Domestic Violence III

October is domestic violence awareness month and in two previous columns on the subject I have focused on the enlightenment of law enforcement as well as the legislature – each has come to understand the unique dynamics of domestic violence and responded with more appropriate policies and more useful laws, respectively.

And, if we use the responses of prospective jurors to questions about domestic violence as a barometer of public awareness, it is clear that citizens have been similarly enlightened.


Jurors understand intellectually, if not emotionally, that abusive relationships are created by fear, meaning that one party uses threats, intimidation and violence to control the other party’s every move, and perpetuated by dependence, meaning that the offender also systematically undermines the victim’s confidence and self-esteem with constant criticism of their failure to meet arbitrary and ever-changing expectations.

Widespread acceptance of the idea that people can be controlled through a combination of psychological and physical methods is hardly surprising, however, given the abundance of high profile cases involving people who were abducted when they were old enough to know how to contact their families or authorities, yet never did so despite minimal physical barriers to self-rescue.

Jurors also seem to understand perfectly that victims of domestic violence who have yet to escape the relationship will not be able to support any prosecution and are not surprised when such victims, e.g., recant or minimize prior allegations; support their assailant’s wild theories of self defense, claim that they self-inflicted their injuries or otherwise accept blame for the situation, and; express hostility towards or actively sabotage the efforts of law enforcement to save their lives. 


This in turn leads me to wonder why, if everyone’s consciousness has been raised, there is still a never-ending supply of batterers and victims, and why in particular there are so many teenagers headed down this road because the new face of domestic violence involves teenagers in dating relationships.


I am astonished by the number of recent situations where boy meets girl, boy becomes very controlling, as in he monitors girl’s whereabouts and activities 24/7, girl attempts to break up with boy, and boy launches a campaign that brings new meaning to the word stalking, one that is characterized by hundreds of vile and hateful electronic communications both private and public. 
Although the term domestic violence encompasses all verbal, emotional, physical and sexual abuse within domestic relationships, the criminal charge of domestic violence is predicated upon assaults within such relationships, which in turn are defined as forceful, non-accidental touchings intended to injure or frighten, so not all meltdowns of teenage relationships meet these criteria; where no criminal charges are available the parents of teenage victims are advised to seek personal protection orders (PPOs). Regardless of whether I have a crime to prosecute or a PPO to enforce, however, I’m left wondering where this madness will end because this is not the mere drama that we usually associate with teenagers but a frightening omen of the complete disintegration of social boundaries.


Most disturbing are the similarities of mindset as between teenage and adult perpetrators of domestic violence.

Adult defendants (usually men) will frequently tell police that they acted to “restrain” their (usually female) victims because she was “hysterical” and in many if not most of those scenarios the defendant also prevented the victim from making a 911 call, which leads to the ironically more serious charge of interfering with electronic communications. 


To this I can only say that restraint is a form of discipline appropriately used by parents on tantruming children and law enforcement on combative suspects and inmates - it is never appropriate where supposedly equal partners are involved absent some real safety imperative such as preventing someone from driving drunk. If someone wishes to leave a room, leave a house, make a telephone call, etc., they are entitled to do so and physical interference with the exercise of their free will is just as assaultive as other forms of physical contact such as hitting, kicking, shoving, etc.


And, a substantial majority of adult defendants will claim self-defense after using some feeble attempt by the victim to assert herself as an excuse to batter her severely, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the right to use self-defense is limited, that one can’t escalate the hostilities or make a retaliatory strike under the guise of self-defense.


The particular behaviors of teenage perpetrators are somewhat different but they have the same sense of gender superiority and take similar liberties with logic, e.g., they frequently manipulate their estranged girlfriends into contacting them by threatening suicide, then complain that they’re receiving “mixed messages”.


Because its so painful to see another generation repeat the mistakes of earlier generations, October is best spent seeing that our awareness of domestic violence trickles down to those who are doomed by adolescence to experience relationships and their demise more intensely than the rest of us.
