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Recognizing Domestic Violence Directed Towards Men: 
Overcoming Societal Perceptions, Conducting Accurate 

Studies, and Enacting Responsible Legislation 

Alexander Detschelt 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 
“I was hit in the head with a beer mug . . . requiring stitches.” 
“. . . would throw hot scalding coffee in my face.” 
“I was slapped, punched, poked and kicked repeatedly.” 
“I suffered a broken leg, a broken ankle, and [a] broken wrist.” 
“I have been chased with a car and attacked with a chainsaw.” 
“. . . sitting on my chest with a butcher knife in hand and the blade at 
my throat.” 
“. . . attempted to smother [me] with a pillow while I slept.”1  

 
In the public’s mind, these true recollections of violence evoke the image of an 

abusive husband or boyfriend.  In reality they were all perpetrated by a wife or 
girlfriend.  The traditional societal view of domestic violence, as evidenced by legal, 
medical, and statistical data, involves the notion of men engaging in the domestic 
abuse of their female partner or spouse, hence making it very difficult to accept that 
male spousal abuse is a serious problem.2  

This note takes the position that domestic violence against men is in fact a 
serious social issue that must be fully 
addressed by overcoming societal 
perceptions, conducting accurate studies, and 
enacting responsible legislation. 

Societal trends indicate that we are 
becoming more and more concerned with 
reducing all forms of abuse and violence that 
manifest themselves in domestic relations.3  
Therefore, the next appropriate action would 
be to discard the long-held and stereotypical 
view that “violence is considered the 
province of the male,” and accept the reality 
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that women have the same capacity for violence.4  Not addressing this issue will result 
in serious ramifications, not just to the men who are abused, but also to society as a 
whole.5  In reducing domestic violence, it is therefore imperative to develop a societal 
approach, based on education and coordination of efforts between the legal and law 
enforcement communities, academics and statisticians, domestic violence support 
groups, and popular culture influences. 

Part II of this note focuses on the social stereotypes, while Part III focuses on 
statistical data and interpretation that contribute to the lack of acknowledgment the 
seriousness of domestic violence against men receives.  Part IV focuses on legislation 
(specifically the Violence Against Women Act and Ohio’s battered woman syndrome 
statute) that makes it more difficult for men to receive the same protection and support 
under the law as female victims of domestic violence.  It offers suggestions about 
improving the legal state of affairs. Finally, Part V focuses on the harm resulting to not 
only men, but also to children, women, and sexual minorities, if society continues to 
gender-stereotype the problem of domestic violence. 
 

II. THE HIDDEN SIDE OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
 

It should be obvious why society assumes that men are almost never victims of 
domestic violence—such abuse “has been minimized, justified, and ignored for a very 
long time.”6 

Popular culture has had a great impact on minimizing the problem of domestic 
violence against men.  Upon hearing about the topic of battered men, the public’s first 
reaction is usually that of incredulity and amusement.7  Historically, battered husbands 
have been ignored, ridiculed, and chastised.8  Print media has also made battered men a 
topic for jokes, a common example being the stereotypical cartoon image of a woman 
chasing her husband while wielding a rolling pin above her head.9  A researcher has 
also noted that women are depicted as the perpetrators in seventy-three percent of 
newspaper comics addressing domestic violence situations.10  Furthermore, surveys 
regarding public attitudes about slapping have changed dramatically for men, but not 
for women.11  Movies and television have continually presented scenes in which 
women who, upon being subjected to emotionally upsetting circumstances, 
immediately slap the man who is the cause of them.  The audience’s reaction can range 
from that of laughter and cheer to even applause; however, were a man to do the same 
things, the reaction would be quite the opposite. 

The media is also instrumental in perpetuating this stereotype, and in effect is 
detrimental to the recognition of domestic violence against men.12  News headlines 
regarding domestic violence against men have been phrased in such a way as to be 
sensational and evoke humor.13  Even more recently and on a national level, the issue 
of domestic violence against women has received significantly increased attention 
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since the murder of Nicole Brown Simpson.14  Unfortunately, the media has not 
presented similar incidents of domestic violence against men with equal fervor, as 
evidenced by the Phil Hartman tragedy.15  These societal reactions and media 
perceptions are in keeping with the unfortunate, stereotypical view society holds of 
men as being sturdy and women being the weaker, more helpless sex.16 

Feminists view domestic abuse as an “essential element of the vast male 
conspiracy to suppress and subordinate women,” not through the individual male, but 
rather through patriarchy.17  Furthermore, Gloria Steinem has asserted that “patriarchy 
requires violence or the subliminal threat of violence in order to maintain itself.”18  
Therefore, one would believe that a patriarchal society is directly responsible for 
domestic violence against women.  While no one doubts the existence of a patriarchal 
society, it is incorrect to hold that domestic violence is a gender issue.19  The 
patriarchal model of domestic violence fails when one examines domestic violence in 
same-sex relationships.20  For example, lesbians batter each other at about the same 
rate as couples in heterosexual relationships.21  Some studies have found even higher 
figures, finding that abuse and violence occur in more than fifty percent of lesbian 
relationships as compared to approximately ten percent in other types of 
relationships.22  These figures could not exist if domestic violence were in any way 
related to a patriarchal society.23  Therefore, society must recognize that domestic 
violence is not a gender issue, but rather a power issue, stemming from the dominance 
and control structure that can be found in any relationship.24 

This gender-neutral view is not reflected in the social programs addressing 
domestic violence.  In literature distributed to victims and perpetrators, gender-neutral 
language is usually absent and the perpetrators are described as “he,” with the victim 
always being referred to as “her.”25  Some domestic violence counselors honestly 
believe that continuing such practices is beneficial to combating domestic violence.26  
Similar beliefs are prevalent in domestic violence treatment programs, as evidenced by 
the widely used Duluth Model.27  Its creators have conceptualized domestic violence 
into a “Power and Control Wheel” diagram that “depicts the primary abusive behaviors 
experienced by women living with men who batter.”28  The authors state that the 
Duluth Model is meant for battering men and battered women and that it can’t work for 
the treatment of battering women.29  Treatment programs across the country for 
batterers are based on the gender-polarizing Duluth Model, and therefore reject other 
effective methodologies such as couples counseling, family systems theory, and anger 
management, “in favor of a gender-polarizing view that battering is a conscious 
strategy by men to assert male dominance over women.”30 The lack of gender-
neutrality not only perpetuates the belief that domestic violence only affects women, 
but also results in direct harm to men, in that “a man seeking help would feel he is not 
wanted, and cannot be a victim, if the language does not acknowledge his existence.”31  
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Due to gender stereotypes regarding domestic violence against men, social 
ridicule is the fear that confronts male spousal abuse victims.32  Men perceive society 
as expecting them to be the strong, dominant party in their intimate relationships, and 
therefore are less willing to report incidents of domestic violence.33  Men are less likely 
to call law enforcement, even when there is an injury, because they feel shame about 
disclosing family violence, especially since the police adhere to traditional gender role 
expectations.34  Hence, the stereotypical male feels shame and inadequacy when he 
realizes that he cannot keep his wife under control.35  The impact of domestic violence 
is also less apparent and less likely to come to the attention of others outside of law 
enforcement when a man is abused.36  For example, it is assumed that a man with a 
bruised or black eye was involved in a fight with another man, he was injured during 
employment, or was playing a contact sport. Society’s disbelief and the humiliation 
directed towards abused men makes disclosure even more difficult.37  Since the general 
public refuses to confront the issue of domestic violence against men, one would 
assume that in the professional realm of shelters and counseling, there would be more 
recognition of this problem—unfortunately, this is not the case. 

In 1999, the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence reported that the 
number of agencies providing services to battered women in the United States 
surpassed 2,000.38  In Ohio, there are neither any battered men’s shelters, nor any 
resources dedicated specifically to helping abused men.39  These facts clearly indicate 
that there is no direct support for male victims of domestic violence.40  The domestic 
violence movement argues that women’s shelters do in fact work with men, when in 
actuality what they mean is that “they may work with male victims if they [men] 
happen to show up at their door.”41  As for domestic violence crisis lines, most men 
would not call such lines because of the assumption that such crisis lines existed only 
for women.42  This statement does not take into account the underlying social 
stereotypes mentioned earlier, which would have the greater effect of further 
discouraging men from calling such crisis lines.43  

Another reason for abuse against men not being recognized in the area of 
domestic violence is that unlike the numerous support groups available for women, 
there are hardly any men's groups, or more importantly, movements, representing the 
issues affecting such men.44  Also, many therapists and clinicians are resistant in 
believing that women are abusers, and hence rarely ask questions of their male clients 
about the possibility of domestic violence.45  For almost thirty years, the “battered 
women's movement has worked to provide services while, at the same time, advocating 
for change in laws and institutions . . . [and] . . . since the eighties, there have been . . . 
programs offering direct services for survivors of domestic violence.”46  While abused 
women are fortunate to have such resources available to them, the domestic violence 
movement has neglected to address the problem of abused men in its entirety. This 



Domestic Violence 

  253 

leads to another critical factor that has great influence on whether domestic violence 
against men will ever be acknowledged. 

Advocates against domestic violence continually point out that silence 
regarding domestic violence only increases the probability that this social problem will 
intensify, yet these same advocates have acted to ensure that there will not be equal 
recognition for all victims.47  According to David L. Fontes, this is due to “any 
discussion of the problem of “battered men [being] considered politically incorrect.”48  
Gender feminists, compared to equity feminists,49 “are primarily, if not exclusively 
interested in showcasing the maltreatment of females by males in society and are not 
particularly interested in showcasing the maltreatment of males by females, especially 
in the area of spousal abuse and child abuse,” says Fontes.50  These same gender 
feminists were involved in establishing and operating domestic violence shelters 
around the country.51  Without feminists, there might not be the shelters and support 
available to women today, but it should also be recognized that many shelters across 
the country have “become havens for feminists to gather and promulgate their beliefs,” 
says Fontes.52   

Erin Pizzey, founder of the first battered women’s shelter in 1972, believes that 
the shelter movement has been “hijacked” by feminists.53  Because gender feminists 
focus their attention on the oppression and victimization of women, it is very difficult 
for them to acknowledge domestic violence against men, especially since the 
importance of providing services to abused women would possibly be de-
emphasized.54  This could threaten the budgets allocated for women’s shelters and 
services.55  The troubling aspect of the domestic violence movement, Fontes says, is 
that it has “become a feminist political movement more than an agency for helping all 
victims of domestic violence equally and with the same concern.  Although feminists 
have indeed helped many women, they have done so at the expense of men who are 
also victims of abuse.”56 

Even within the realm of legal academia, there appears to be a lack of 
recognition of the problem of domestic violence against men.57 While there is an 
astronomical amount of scholarly legal information regarding domestic violence 
against women, legal writings addressing domestic violence against men is scarce, 
almost non-existent.58  Interestingly, the stereotypical notion of equating domestic 
violence with abused women is prevalent even in legal databases.59  Of the few legal 
writings that do mention this paper’s topic, the majority criticize the validity of 
domestic violence against men, and therefore do not analyze their own topic as it 
pertains to abused men.60  It is very difficult to address domestic violence against men 
if one must overcome barriers that hinder the flow and discussion of this topic even in 
the realm of legal academia. 
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III. STATISTICAL DATA AND INTERPRETATION 
 

Although social stereotypes and popular culture affect the way society thinks 
about domestic violence, statistical data impose the greatest obstacle in having society 
acknowledge the seriousness of domestic violence directed towards men. 

According to the latest National Crime Victimization Survey by the U.S. 
Department of Justice, in 1998, there were approximately one million non-lethal 
domestic violence offenses, and 876,340 of them were directed against women.61  On a 
local level, of the 2,125 domestic violence cases filed in Summit County, Ohio in 
2000, 1,782 were female victims and 343 were male victims.62  Both national and local 
statistics emphasize the widely accepted 85/15, female/male domestic violence 
victimization rates.63  This ratio is affirmed by various health and medical 
organizations’ startling facts regarding the high degree of domestic violence 
encountered by females.64  Therefore, it is very difficult to believe that in fact men and 
women engage in domestic abuse at almost the same rate as each other.65 

 But how can one honestly make such an assertion, when the majority of other 
sources indicate to the contrary?  The answer obviously lies in the statistical process of 
gathering and interpreting the data.  For example, studies have presented the number of 
women abused in the United States each year by male partners, ranging from just 
below one million66 to almost six million.67  This should indicate that by employing 
poor research methodologies, studies can misrepresent the true ratio of male to female 
abusers.68 

Current government sponsored policy research has focused exclusively on the 
risks that women face from domestic violence.69  For example, of all the domestic 
violence research projects conducted by the National Institute of Justice, none 
mentions domestic violence by women directed against men.70  Several other 
explanations have been offered to explain the true disparity in the ratio of male to 
female batterers.  For example, each study uses varied definitions for what constitutes 
domestic violence; some studies only consider serious assault,71 while others also 
include slapping, pushing, and kicking.72  Feminists have stretched the definition of 
abuse to also include “acts of lying, humiliation, withholding information, and refusing 
to help with child care or housework.”73  Furthermore, a general pattern of 
underreporting by men can also contribute to skewed statistics.  Abused men fail to 
complain to authorities at even greater rates than women74 due to the negative gender 
stereotypes that result from men admitting that they have been beaten by a woman.75  
Conversely, women are more likely to report their victimization than men.76  
Underreporting is also prevalent in injuries sustained during domestic violence 
episodes.  Two-thirds of the injuries reported as part of a domestic violence-related 
physical assault are scratches, bruises, or welts.77  Most men would not consider such 
inflictions of injury as an assault and therefore would not report it as such.  Even if 
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victims of domestic violence do seek medical attention, hospital staffs usually fail to 
identify domestic violence as the cause of the injuries,78 especially because men are 
less inclined to report such injuries due to social stereotypes. 

Critics argue that even if the studies did indicate an equal assault rate, the 
figures should be ignored because they include women acting in self-defense.79  This is 
not true in the majority of cases, because mutual abuse is the custom in violent 
households.80  Some research suggests that fifty to eighty-three percent of spousal 
abuse is either bi-directional or mutual assault,81 and that only ten to twenty percent of 
assaults by women are clearly for self-defense reasons.82 

In order to understand that men face similar spousal abuse rates as women, 
more accurate studies need to be conducted.  The result will be undeniable evidence 
supporting the argument for recognizing domestic violence against men.  In the 
interim, while social scientists and academics debate the statistics, it is imperative that 
appropriate legislation be enacted to address the legal inequities facing male victims of 
domestic violence. 
 

IV. THE NEED FOR REPONSIBLE LEGISLATION 
 

Neither federal nor state legislative bodies have enacted explicit statutes and 
provisions dealing with domestic violence against men.  Even those domestic violence 
laws that purport to be gender-neutral do not fully address the concerns of battered 
men. 
 The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA)83 is a primary example of what is 
wrong with the current state of domestic violence legislation.  The very title of the 
VAWA and the congressional findings underlying its enactment indicate that it 
encompasses male offenders and female victims.84  Although it has been argued that 
the VAWA uses gender-neutral language when referring to substantive legal 
provisions,85 it would be intellectually dishonest to state that male victims of domestic 
violence were even remotely considered as the rationale used for enacting the 
VAWA.86  In fact, the VAWA is discriminatory as applied, in that it excludes men 
from some of the services and support offered to women by the Act.  For example, The 
Safe Homes for Women Act of 1994, which was incorporated into the VAWA, 
requires “establish[ing] and operat[ing], a national toll-free telephone hotline to 
provide . . . information on the availability of shelters [throughout the United States] 
that serve battered women.”87  In terms of financial expenditures, the VAWA 
mandated the issuance of grants for objectives such as “strengthen[ing] effective law 
enforcement and prosecution strategies to combat violent crimes against women, and   . 
. . develop[ing] and strengthen[ing] victim services in cases involving violent crimes 
against women.”88  Funding was also allocated to “develop a research agenda to 
increase the understanding and control of violence against women,”89 and to overcome 
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gender stereotypes against women.90  Through the VAWA, a government-sponsored 
office has been established to deal with domestic violence against women,91 resulting 
in service and support initiatives targeted specifically towards women.92 

States must also be concerned with enacting responsible legislation that 
adequately addresses men within the domestic violence context.  Although society 
approves of the admission of the battered woman syndrome self-defense into court, it 
excludes men from claiming such a defense.93  Of the five states that explicitly admit 
battered syndrome self-defense into court, three of those states have gender-specific 
statutes, in that they allow only the battered woman syndrome evidence to be 
admitted.94   

One of those states, Ohio, debated in its House whether its battered syndrome 
statute 95 should be gender-neutral, thereby reading “battered person” or “battered 
spouse” syndrome, instead of “battered woman” syndrome.96  The Ohio Senate 
Judiciary Committee eventually decided against it, thereby passing a gender-specific 
version of the bill to the Senate, which was then later enacted into law.97  The 
committee limited the syndrome to women because it determined that the battered 
person or spouse syndrome was not an established syndrome.98  This results in an 
unfortunate situation for any battered man in Ohio who retaliates due to the abuse he 
has endured, in that he is precluded from defending himself using legal self-defense 
instruments that are otherwise readily available to any females accused of retaliating 
against their aggressors.99  Furthermore, enacting gender-specific legislation 
perpetuates the stereotype that only women are capable of being abused, and hence, are 
the only victims who would have a need for such a defense.100 

Not only do such gender-specific statutes create a disparity in the protections 
afforded to male victims of domestic abuse as compared to female victims, but they 
also invoke constitutional issues of equal protection.101  The Equal Protection Clause of 
the Fourteenth Amendment provides in relevant part that “no State shall make or 
enforce any law which shall . . . deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal 
protection of the laws.”102  The United States Supreme Court has interpreted this clause 
to mean that persons who are similarly situated must be treated alike.103  Therefore, 
male victims of domestic violence, who suffered the same forms of abuse as women 
and wish to introduce battering syndrome self-defense evidence into court are being 
denied their constitutional rights. 

Although it is true that a few states, such as Pennsylvania, Arizona, and 
Washington, have appellate or state supreme court decisions allowing battering 
syndrome self-defense evidence to apply to battered men,104 by not having explicit 
gender-neutral statutes, it is more difficult for legal and law enforcement professionals 
to understand that legislative protections are offered to both genders.  Furthermore, by 
not codifying gender-neutral statutes, male victims of domestic violence are victimized 
twice; first by their abusers, and second by the judicial system.  Now men must fight to 
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convince the judge to overcome social stereotypes, and allow them to introduce 
battering syndrome self-defense evidence. 

It is obvious that gender-specific legislation only perpetuates the stereotype that 
men are immune from domestic violence, yet changing the scope of the language is not 
sufficient to overcome all domestic problems. Therefore, new approaches to reducing 
overall domestic violence must be considered. As Dr. Sally L. Satel says, the “dogma 
that women never provoke, incite, or aggravate domestic conflict, further, has led to 
some startling departures in domestic law.”105 Many jurisdictions such as Ohio, have 
enacted “must-arrest” or “preferred-arrest” laws which mandate that where a “peace 
officer has reasonable grounds to believe that the offense of domestic violence . . . has 
been committed . . . it is the preferred course of action in this state that the officer 
arrest [the offender].”106  The noticeable advantage is that the offender is immediately 
removed and any actual abuse or threats of domestic violence cease.  Unfortunately, 
there are also negative aspects to enacting such legislation. 

The first disadvantage to “must-arrest” or “preferred-arrest” laws is that the 
officer at the scene has significant discretion in deciding which party to arrest.  As 
previously mentioned, law enforcement personnel still hold certain stereotypes about 
the aggressor and will therefore more willingly arrest the male,107 when in fact, the 
preferred result would be an arrest of the prime perpetrator.108  Secondly, “preferred-
arrest” policies usually create more tension in an already strained relationship.  What 
would have been considered a minor, non-physical altercation that would not need 
police intervention, could now result in one of the parties being arrested, thereby 
creating even greater animosity between the spouses or partners.109  Finally, because 
“preferred-arrest” policies result in more arrests, jails become more overcrowded in a 
shorter amount of time, and the spousal offender may be prematurely released.110  
These adverse consequences are not impossible to overcome, and even with its 
associated problems, a “preferred-arrest” policy can provide an objective, fair, and 
vigorous means of dealing with domestic violence for both female and male victims.111 

 
V. PREVENTING HARM TO OTHERS 

 
Domestic violence is “damaging in a number of ways, not just in terms of 

physical injury,” says Philip W. Cook.112  This damage is compounded by perpetuating 
the stereotype that males are the perpetrators and females are the victims. Victims of 
domestic violence suffer blows to their self-esteem, which could result in drug and 
alcohol abuse, mental illness, attempted suicide, and depression.113 These 
consequences not only reduce the victim’s ability to be a productive citizen, but also 
create a burden on the state in terms of providing resources to effectively deal with 
such problems.114  Furthermore, not recognizing domestic violence against men will 
disadvantage other groups as well, including children, women, and sexual minorities. 
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It must be recognized that violence in the home is a social problem, regardless 
of whether it is committed by men or women.115  Additionally, it is imperative to have 
assaults by women be a focus of social policy, in order to fully understand the 
implications and harm to children growing up in a violent household.116  Children who 
grow up with domestic violence are more likely to become perpetrators themselves. 
Murray A. Straus, Richard J. Gelles, and Suzanne Steinmetz state the following 
statistics in their book on domestic violence:  

Men who had seen parents physically attack each other were almost 
three times more likely to hit their own wives . . . . Women whose 
parents were violent had a much higher rate of hitting their own 
husbands . . . as compared to the daughters of non-violent parents . . . . 
In fact, the sons of the most violent parents have a rate of wife-beating 
1000 percent greater than that of the sons of non-violent parents . . . . 
The daughters of violent parents have a husband-beating rate that is 600 
percent greater than the daughters who grew up in non-violent 
households . . . .117 

When a woman engages in violence against a man, by pushing, shoving, or hitting, 
even if no physical harm results to the man, a message is sent to children that violence 
is an accepted behavior.118 

Another significant reason why advocates for female victims of domestic abuse 
should be concerned about female perpetrators is that when a woman strikes her male 
partner, her chances of becoming a victim increase as well.119  
 By not recognizing that women can be as abusive as men, the “substantial 
numbers of women who physically attack their mates do not get the kind of official 
sanctions and social service help that is commonly available to men,” says Philip W. 
Cook.120  Pioneering sociologist Suzanne Steinmetz argues that when a man physically 
assaults a “woman, right away he’s put in a program for batterers . . . .  He’s helped to 
deal with his problems.  He’s also sometimes sent to jail.  But when a woman does it, 
it’s passed off as [no big deal] . . . .  No one says, ‘Gosh if you’re acting this way, you 
might be troubled [and need help] . . . .’”121  For example, as previously mentioned, the 
Duluth Model is tailored to only aid male perpetrators in terms of counseling and 
treatment.122  This effectually denies women the services that they need to deal with 
their problems.123 

Additionally, some feminists argue that women have fought very hard to be 
taken seriously and treated as equals, but by not recognizing their potential to also be 
abusive, women are again finding themselves portrayed as weak and helpless.124  
These are exactly the same stereotypes that have been traditionally used to justify 
discriminating against them.125 

Because society wants to reduce domestic violence with each successive 
generation, it must be concerned with abuse and violence from both genders.126  
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Recognizing that domestic violence is gender-neutral is not enough, for abuse 
transcends gender and also affects a broad class of society, namely the gay and lesbian 
population.  Since the prevailing societal assumption is that domestic violence involves 
a man who beats his wife, abuse in same sex relationships is significantly overlooked 
in social responses to domestic violence.127  In the early 1990s, studies estimated that 
approximately five percent of gay men128 and twenty-six percent of lesbians129 in 
relationships experience partner violence and abuse.  Does society want to deny this 
segment of the population the resources, counseling and treatments that are currently 
available to heterosexual female victims of domestic abuse? 

Gay men seeking protection may encounter law enforcement that is unwilling 
to take same-sex abuse seriously, and therefore not address the true problem.130  For 
example, it is common for police officers to believe that a man can defend himself in a 
dispute, therefore not classifying the assault in terms of domestic violence.131  Many 
officers also lack the sensitivity training and pressure from victim advocate groups to 
take action, because most of the education efforts focus on women.132 

The argument that same-sex couples are adversely affected because society 
thinks that only males can be abusers is even more applicable to the lesbian 
community.  Due to the high rate of abuse in lesbian relationships, 133 one can no 
longer afford to view violence as purely a male phenomenon.134 

Generally, many lesbians feel that violence in a relationship is a trait inherent 
only in men,135 which leaves lesbian battered women outside of feminists' theories that 
attempt to explain domestic violence as a form of male oppression and patriarchy.136 
Due to a lesbian's feelings of shame and the fact that the lesbian relationship was 
supposed to free her from male oppression, she is less likely to admit the abuse than a 
heterosexual woman.137 Additionally, reporting the domestic violence does not fall into 
the template that the legal system uses to contextualize the victim’s experience:  the 
gendered story.138  As Krisana M. Hodges explains:  

[The gendered story] allows police officers, attorneys, judges, and juries 
to hear the story and fill in the gaps of heterosexual women’s 
experiences of abuse.  The gendered story of abuse gives credibility to 
heterosexual women’s claims of abuse from their male partners.  
Additionally, when heterosexual women tell stories which fit into the 
gendered story of domestic violence, police and judges may use these 
models as a substitute to fact finding because under this model, 
heterosexual women’s claims of abuse carry a presumption of truth.  The 
story provides that men abuse and that women experience abuse.  
Heterosexual women need only fill in the details of their own experience.  
Lesbian battered women must tell a new story—a story of dominance 
and control, absent the endorsement of gender norms.139  
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Even after overcoming cultural assumptions, if domestic violence laws are found to 
encompass lesbian battered women,140 Hodges suspects that they will not “shield 
[lesbians] against the persistent misunderstandings of same-sex domestic violence 
infecting the legal process.”141  Given the gendered discourse of domestic violence, 
judges and juries have difficulty in conceptualizing women as batterers, and therefore 
may respond to lesbian battery with confusion or denial, in effect blocking protection 
to lesbian victims.142 

By continuing to hold gender stereotypes regarding domestic violence, not only 
men, but children, women, and sexual minorities will suffer, thus creating a greater 
social problem than already exists. It is imperative that society challenge the 
heterosexual model of domestic violence, by forcing domestic violence advocates to 
re-examine the roles of the male batterer and the female victim.143 
 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 

“Domestic violence against men is just not a social problem.”144 
 

This statement was made by Ellen Pence, founder of the nationally acclaimed 
Domestic Abuse Intervention Project145 in Duluth, Minnesota, and a leader in the 
battered women’s movement.146  Such statements are disheartening but are in a sense a 
wake-up call to how much more needs to be accomplished in order for society to fully 
realize and deal with the problem of domestic violence against men.  Fortunately there 
are signs of optimism, evident in the fact that an increasing number of women each 
year are being arrested for domestic assaults.147  Even in Summit County, Ohio, there 
has been a visible increase in the past four to five years in the number of arrests of 
women for domestic violence.148  Neither social scientists nor law enforcement 
agencies can explain this increase in arrests, although some theories that have been 
posited are: (1) that women are being more aggressive, (2) that women are beating 
other women, (3) that with the increase in female police officers, gender stereotypes 
are lessened, and (even more probable) (4) that male victims are increasingly likely to 
come forward and be believed by both law enforcement officers and the courts.149 
Regardless of the reasons, these statistics give hope that the hidden side of domestic 
violence is finally beginning to be recognized and presented in a fair manner to 
enhance social awareness.150 

 Murray A. Straus, co-developer of the National Family Violence Survey,151 
believes that the most important reason for recognizing domestic violence against men 
is for morality, in that violence of any kind should not be tolerated.152  The ultimate 
question, says one commentator, is whether society’s perceptions of “masculinity will 
become more humane and less judgmental,”153 allowing society to acknowledge that 
women can be as abusive of their partners, as men can.  Only by overcoming societal 
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perceptions, conducting accurate studies, and enacting responsible legislation, will 
equal resources and protections be allocated and made available to all victims of 
domestic violence, women and men alike. 
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