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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING INTIMATE MALE VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN:
CONTRIBUTIONS OF ATTACHMENT ORIENTATIONS, SEXIST ATTITUDES,
AND PERSONALITY DISORDERS

By
Anne Marie Mauricio

The purpose of this study was to test a model wherein psychological constructs-
adult attachment orientations, borderline personality disorder, and antisocial personality
disorder- and patriarchal attitudes, a construct central to sociopolitical theory, would be
independently and significantly predictive of male violence perpetrated toward female
partners. Participants (N = 239) were heterosexual men who were recruited from court-
mandated batterer intervention programs. It was further hypothesized that multiple
violence patterns distinct in frequency, generality, and severity of psychological, verbal,
and physical violence would be observed, and that adult attachment orientations,
personality disorders, and sexist attitudes toward women would be differentially
important in predicting these patterns. Hypotheses about interrelationships among
attachment orientations, personality disorders, sexist attitudes toward women, and
frequency, generality, and severity of psychological, verbal, and physical violence were
also tested. Specifically, antisocial batterers, borderline batterers, participants indicating
no personality disorder, and participants meeting criteria for both personality disorders
were compared on measures assessing severity and frequency of psychological, verbal,
and physical violence, generality of violence, attachment, and sexist attitudes toward

womern.



Results indicated three distinct violence dimensions consistent with hypotheses
and attachment orientations, personality disorders, and sexist attitudes about women were
differentially important in predicting each of violence patterns. One dimension included
predominantly psychological and verbal violence and was partner specific. A second
dimension included minor violence and some severe physical violence, was partner-
specific, and reflected a pattern of violence that was escalating, initiated by the
perpetrator, and resulted in injury to the victim. The third dimension included
predominantly severe physical violence and was not partner-specific. Borderline
personality disorder scores, anxious attachment, and sexist attitudes about women
significantly predicted scores on the first violence dimension. Anxious and avoidant
attachment orientations, as well as sexist attitudes about women, were significant
predictors of the second violence dimension. Antisocial and borderline personality
disorder scores were significant predictors of the final violence dimension. Tests
exploring group differences between antisocial batterers, borderline batterers, participants
indicating no personality disorder, and participants meeting criteria for both personality
disorders suggested that men with greater pathology reported greater frequency and
severity of violence against female partners. Implications for practice and policy are

discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Studies exploring intimate violence against women by men in the U.S. indicate
that it is a serious and pervasive problem that permeates every race, religion, and social
class (see National Institute of Justice, 1998). Some studies predict that approximately
one in three women will report assault by their intimate male partner at some point in
their life (Browne, 1993; Koss, 1990; Straus & Gelles, 1986). The lethality of male
violence against female partners is equally alarming as its prevalence. For example,
Frieze and Browne (1989) found that an intimate male partner committed approximately
50% of all female murders.

Although widespread damage due to domestic violence is widely evident, there is
significant disagreement regarding the etiology of this phenomenon. In addition, until
recently, theoretical models explaining origins of male violence against intimate female
partners have been unidimensional (O’ Neil & Harway, 1997). However, research
findings demonstrating that batterers are a heterogeneous group with diverse behavioral,
cognitive, and emotional characteristics suggest that unidimensional theories are
inadequate and support arguments for etiologic explanations drawing from multiple
theories (see Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). More specifically, current research
findings suggest that there may be subtypes of male batterers with distinct patterns of
violence, and different theoretical assumptions may predict violence specific to different
subtypes (Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, & Tolin, 1996). In general, typology research
supports a three-group taxonomy that categorizes batterers as family-only aggressors,
antisocial/generally violent, or borderline/dysphoric/emotionally volatile (Hamberger et

al., 1996; Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, & Rehman, 2000; see Holtzworth-
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Munroe & Stuart, 1994). Frequency and severity of psychological, verbal, and physical
violence are important variables distinguishing the three subgroups.

Sociopolitical and psychological theories are two conceptual lenses that have been
frequently applied to explain male violence against women (see National Institute of
Justice, 1998). Sociopolitical theories of male-perpetrated violence against female
partners have been mainly advanced by feminist scholars who argue that violence against
women is caused by patriarchal attitudes and institutions perpetuating male domination
(Avis, 1992; Bograd, 1988; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Pagelow, 1992; Pence, 1989).
Alternatively, the premise of psychological theories is that individual-level psychological
differences such as personality disorders, early trauma, developmental arrest, or
emotional problems predict violent behavior (Dutton, 1995; Dutt(.m, Ginkel, &
Starzomski, 1995; Dutton & Starzomski, 1993; Flournoy & Wilson, 1991; Lansky, 1993).
As feminists reject psychological explanations of violence for neglecting the patriarchal
sociopolitical context that has contributed to the victimization of women (Bograd, 1990;
Dobash & Dobash, 1979), feminist perspectives have been criticized for neglecting the
contribution of individual psychological variables that have differentiated batters from
nonabusive men (Hamberger & Hastings, 1991).

These two diverse understandings of why men batter have historically been
viewed as competing theories, and feminist scholars have been reluctant to accept an
etiologic model of battering that emphasizes individual variables, potentially devaluing
the contribution of sexist sociopolitical infrastructures to domestic violence (Heise,
1998). Consequently, few studies have simultaneously drawn from both paradigms, and
the heuristic value of models that integrate sociopolitical and psychological theories is

uncertain. Although each perspective appears to be necessary to explain battering, no one
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theory is adequately comprehensive to address all factors that influence domestic assault.
Studies exploring etiologic explanations of battering have demonstrated support for each
of these diverse theoretical conceptualizations, suggesting that each of these perspectives
should continue to be included in the discourse on the etiology of battering (Carden,
1994; National Institute of Justice, 1998). Feminist theory has significantly advanced
conceptual understandings regarding the abuse of women and an analysis concerned with
gender and power continues to be important in understanding relationship violence.
Nonetheless, because research demonstrates that individual-level psychological factors
play an important role in battering (Sugarman & Frankel, 1996), utilizing the feminist
hypothesis to collaborate and not compete with individual-level psychological
explanations of violence may be instrumental in decreasing recidivism among batterers.

Two psychological variables that appear to be predictive of male violence toward
female partners are adult attachment orientations and personality disorders. Insecure
adult attachment has been found to predict variables associated with acts of violence
against women (Dutton, Saunders, Starzomski, & Bartholomew, 1994). In addition, adult
insecure attachment has successfully distinguish abusers from non-abusers (Tweed &
Dutton, 1998), and abusers report more anger than non-abusers to scenes depicting
relationship dynamics (e.g., fear of abandonment) that may explain intimate violence
(Dutton & Browning, 1988). Research has also demonstrated that personality disorders
related to the need to control others (e.g., narcissistic and antisocial) and related to self-
concept and identity (e.g., borderline) are particularly prominent among batterers
(Hamberger & Hastings, 1988). For example, Hastings and Hamberger's (1988) found
that batterers demonstrated more borderline symptomatology than non-batterers, and

Dutton, Starzomski, and Ryan (1996) found that descriptions of batterer personalities and
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behaviors fit the clinical classifications of borderline personality disorder. Murphy,
Meyer, and O'Leary (1993) found that violent men, as compared to nonviolent men,
consistently demonstrated higher scores on a measure of borderline and antisocial
personality disorder.

According to the proposed three-group batterer taxonomy mentioned earlier
(Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994), adult attachment orientations and dimensions of
antisocial and borderline personality disorders play an important role in differentiating
between batterer types. Additionally, sexist attitudes toward women, an individual-level
variable that could be interpreted as a product of patriarchal institutions, also plays an
important role in distinguishing between the three batterer subtypes. Specifically, the
three batterer subgroups, each with their distinct pattern of violence, can be described as
follows. Antisocial batterers have characteristics congruent with antisocial personality
disorder, are avoidantly attached, report very sexist attitudes toward women, and report
the greatest frequency and severity of all types of violence. Borderline batterers exhibit
characteristics congruent with borderline personality disorder, are anxiously attached,
report moderately sexist attitudes toward women, and report less frequent and less severe
physical violence compared to antisocial batterers. However, the frequency and severity
of psychological and verbal abuse reported is comparable to or greater than that of the
antisocial batterer. Family-only aggressors evidence no personality disorder, report the
least sexist attitudes toward women, and report the least frequent and severe
psychological, verbal, and physical violence. As implied, this subgroup generally
restricts its violence to family members. Although it is expected that family-only

aggressors will report more insecure attachment compared to non-abusive men, to date
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there are no findings in the literature about specific patterns of adult attachment
orientations for this subgroup.

While there is extant empirical support for relationships between batterer types
and personality disorders (Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2000), hypotheses regarding
relationships between adult attachment orientations and batterer subgroups are
predominantly generated from theory (see Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994).
However, research findings supporting specific relationships between attachment-related
constructs and batterer subtypes support these theory-generated hypotheses (see
Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart). For example, the borderline batterer has a history of
parental rejection, reports very high levels of jealousy, and is hypersensitive to
abandonment by his female partner, and is characterized by extreme dependency on his
partner (Hamberger et al., 1996). The hypersensitivity to fear of abandonment and
extreme dependency evidenced by the dysphoric/borderline batterer is consistent with
anxious attachment (Bowlby, 1988). The antisocial batterer has been described as
narcissistic and self-centered, and he views his partner as an object that should meet his
needs. His most distinctive characteristic is his lack of empathy and inability to
experience intimacy with another person (Hamberger et al., 1996). The complete lack of
empathy, detached interpersonal style, and fear of engulfment typical of the antisocial
batterer resembles avoidant attachment (Bowlby, 1988).

Bowlby (1988) noted that anxious attachment produces a vulnerability to
disorders that exaggerate negative affect and distress in order to secure the attention of an
attachment figure. Fear of abandonment, clinging behaviors, and an uncertainty as to
whether the attachment figure will respond accompany overwhelming negative affect. As

a consequence, the anxiously attached individual will display frequent care-seeking
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behaviors to elicit the support of the attachment figure. On the contrary, avoidant
attachment makes one prone to behaviors that minimize distress and vulnerable to
disorders that deny the presence of negative affect. Because avoidantly attached
individuals expect to be rebuffed, they become compulsively self-reliant and deny any
need for attachment. Psychopathology characteristic of anxious attachment reflects
borderline traits, while psychopathology of avoidant attachment reflects antisocial
personality traits.

Following Bowlby, many researchers have underscored the importance of
attachment theory in understanding personality disorders (Brennan & Shaver, 1998;
Livesley, Schroeder, & Jackson, 1990; Sheldon & West, 1990). Some findings have
specifically provided evidence of relationships between anxious attachment and

borderline personality disorder (Fonagy et al., 1996; Patrick, Hobson, Castle, Howard, &

Maughan, 1994; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996; West, Keller, Links, & Patrick, 1993), or

avoidant attachment and antisocial personality disorder (Gacano & Meloy, 1991; Gacano

& Meloy, 1992; Gacano, Meloy, & Berg, 1992).

Because extant typologies demonstrate relationships between personality
disorders and batterer subtypes, informed hypotheses about relationships between
dimensions of attachment and batterer subtypes can be advanced. Empirically supported
relationships between antisocial and borderline personality disorders and batterer
subgroups as well as relationships between attachment orientations and these personality

disorders support expectations that borderline batterers are anxiously attached and that

antisocial batterers are avoidantly attached. Being able to predict attachment orientations

specific to each of the batterer subgroups could deepen etiologic understandings of

violence distinct to each of the subgroups.
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Problem Statement

One purpose of this study was to test hypotheses about anticipated relationships
between attachment orientations, personality disorder, sexist attitudes toward women, and
frequency, generality, and severity of psychological, verbal, and physical violence.
Specifically, group differences between antisocial batterers, borderline batterers,
participants meeting criteria for both personality disorders, and participants indicating no
personality disorder on measures assessing severity and frequency of psychological,
verbal, and physical violence, generality of violence, attachment orientations, and sexist
attitudes toward women were explored.

Another purpose of this study was to test a model proposing that psychological
constructs-such as adult attachment orientations, borderline personality disorder, and
antisocial personality disorder- and patriarchal attitudes, a construct representative of
sociopolitical theory, are both independently predictive of male violence perpetrated
toward female partners. Additionally, it was expected that multiple violence patterns
distinct in frequency and severity of psychological, verbal, and physical violence, and
consistent with previous typology research, would be observed. It was expected that adult
attachment orientations, personality disorders, and sexist attitudes toward women would
be differentially important in predicting the three distinct violence patterns. Patriarchal
attitudes were operationalized as sexist attitudes toward women, which were

conceptualized as a product of patriarchal institutions.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Intimate Violence against Women: Prevalence and Severity

Studies exploring intimate violence against women by men in the U.S. indicate
that it is a serious and pervasive problem (see National Institute of Justice, 1998, 2000).
Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980) estimated that 1.8 million women are abused by
their husband or boyfriend each year. More recently, in a 1993 national survey (as cited
in National Institute of Justice, 1998), approximately 3.9 million women reported abuse
by their spouse or partner the previous year. Some studies predict that approximately one
in three women will report assault by their intimate male partner at some point in their
life (Browne, 1993; Koss, 1990; Straus & Gelles, 1986). Estimates regarding the percent
of women who have experienced abuse by a husband or boyfriend range from 14 % to
34 % (Browne, 1993; National Institute of Justice, 1998, 2000; Straus & Gelles, 1986).
Despite the prevalence of male violence against female intimate partners, it is believed
that these figures underestimate the true prevalence of such violence. According to the
Bureau of Justice Statistics (1994), "family violence is difficult to measure because it
most often occurs in private, and victims may be reluctant to report it because of shame or
fear of reprisal by the offender” (p. 6).

The lethality of male violence against female partners is equally alarming as its
prevalence. For example, Frieze and Browne (1989) found that an intimate male partner
committed approximately 50% of all female murders. Another study revealed that a
husband or boyfriend committed 28% of all violent crimes against women (Bachman,
1994), and the Center for Study and Prevention of Violence (as cited by the National
Institute of Justice, 1998) found that the perpetrator of 42% of female murders between

1988 and 1991 was the female's partner. More recently, the National Institute of Justice
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(2000) found that between 26% and 49% of female homicides were committed by
intimates. Research also indicates that the negative physical and mental health
consequences of male violence toward female partners are serious. For example, between
22 % and 35 % of women who seek emergency room care do so as a result of male
violence (Adams, 1990). Battered women also report significantly more depressive and
post-traumatic stress disorder symptomatology than do other women (Campbell &
Lewandowski, 1997). The urgency to attend to domestic violence is further highlighted
by findings that battering permeates every race, religion, social class, and educational
level (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1995; National Institute of Justice, 1998, 2000; Straus
& Gelles, 1986).

What is Battering?

In the domestic violence literature, battering is defined as "... a pattern of
assaultive and coercive behaviors, including physical, verbal, sexual, and psychological
attacks, as well as economic coercion, that adults or adolescents use against their intimate
partners” (p. 3). Assaultive and coercive behaviors are defined as physical, emotional,
verbal, sexual, and economic violence, as well as intimidation (i.e., using male privilege
to legitimize controlling behaviors), threats to the victim and her children, and isolation.
The goal of the perpetrator’s assaultive and coercive behaviors is to gain power and
control within the relationship. Because the majority of batterers are heterosexual men
and their victims are their female partners (National Institute of Justice, 1998; 2000), this
manuscript will focus on male perpetrated heterosexual violence. Moreover, among
studies exploring the etiology of domestic violence, research investigating the man's

abusive behavior has proven to be a fruitful line of inquiry with significant implications
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for the prevention and treatment of battering. This study builds on extant literature
regarding male violence toward female partners.
ETIOLOGIC EXPLANATIONS OF WHY MEN BATTER

Although widespread damage due to domestic violence is clearly evident, findings
regarding the etiology of this phenomenon are inconclusive. In addition, until recently,
theoretical models explaining origins of male violence against intimate female partners
have been unidimensional and diverse understandings of why men batter have been
viewed as competing theories (O’ Neil & Harway, 1997). However, research findings
demonstrating that batterers are a heterogeneous group with diverse behavioral, cognitive,
and emotional characteristics suggest that unidimensional theories are inadequate and
support arguments for etiologic explanations drawing from multiple theories (see
Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). Specifically, current research findings suggest that
there may be subtypes of male batterers with distinct patterns of violence, and different
theoretical assumptions may predict violence specific to different subtypes (Hamberger,
Lohr, Bonge, & Tolin, 1996). In general, typology research supports a three-group
taxonomy that categorizes batterers as family-only aggressors, antisocial/generally
violent, or borderline/dysphoric/emotionally volatile (Hamberger et al. 1996,
Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, & Rehman 2000; see Holtzworth-Munroe &
Stuart, 1994). Frequency and severity of psychological, verbal, and physical violence are
important variables distinguishing the three subgroups. Violence enacted by the
antisocial/generally violent group is generally physical and severe, and violence enacted
by the borderline group is predominantly psychological. The family-only aggressor’s

violence is least severe and least frequent.
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Theories of relationship violence have generally emphasized either sociopolitical
or psychological explanations of male violence against women, or attributed the violence
to the interpersonal family dynamics (see National Institute of Justice, 1998). Following
is a description of all three theoretical perspectives. However, only empirical support for
psychological and sociopolitical explanations of battering are reviewed, as only these two
perspectives are central to this study’s hypotheses. That is, only relationships between
constructs central to psychological and sociopolitical theories and violence patterns
specific to the three batterer subtypes identified above were explored.

Family-level Explanations

Theoretical perspectives attributing violence to family dynamics describe violence
as rooted within family interactional patterns that include poor communication and
ineffective conflict-resolution skills (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). According to
this perspective, all persons involved in the conflict are contributors to the violence and
responsible for the escalation of the violence. The victim is perceived as contributing to
her own victimization by engaging in interactions that facilitate her partner’s abusive
behavior. Moreover, this theory’s premise is that the manifestation of problem behaviors
such as violence is indicative of a dysfunctional family system, and changing maladaptive
interactional patterns will result in the deterrence of violence (Giles-Sims, 1983). This
etiological explanation of violence is critiqued for neglecting the non-neutrality of power
dynamics present in the family system, and, in essence, colluding with the batterer
(Bograd, 1984). In addition, because family-based understandings of violence do not
distinguish between the perpetrator and victim of violence and advocate couples or family

counseling, this theory is also critiqued for failing to hold the batterer accountable for his
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behavior. This approach is controversial because it further endangers the woman and
promotes victim blaming (Avis, 1992; Bograd, 1992).
Sociopolitical Explanations

Sociopolitical theories of male-perpetrated violence against female partners have
been mainly advanced by feminist scholars who argue that violence against women is
caused by patriarchal attitudes and institutions perpetuating male domination (Avis, 1992,
Bograd, 1988, 1990; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Pagelow, 1992; Pence, 1989). According
to this perspective, the power differential between men and women in our society
contributes to and perpetuates the abuse of women. Furthermore, patriarchal attitudes
condoning male violence and maintaining the status quo of male domination are
perceived as contributing to violence against women. Feminists also assert that because
men, not women, are almost always the perpetrators of violence in heterosexual
relationships, battering must be understood as resulting from normal male socialization.
Female perpetrated violence in heterosexual or lesbian relationships is explained as a
means of self-defense or behavior motivated by feelings of vulnerability and a desire to
identify with the aggressor (Macchietto, 1992; Walker, 1996). As such, a gender analysis
of power is essential to the feminist interpretation of woman abuse (Bograd, 1990). Such
an analysis suggests that male dominance is legitimized and battering is perceived as a
behavior that creates and maintains an imbalance of power between the man and his
female partner. Feminists propose that aggression toward female partners has been
tolerated as an acceptable means of conflict resolution and, historically, legal sanctions
have not been imposed on such perpetrators of abuse. In addition, sexist political, social,
and economic infrastructures hinder women from leaving abusive relationships, further

acknowledging tolerance of woman abuse.
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Feminist perspectives of violence against women has been criticized for failing to
explain why all men do not batter and emphasizing sociopolitical contributions of male
violence against women. In addition, the theory does not consider the contribution of
individual psychological variables that have been found to differentiate batters from
nonabusive men (Hamberger & Hastings, 1991). Dutton (1994a) argued that without
attending to individual level predictors, it is impossible to predict which men will batter.

The feminist model is currently the dominant perspective guiding community
approaches in understanding and treating battering behavior (Tolman & Edleson, 1995).
Treatment adhering to this paradigm emphasizes holding the batterer accountable for his
violent, controlling behaviors. The profeminist model assumes that challenging and
eliminating the man's sexist attitudes are essential to ending the violence. Moreover, this
treatment modality suggests that an etiologic explanation of battering that includes
individual, psychological differences of the batterer exonerates male violence. Some
feminists argue that addressing the batterer's psychological motivations colludes with the
batterer in denying responsibility for his behavior (Adams & McCormick, 1982).
Research investigating the effectiveness of these “one-size-fits-all” batterer intervention
programs is inconsistent (National Institute of Justice, 1998; Tolman & Edleson, 1995).
One possible explanation for these inconsistent findings is that the heterogeneity of
batterers suggests the need for less generic programs. In fact, patriarchal attitudes differ
among the three batterer subtypes generally identified in batterer typology research, with
the antisocial/generally violent batterer indicating the most conservative and sexist
attitudes toward women (see Holtzworth-Munore & Stuart, 1994).

Empirical support for sociopolitical explanations of battering. Smith's (1990)

telephone survey study is one empirical work that directly investigated relationships
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between patriarchal attitudes and battering. The author investigated whether men who
assault their female partners, compared with men who do not, adhere to values supporting
familial patriarchy and condoning violence against their spouses. Findings indicated that
patriarchal attitudes and male approval of violence toward female partners were
positively related with woman assault.

In another study, Eisikovits, Edleson, Guttman, and Sela-Amit (1995) examined
the ability of an aggregated set of cognitive a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>