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Althoughwiddly misunderstood evenamonglegd
professionals, “ battered woman syndrome” isnot a
legal defense. Itisoneapproach to explaining bat-
tered women'sexperiences. Likeother “socia frame-
work testimony” (Vidmar & Schuller, inpress), ex-
pert testimony concerning battering and itseffectsis
usedinthelega systemtohelpajudgeor jury better
understand abattered woman’s experience (Federal
Rulesof Evidence702). The purposeof thispaper is
to offer acritique of the concept battered woman syn-
drome as a means of framing battered women’s
experiences (Gordon & Dutton, 1996).

Review of the concept
“ batter ed woman syndrome”

The concept of battered woman syndrome has
evolvedfromitsinceptioninthelate 1970's. Initidly,
it was conceptualized as* learned hel plessness,” acon-
dition used to explain avictim’sinability to protect
hersdlf againgt thebatterer’s violencethat developed
following repeated, but failed effortsto do so (Walker,
1977-78). Another early formulation of battered
woman syndrome referred to the cycle of violence
(Walker, 1984), atheory that describesthe dynamics
of thebatterer’ sbhehavior. Thecycleof violencetheory
can beusedto explain how battered victimsaredrawn
back into therel ationship when the abuser iscontrite
and attentivefollowing theviolence. Morerecently,
battered woman syndrome has been defined as post-
traumatic stressdisorder (PTSD) (Walker, 1992), a
psychologica condition that resultsfrom exposureto
severetrauma. Among other things, PTSD can ex-
plain why abattered victim may react, because of

flashbacksand other intrusive experiencesresulting
from prior victimization, to anew Stuation asdanger-
ous, evenwhenitisnot.

In the courtroom, expert testimony concerning
domestic violence can beoffered for various purposes.
(1) to show that adefendant isabattered woman, (2)
to explain abattered woman'’s state of mind, (3) to
generaly support aclaim (e.g. whenabattered victim
issuing abatterer for damages) or thevalidity of a
particular defense (i.e., when abattered victimisthe
defendant), (4) to explain abattered woman's con-
duct, (5) to explain abattered woman’ srecantation or
resistanceto prosecution (i.e., when abattered victim
Iswitnessin prosecution case), (6) to bolster abat-
tered woman’scredibility, or (7) to explain the exist-
ence of mitigating factors(i.e., for purposes of sen-
tencing when abattered woman hasbeen found guilty
inacriminal trial) (Parish, 1996). Statutes and case
law vary from state to state and acrossfedera juris-
dictions; insome, thistestimony isreferred to as* bat-
tered woman syndrome.” The critiquethat follows
derivesfromtheview that syndromelanguage gener-
ally, and battered woman syndromemore specificaly,
IS inadequate to the task of describing battered
women'’s experiences, whether for the purposes of
expert testimony, counseling, or advocacy.

Critiqueof the concept
“batter ed woman syndrome”

There has been agreat deal of progressin the
admissibility of expert testimony in crimina casesin-
volving battered victimsunder therubric of “ battered
woman syndrome.” However, indomestic violence
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casesthe* courts have focused on asyndrome model
totheexclusion of other research that, though lessle-
galy convenient, more accurately depictsthe social
andpsychologica consequencesof domesticviolence’
(Schuller & Hastings, inpress). Thereareanumber
of concernsthat suggest the need for areformulation
of thismodel. Five such pointsare described below.

1. Thereisno single profile of a battered
woman.

“Battered woman syndrome” signalsa particu-
lar areaof testimony or type of case. One advantage
of short-hand label isease of communication. The
disadvantageisrdated: “battered woman syndrome’
has become a stereotype that often does not fit the
current state of knowledge concerning battering and
itseffects. Further, thestereotypicimageof “ battered
woman syndrome” isoften clouded by other stereo-
typessuch asthosebased onrace, culture, socid class,
and sexual orientation, for example.

Thereisnosingleprofileof theeffectsof battering
although “ battered woman syndrome” suggeststhat
the psychological impact of battering isdefined by a
common set of symptoms. Nevertheless, battered
women'’sreactionsto violenceand abusevary; they
includeemotional reactions(e.g. fear, anger, sadness);
changesinbeliefsand  attitudesabout self, others,
andtheworld (e.g. self-blame, distrust, generalized
belief that theworldisunsafe); and symptomsof psy-
chological distressor dysfunction (e.g. depression,
flashbacks, anxiety, d eep problems, substanceabuse).
A particular battered woman’ sreactionsmay or may
not meet criteriatowarrant aclinica diagnosis. Varia
tionsinwomen'’ straumatic responseto battering are
based on characterigtics of (1) theviolenceand abuse,
(2) the battered victim, and (3) the context or envi-
ronment in which battering occursand in which the
battered woman must respond to and heal from it,
e.g., based onracia and cultural factors, socid class,
socia support.

2. Theterm “battered woman syndrome’ is
vague.

Thereisno clearly defined set of criteriato define
“pattered woman syndrome.” If thelabel “battered
woman syndrome” is reserved only for battered

women with specifictypesof reactions(e.g. posttrau-
matic stressdisorder), then using it instead of thedi-
agnostic termisconfusing especially since battered
woman syndromeisnot arecognized diagnosticterm
inthe Diagnogtic and Satistical Manud of Menta Dis-
orders(DSM-IV) (American PsychiatricAssociation,
1994). Further, other reactionsto battering that are
relevant to pending legal (or other) issuesmay beex-
cluded from congideration. Alternatively, if thetermis
used morebroadly to refer to arange of psychologi-
cal reactions to battering, as it often is in actual
testimony by experts, thenitsdiagnogtic utility islost
sincethereisno clearly defined criteriafor inclusion.
Inthiscase, the question of whether abattered woman
“suffers’ from battered woman syndromeisnot an
appropriate question: itsmeaning isvagueand canbe
mideading.

3. Posttraumatic stressdisor der, compar ed
to other psychological reactionsto battering, is
not uniquely relevant for under standing legal (or
other) domestic violence related issues.

PTSD canresult from exposureto domestic vio-
lenceandit may berelevant for explaining avictim’'s
fear or other behaviorina specific situation. How-
ever, thereisno basisto suggest that PTSD hasexclu-
siveor evengreater relevance, for either legd or clini-
cal issues, than do other types of psychological reac-
tionsto battering. Importantly, the absence of PTSD
doesnot signa thelack of other posttraumatic stress
reactions nor doesit negate the reasonableness of a
battered woman’sfear. Tothe contrary, posttraumeatic
reactions|eading to diagnoses other than PTSD (e.g.
Acute Stress Disorder, DissociativeAmnesia, Mgjor
Depressive Disorder), aswell asthosewhich do not
condtituteclinica diagnoses(e.g. fear, anger, transent
dissociative reaction, shame, distrust), may in some
casesbemoresaient for understanding pertinent legal
or clinicd issues. For example, understanding the bat-
tered woman'sapprai sa of specific batterer behavior
as threatening is typically more relevant both for
addressing specificlegal issuesandfor victim advo-
cacy than merely whether or not shemeetsdiagnostic
criteriafor PTSD. Aswell, victim’'s depression or
suicidal thoughtsasareactionto battering may be
more salient for addressing victim’scurrent safety or
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for understanding her previousactions.

4. Therelevant information relied upon for
expert testimony in legal cases, advocacy, and
clinical interventioninvolving battered victims
extendsbeyond the psychological effectsof bat-
tering.

The various purposes of expert testimony (see
“Review” above), advocacy, and clinical  interven-
tiontypicdly requireinformationinadditiontothebat-
tered victim’'spsychological reactionsto battering.
Thisinformation includes (1) an analysisof thedy-
namicsof violenceand abuse, (2) the battered victim's
strategic responsesto violence (i.e., what shedid in
attemptingto resist, avoid, escape, or stop thevio-
lence), (3) the short- and long-term outcome of those
efforts, and (4) the socia and psychologica contextin
whichthebattering occurred (e.g., cultural and ethnic
factors, economic factors, socia network, the bat-
tered victim’sprior traumati c experiences, theresponse
of the police and other institutionsto the battering)
(Dutton, 1993; Gordon & Dutton, 1996). The body
of knowledgethat formsthe foundation of expert tes-
timony, advocacy, or clinical intervention cannot be
adequately defined by asingle construct or diagnosis,
including battered woman syndrome.

5. Theterm“ battered woman syndrome’ cre-
atesan image of pathology.

Battered woman syndromelanguage createsaste-
reotyped image of pathology. A woman character-
ized as suffering from battered woman syndromeis
typicaly viewed asflawed, damaged, disordered, or
abnorma insomeway. Althoughitistruethat many
battered victims suffer negative effects of battering,
syndromelanguage necessarily placestheemphasis
on pathology, not on thewhole picturethat alsoin-
cludesthe battered woman’sstrengths and efforts, as
well asother’sresponsesto the situation. Notably, a
battered victim’snormal reaction of fear or anger can
bethemost important issuefor explaining her state of
mind at thetimeof andleged crimeor for understand-
ing her motivationfor other behavior. Further, it may
be essential to explain the apparent absence of fear,
for example, by considering how cultura factorsinflu-
encethemanner of emotional expression. An expert

withesses' attempt to refocus attention away from pa-
thology after having invoked the concept “ battered
woman syndrome” can be confusing and appearscon-
tradictory. Theterm* battered woman syndrome’ may
inadvertently communicateto thejury or judgethemis-
guided notion of an“ abuse excuse.” Use of theterm
battered woman syndrome perpetuates stereotypic
images of battered women.

Conclusion

Anextensivescientificand professiona  litera
ture concerning traumatic experiences, including do-
mesticviolenceand victims reactionstoit, providesa
solid foundation for expert testimony in casesinvolv-
ing battered women. Expert testimony concerning
battering and itseffects cannot adequately rely ona
singlecongtruct such as “ battered woman syndrome’”’:
the comprehensive body of existing knowledge can-
not be so condensed. Instead, focus should be on
identifying the specific questionsrel evant totheissues
at hand for which there is a body of knowledgeto
support avaid conclusion.
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