home care may be needed. These include: 

(1) Legal services for those who suffer from 

spousal abuse. 

These could be offered through Jewish Legal Aid-Bet 

Zedek. All of the services should be made available 

to anyone who needs them regardless of income. It 

must be recognized that battered women rarely have ac-
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cess to their husbands' income, no matter how high. 

(2) Shelters for abused spouses and their 

children. No questions concerning money or 

social status should be used as criteria for 

entering since battered wealthy women need 

the services as much as the poorer women. 

These shelters should provide counseling as 

well as practical services for the entire 

family, in a Jewish environment. It is pos

sible that these services could be provided 

out of volunteers' homes rather than in an 

institutional setting to reduce costs and 

stigma. 

Areas for Further Research 

Many questions and issues have been raised by both 

the findings and limitations of this study. These 

questions can be divided into three areas for further 

research: 

(1) Scope and parameters of the problem in the 

community. 

(2) Questions raised by the limitations of 

this study. 

(3) The role of the Jewish synagogue profes

sional 

(1) Scope and parameters of the problem (demogra-



phic investigations) 

(a) An expansion of the current study to in

clude a broader sample of the Jewisn community. 

i.e. affiliated and unaffiliated Jews 

(b) An in-depth comparison of denominational 

differences with regard to family violence. 

(c) A systematic study of Jewish sibling vio-

lence. 

(2) Questions raised by the limitations of this 

study. Due to errors in the construction of the 

questionnaire, and the restricted computer time, 

certain information was not elicited. These in

clude: 

(a) Types of violent methods employed by 

Jewish family violence. 

(b) Precipitating causes of violent episodes. 

(c) Specific information on the intergenera

ional transmission of family violence. 

(d) A comparison of the rabbi's knowledge of 

the problem and the incidence of violence 

within congregation. 

All four of these appear to require an in-depth inter

view methodology rather than the questionnaire survey. 

(3) The role of the Jewish synagogue professional. 

(a) Research as to why violent families are 

not turning to synagogue professionals for 



help. 

(b) An investigation into the formal training 

of rabbis as counselors. This is particularly 

relevant to their work with families. 

Jewish family violence exists in larger numbers 

than generally thought. The magnitude of this problem 

prevents further denial of its existence. Jews, and 

particularly Jewish communal workers, have an obligation 

to face this problem and to help those who are suffering 

alone under this burden. Recognition and concern are 

not adequate, though. Concrete action needs to be 

taken. These recommendations are a beginning. The 

longer we wait to take action, the greater the likeli

hood that abuse will be perpetuated to yet another 

generation. 
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RABBINIC INTERVIEWS 

1. Tell me something about your congregation? Any 

unique features? Size? Composition of membership? 

2. How do you spend your time? What percent of time is 

spent in counseling? a) Marital counseling, b) Fam

ily, c) Children. Do you make referrals? To whom 

and for what problems? 

3. We are studying the problem of family violence. Have 

any such cases come to your attention: Wife batter

ing? Child abuse? 

a) Have you ever seen unusual marks on women or 

children, or injuries that are explained with un

satisfactory explanations? 

b) What would you do ( have you done) if someone told 

you that violence was occurring in another family 

in the congregation 

this situation?). 

what should a rabbi do in 

c) Is this a problem in the Jewish community? Who 

do you think are most likely to have these prob

lems? 

4. Would you be (have you been) surprised to find some

thing like this in your congregation? 

5. If help were available in dealing with violent 

families, would you want that assistance? (Training, 
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support systems, etc.). 



APPENDIX C 
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PRESENTATION TO CONGREGATIONAL GROUPS 

My name is I'm a Masters Degree 

Student at Hebrew Union College and University of 

Southern California in Social Work and Jewish Communal 

Service. My partner and I are doing a study about the 

ways in which people cope with family problems and 

stress. We have found, as have other helping profes

sionals, that one way many people deal with these dif

ficulties is to strike out at other family members. 

Child abuse and spousal abuse are known to exist in 

all ethnic, with all people, all religions, with rich 

and poor, religious, and economic groups. We know that 

Jews also physically strike out at other family members 

because both we and other Jewish helping professionals 

have worked with families who cope in this way. We 

know of cases of Jewish family violence that haven't 

been dealt with by professionals because they feel that 

violence didn't exist. We need to get honest and pos

itive responses from you so that we can help to get 

better programs for Jewish family violence. 

What I would like to ask you to do in a few moments 

is to fill out this questionnaire. The first two pages 

ask for general information regarding your vital sta

tistics and the following pages ask you to outline your 

exposure to this kind of behavior. All of your responses 
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are totally anonymous and are handled with total con

fidentiality. Even the synagogue's name will never 

appear anywhere. (Jokingly) Even we don't know who 

you are. Leave questionnaires face down. 

Pass out questionnaires. 

Before beginning-- in the section of the question

naire that asks about specific things that either hap

pened to you, to other family members, or to acquain

tances, we do not want names, but just the relationship 

of the people involved-- such as: 

Done to Mother By Son 

or 

Done to Me By Father 

Furthermore, if at any point you want to explain a 

response and there isn't enough space allowed, please 

feel free to use the back of the page. 

Also, the list of resources on the last page of the 

questionnaire is for your information. Please feel free 

to take this page with you. 

When you are finished, please place your question

naire face down, in one of the boxes placed 

Does anyone have any questions before we get started? 

If you have any questions or comments, I'll be available 

after people are finished. 

Thank you (for your cooperation). 
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My name is I'm a Masters Degree Stu-

dent at Hebrew Union College and University of Southern 

California in Jewish Communal Service and Social Work. 

My partner and I are doing a study about the ways in 

which people cope with family problems and stress. We 

have found, as have other helping professionals, that 

one way many people deal with these difficulties is to 

strike out at other family members. Child abuse and 

spousal abuse are known to exist among all peoples - all 

religions, ethnicities, with rich people as well as 

poor ones. We know that Jews also physically strike out 

at family members because both we and other Jewish help

ing professionals have worked with families who cope 

in this way. We also know of cases of Jewish family 

violence which have not been dealt with by professionals 

because they felt that violence did not exist among Jews. 

What we are asking of you is full and honest responses 

so that programs can be developed for violent Jewish 

families. We ask only that you share what you know so 

we can share that information with the rest of the 

Jewish community, to educate and help. 

What I'd like to ask you to do, in a few minutes, is 

to fill out this questionnaire. The first two pages 

ask for general information regarding your vital statis

tics and the following pages ask you to outline your 

exposure to this kind of behavior. All of your respons-
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es are totally anonymous and are handled with total 

confidentiality. Even the synagogue names will never 

appear anywhere. 

you are. 

(Jokingly) Even we don't know who 

(pass out questionnaires) 

(before beginning) 

In the section of the questionnaire that asks about 

specific things that either happened to you, to other 

family members, or acquaintances, we do not want names, 

but just the relationships between the people involved -

such as: 

Done to Mother 

or 

Done to Me 

by Son 

by Father 

If at any point you want to explain a response, and 

there isn't enough space allowed, please feel free to 

use the back of the page. 

Also the list of resources that will be distributed 

at the end of this meeting is for your information. 

Please feel free to take this with you. 

When you are finished, please place your question

naire face down, in one of the two boxes placed 

Does anyone have any questions before we get started? 

If you have any questions or comments, I'll be 

available after people are finished. 



Thank you, again, for your assistance. 
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1 
This questionnaire is designed to find out how 

families deal with some of the problems facing them. 

We recognize that in the life of every family there are 

problems at some time or other. What are described on 

the following pages are ways that many people, including 

Jews, use to deal with situations that arise in their 

families. 

We recognize that many of the things mentioned in 

this questionnaire may be done in fun, playfully, or 

casually. We are concerned only with those instances 

in which these things are done to hurt, to punish, or 

to force other people to do something against their 

will. 

In answering the following questions, please refer to 

yourself, at any time in your life, your spouse, your 

children, your parents, your in-laws, other members of 

your family, and of the Jewish community. 

If not enough space is provided for a full answer, 

please feel free to use the back of the page to complete 

your answer. 
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our: .':;l'O!x ___ _ 
' ~.,...I"'• ceX 

J..qe 

f)(llJ,-,-,• .• , • w ----

'iildren '.s: .Sex ___ _ 
Sex -----

Marital Status: 

"! !·l~r:ried 
... , i ,-r, r. ced 
' : i(d')'-'P1"1 

se:r. 'c) r;, t_:-:,,1 
: ev~1- hnen mar::-ied 

----Arye ----Age ___ _ 
Age ___ _ 

other, please s~ecify ______ _ 

hest level of education cornnleted: 

.i.0:1 .school s·_;_-ad11ate or less 
.SonP- collec:;e 
Col.lP.CJe Graduate 
Sone qr2d11ate school 
llaster•s degree 

Sex ----Sex ----

Ph.D. or some professional degree beyond Mas~er•s 
Other, please specify _________ _ 

ke you currently employed? 

Self: // YES L7 
(Tf you m.:-e a cLild, 

No 
hother: 

S~ouse: 17 
L,YES /"JITo 

YES L7 
t'ather: 

Arre ___ _ 
Aqe ----

l.~O . 

L7YES 

~at is vour current occupation? (if child, parents• occuf~tions) 

aDpro::io.ate f amil v anr-ual incoM•3: 

. fl 0-9, 999 
77~ 10, oao-19, 999 

:· 20, 000-:-2. 9,999. 
. 3Q I QQQ-39 I 999 
. 40,C00-t,9,99S' 

~ 
:;o, 000-::i9, ~99 
GO 000-69 999 , , 

. 70,000-79,999. 

80,000-89,000 
90,000-99,000 
100,000 and ubov~ 
Don• t l:now 

~ase fill in the chart bel0\'1 1 using yes and no I whe::.:-e appropriatetoue tr·,. of 
.,._ Dorn Jewish Currently Jewisl1. Ourn in u.s. ,rigJ!" .. 'I01u,~~-·-·------~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~=~-=~~~~~~-------.·· -=-rself 
~ spouse 

r:tother 
Father 

er•s mother 
er•s Father 
er•s mother 
r'A father ,., (T., 



Jn the family in ,-,hich you gre~,r up, how many people uere there? 
(Ir you are a child now, how r.ta!1y are in your current far.:iJ.v?) ------

gou 11any .::oom.s ar•~ t·her,: in you~~ ,:orne? ------

l: ou f.:ehold, ,fren you were i:;rowin ur, .0 }!(; 

\'.ow nany tj_mes Lave ~/OU moved in the la5t 10 yea.1.·s? 

s te adi l ~, ernp 1 oy·.;:: :1 ? 

-------

1\--P. you now a rnel"'.bcr of a s~1nagogue O _ YE3 0 Nu 
How long have you been a synagogue member_? ___ _ 



'lsRE "DONE TO" AND "BY" APPEAR, FLEASE STATE THE RELATIONSHIP, BETWEEN THE 
'oPLE INVOLVED, i.e., Done tor Mother By: ~. or Done to:!:!!, By: Husband 

ftf TO EACH CHECKED RESPONSE, PLEASE WRITE: O, IP THIS OCCURED Q!f! 

l 
F, IF THIS OCCURED A FEW TIMES 
OF, IF ~HIS OCCURED OFTEU 
C, IF THIS OCCURED CONSTANTLY 

IS HAS BEEM DONE TO YOU BY A N.El-~BER OF YOUR FAMILY: 
: {J HITTING - // FORCED TO BE 1.Lo1rn, I<EPT At;AY 
lne to: _______ By:_______ FROM PEOPLE EXCI:PT IM-lEDIJ'.TE Fl.l .. lII Done to: _______ By: _____ _ 

SLAPPING 
By: 17 '.L'HROWING AiJ OBJECT l-.T ~OU ~~:iICr: 

COULD·DO HJ.Rh 
Done to: B_y: 

PUNCHING 
By: 

17 I<NIFING 
Done to: By: 

PUSHING, SHOVING 
By: 

0 SHOO'rIPG, THREP .. TENING WIT:l A GU 
KICKING Done to: By: 

By: 

0 PHYS I C/.LLY 1.SSAULTING 
l1 SURmlljG Done to: By: 

e to: By: 

l7 FORCING TO ENGAGE nr s1;XU]iL 
.men ts: ACTIVITY 

Done. ";o: By: 

Hi\VE DONE THIS TO A EEJ.1BER OF YOUR FAM1.LY 
Q HITTIIJG . -----z-7 FORCED TO BB ~-L0!1E, I<EPT J'i.~:Z:.Y 

etto: _______ ny: FP,OH PEOPLE E.XCL2:L' Il,U•1I;DIATE FAHILY 

Q SLI.l'Pil!G 
e to: By: ------- -------
[1 PUNCHING eto: ________ By: ______ _ 

0 f'UGJ:IlTG, SHOVING 
e to: By: 

0 KICI<~NG 
By: 

BURNING 
By: 

Done to _______ By ______ _ 

0 TH.4l0~-:nrn AN C3JECT THll_T COULD 
DO HARN Done to _______ By ______ _ 

0 KHIFING Done to : _______ Dy ______ __ 

a_ PHYSICALLY ASSAULTING 
Done to: _______ By ______ _ 

l7 FORCING TO ENGAGE IN SEXUAL 
ACTIVITY 

Done to: By ------- -------
'f'7ITH P.. rmr:r 



'

if occured once; F, if occured a few times: 02, if occured often; 
' if occured constantly , 4 

, ,. FAS DEEN no1a~ TO SOllEONE ELSE 11; ,i'-''d HITTING 
ye, UI! .F .. u.;1 r,y i::i ALO'rBER F'ANILY 11El·1BE~~: 

17 -.•r•--,,-.p,--, rno T"l}, ALC""M:> T• -

ne to: ________ By:_· ______ _ 

/7 SLAPPING 
ne to: ________ By: _______ _ 

{J PUNCHING 
ne to: ________ By: _______ _ 

lJ PUSHING, SHOVING 
ne to: ________ By: _______ _ 

0' BURNING 
~ to: By: -------- --------
mments: 

'--' l'•.,,.._.L,..., 1 ....... ,•,c:., .F.rT A1•:l.Y 
PRm, PEOPLE EXCEP'r IHHEDIATE FAM: 

Done ta: By -------
0 TI-IRO\'HNG AN OBJECT TEAT COULD 

DO !iARl•l 
Done to: _______ By ______ _ 

/7 I(J':"IFJ 1:G 
Done to By: -------- ------
0 SHOOTIEG, THREJI.TEEING WITI: A Gt. 
Done to _______ By ______ _ 

/7 PEYSIClJ",LY ASSAUL'l'HIG 
Done to _______ By ______ _ 

0 FO~Cil G TC, El~CAGE n~ SE~{U}.L 
J.~lcT r · rI•r·~, 

Done to~ By ------- -------
OF OTHER JEWISH FAHILIES t'll:i:ERE THIS r-ms HAPPLl:ED: 
HITTIUG 17 FORCED TO BE l'.Lm:E, r:EFT ]~~:A 

________ By:________ PF.OM FEC'•PI.~ EXCEP'l' IMMEDll-.TL Fl.11I 

SLAPPING 
By: -------- --------

0" PUNCHING 
ne to: By: -------- --------

PUSHING, SHOVING 
By: -------- --------

Q ICICI<ING 
ne to: By: -------- ---------

C, BURI:JING 
,_ Ile to: ________ By: ______ _ 

ents: 

Done to _______ By _____ _ 

L7 T:::(Oi r 't; l.N OBJECT THAT COULD 

Done to: By -------- --------
Cl KNIFING 
Done to By ------ --------
0 SHOOTING, THREATENING WITH A GUl 
Done to _______ By _______ _ 

U F:TYSICl.LLY ASSAULTING 
Done to _______ By _______ _ 

L7 FO!~CIHG TU EITGAGE IN SEXUAL 
ACTIVITY 

Done to BY ------ --------



enY of the items discussed on the previous paqes occured within your 
~ly, have they been discussed with anyone? 

YES O 1~0 

yES, please check all of the following who hav~ been told: 

SECULAR SCHOOL PERSONNEL (teacher, counselor, principal, etc.) 
I~:OTLINE HORI<ER 

i7 POLICE 
17 Rl.BDI 
; :~~~~~I~RVICE AGENCY (Jewish ?arnily Service, etc.) 

; 
77_ 

I~ 
77 

F=nmm 
CAlJTGTI 
PRIVATE THERAPIST CR 
1IB17'I'AL HEALTH CLINIC 
CO-l·JCRKER AT JOB 
JE':HSI-I EDUCATOR 
LAi·JYER 

COUNSELLOR 

OTHER, PLEASE SPECIFY ________ _ 

THE ABOVE LIST, PLEASE CIRCLE TUE PERSON 'i·mo iIAS LL!S'l' IiELPFUL. Ii: 'l'HE 
,\CE BELOW, DESCRIBE WHAT MADE IT POSSIBLE TO 'I'l~K TG TEAT PLRSOH 

OF THE PEOPLE YOU WENT TOPOR HELP JEHISE? 

C: 

YES 
no 

(Please place the letter. from the above list on the line] 

DOIi 'T KNOW 

! GENERAL, DO YOU THINK FAMILY VIOLE~7CE IS A PROBLEM? /7 YES 
lease explain your answer) 

You THINK FAMILY VIOLENCE IS A PROBLEN It: THE JEIHSH COl-lHlnHTY? 
YES {7 RO (please explain your answer) 

0 NO 

You THIHIC Tl!AT TBE SY?1AGOGUE Nm JE1HSE Pl<urESSIOi•.:2\LS (RlsDBJ, Cl.F:'l'C.R, JEt'i1.Sii 
UCi\TOR) SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN TRYIEG TO HELP tHTE TEE PROBLEH OF FAMILY 
OLEHCE? Q YES LJ NO (please e:.:plain your answer) 

THERE ARE ANY CASES OF JEWISH 1-'AL.ILY VIOLENCE THl.T YUU Ai<.E WlLLilJG 'i'C:, 
SC~tI BE, PLEASE DO SO Ol; TIIE BACK OF ~Ill S PAGE. 
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This questionnaire is designed to find out how 

families deal with some of the problems facing them. 

We recognize that in the life of every family there are 

problems at some time or other. What are described on 

the following pages are ways that many people, including 

Jews, use to deal with situations that arise in their 

families. 

We recognize that many of the things mentioned in 

this questionnaire may be done in fun, playfully, or 

casually. We are concerned only with those instances 

in which these things are done to hurt, to punish, or 

to force other people to do something against their 

will. 

In answering the following questions, please refer to 

yourself, at any time in your life, your spouse, your 

children, your parents, your in-laws, other members of 

your family, and of the Jewish community. 

If not enough space is provided for a full answer, 

please feel free to use the back of the page to complete 

your answer. 
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1

!:,J··...:ct~c .J . .1..i. :i.(1 t11e 

'four: Sex 

appropriate information: 

---- l.ge ___ _ 
f>::,0use 's: Sex ___ _ 
Children's: Sex Sex ___ _ 

current Marital Status: 

~

- Harried 
Divorced 
\lidowed 

:~ever been rnar:i:::i:ad 

J'\ge ----Age __ _ 
Age ----

~ 
~er,ar.ated 

Other, please specify _________ _ 

£h_cck highest level of education cor.r,1eteq: 

Ilic:;h school graduate or less 
Some college 
College Graduate 
Some graduate school 
!1as ter' s degree. 

Sex -----Sex ----

Ph.D. or some professional degree beyond Mas~er•s 
Other, please specify __________ _ 

ke you currently employed? 

Self: L7 YES L7 
(If you are a child, 

No 
Hother: 

SJ?ouse: 
L,YES 

II 
{lffo 

YES // 
Father: 

fl.ere ___ _ 
Ane ----

r-~o . 
/7YES 

~hat is your current occup~tion? (if child, parents' occuF2tions) 

tl,ease checJ~ appro:dmate family anntJ.al ; ncorr.e: 

0-9,999 
10,008-19,999 
20,000-;-29,999 
30,000-39,999 
10,000-49,999 
50, 000-::;9, 999 
G0,000-69,999 
70,000-79,999 

~ 
77 
Tl 

80,000-89,000 
90,000-99,000 
100,000 and above 
Don't };:now 

?!_ease fill in the chart below, using yes and. no. where a~propriatecoue~r,,. ot;_ 
Born Jewish Currently Jewish Born J.n U.S. · igJ.n 

Xfuir spouse 
~r mother 
~r Father 
~er•s mother 
~her•s Father 
~er•s mother 
~er•s father 
· 11_;_ nr:,~ 



l 
l 

-2-

In the f?..mil? in \;r.icL you gre~.·, 1J.p, ho~-, many people \,'ci-e tLere? 
( If you are u. chi.le.~ now, hm1 man~' a,;.◄ c in your current family?) ------

!;OH many roor.i.s ;,_re ther2 in you::::- hor:!c? ------

t:ie head of 
0 YES 

you were c;rowiri ur,, stearJjly 

~w many times have you rnoved in the last 10 years? -------

ii.re you now 2. rn8mber of a s,_,nagogu'.= 17. YE.S 
How long have you been a synagogue member? 

17 no 
----



1. Has anyone in your family ever physically struck out against 
you? (hitting, slapping, kicking, etc.) 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did this to you? 

b. Next to each response above (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

O - Once 
F - A few times 

OF - Often 
C - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 

2. Have you ever physically struck out against a member of 
your family? 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did you do this to? 

b. Next to each response above, (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

0 - Once 
F - A few times 

OF - Often 
C - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 



3. Has a member of your family (other than you) ever physically 
struck out at another member of your family, aside from your
self? 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did this, and to whom? 

b. Next to each response above (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

0 -Once 
F - A few times 

OF - Often 
C - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 

4. Do you know of any other Jewish families where the members 
have physically struck out against each other? 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did this, and to whom? 

b. Next to each response above, (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

O - Once 
F - A few Times 

OF - Often 
C - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 



5. Do you know of any Jewish families, including yours, wh re 
members have been forced by the people in the famil to b 
alone or were kept away from social contact outside of the1 
immediate family? 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did this and to whom? 

b. Next to each response above, (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

o - Once 
F - A few times 

OF - Often 
c - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 

6. Do you know of any Jewish families, including yours, where 
members have been forced to engage in sexual activity by 
other family members? 

YES NO 

a. If yes, who did this and to whom? 

b. Next to each response above, (in (a)), please indicate 
how often this occurred, using: 

O - Once 
F - A few times 

OF - Often 
C - Constantly 

c. What did you do about this situation? 



r anv of the i terns discussed on the previous .i.iarres occu~:ed Ni tli in y-:-nr 
~lly, have they been discussed with anyone? 

~:Ef> L7 :t:O 

Y.ES, please check all of the following who have been told: 

OTHER Fl'J-IILY 1-lEHBERS (please s9ecify) 
SE eULAR SCHOOL PERS o;-JNEL ( teacher , c_o_u_n_s_e_,1=-0-r-, _p_r_,i,_n_c_1.,..· p-a..,.1·-,-e-t-c-.... ) ---
E OT LI HE WOREER 
FOLICE 
P.1.DBI 
SOCI.AL SERVICE F.GENCY (JeHist r'amily Service, etc.) 
pr;ysICIAlJ 
r·:1mrn 
CAHTOJ. 
PRIVATE THERAPIST en COU~SEILUR 
I:fil~'l'AL HEALTH CLil~IC 
CO-l'JC;RKER AT JOB 
JE':-iISII EDUCATOR 
LAUYE11 
GTHER, PLEASE SFECIFY _________ _ 

• C. 

THE ABOVE LIST' PLEASE Cil~CLE TUE PERSON mw UAS d.•ST i:iELPf'UL. Ir TIIE 
,;CE BELOW, DESCRIBE HHAT HADE IT POSSIBLE TO 'l'l'-.L.K TC TILL.T PERSOF 

CF THE PEOPLE YOU L'LlJT TO ron IIELP JElJJ. .SE? 

YES (Please place the letter from the above list on the line 

DOH'T IQ!OW 

GENERAL, DO YOU THINK FAlULY VIOLEl~CE IS A PP .. GBLEH'? /7 YES 
lease explain you.- answer) 

'IOU TEil-HC Fl~NILY VIOLENCE IS A Pl:Ol3LEll IF THE JELi:SII COI-1!-J.Ul-.ITY? 
'!ES O HO. (please explain your answer) 

/7 NO 

You 'i'IIINL TIIAT TEE SYI;-AGOGU:: Ai:;D ,T'."::L'l sr: Pl{C_1F't;SSlCl:t,LS ( Rl:.BDit ClXTi.JR. Jm:rsr: 
CCATc:·~) SHOULD BE n~VOLVED IN TRYI:'.:~G TO IIELP 1JITir TI~E PROBLEM OF FANlLY 
0tr:NCE? 0 YES L7 NO (please e;~plain your answer) 

'I'i:t~·(E ARE ANY CASES OF Jl:-Hl-SH I:'l:..l-iILY VIOLE~TCE THid' Yt1U A.::U:: lHLLI:-:G 'l'u 
c:~rns, PL2~ASE DO so ON 'l'IJE B.ACIC UF TI'IS PAG:I::. 
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APPENDIX E 

FAMILY CRISIS RESOURCE LIST 

Child Abuse Reports Zenith 2-1234 

Cedars-Sinai Warm Line 

(Ask operator for assistance) 

855-3500 

Child Abuse Listening Line 

Parents Anonymous 

Cedars-Sinai Rape Crisis 

828-2255 

(800)352-0386 

Hotline 855-3506 

Women's Shelter-Long Beach 
YMCA dial Her-Home 

Women's Shelter-Santa Monica 399-9228 

Women's Shelter-San Pedro 547-9343 

Women's and Children's Shelter 
(Whit tier) 69 6-24 41 

Haven House-Pasadena 681-2626 

Phoenix House-Glendale 242-1106 

Fairfax Information and 
Referral Service Team 
(F.I.R.S.T.) 653-9311 
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