The Battered Women Syndrome

The Battered Woman Syndrome (BWS) was originally labeled by psychologist Dr. Lenore Walker (1984) and has since been acknowledged by professionals in the field of mental health, criminal justice, social work, and health care as well as in the religious sector.  The Battered Women Syndrome can be characterized by the following description:

The battered woman is a victim and has developed the “consciousness” of a victim.  She is trapped by her perception of helplessness and the belief that she is going to be beaten no matter what she does.

She has been conditioned by society to feel is she fails at marriage, she has failed as a woman.  It is not uncommon for a battered woman to want help for the perpetrator rather than to seek escape from the abusive relationship.

Certain societal and psychological factors keep the battered woman trapped, such as inadequate responses from the legal and criminal justice system, traditional family values, lack of resources or employment skills and her own fear.  It is the battered women’s experience and perception that there is nothing that she or anyone can do to help stop his abuse or help her break away from the battering.

The Battered Woman Syndrome is characterized by the following:

1)
Learned Helplessness

The battered woman makes every effort to prevent further abuse, but with little or no success.  She attempts to correct “problem” situations and improve herself and the children but soon learns that no matter what she does, the abuse will continue.  She becomes more submissive and anxious to appease the perpetrator.  Her self-esteem reaches rock-bottom.  Her belief in herself and her capabilities is diminished.

The battered woman’s attempts to seek help outside the home from family, friends, church or synagogue, and agencies, are often met with apathy, ignorance, bureaucratic red tape, or outright hostility.  This further reinforces her perception that she is incapable of controlling or stopping the violence.  She may begin to avoid contact with family, friends, neighbors and others, increasing her isolation.

She also sees her attempts to leave the situation do not provide realistic alternatives to the violence and, therefore, leaving the situation forever is no longer considered an alternative.  This makes the perpetrator’s control and threats all the more powerful in the victim’s mind, no matter what help or hope may be offered her.  She may fear she will not live through the next abusive incident.  She is trapped in the cycle of victimization.

There is little recognition, by the victim and by society, that she is using a substantial amount of strength and resourcefulness to survive and protect her children.

2)
Depression

Because they feel powerless and trapped, battered women may suffer from depression and anger.  She may have psychosomatic complaints as a result of repressed anger and become suicidal or homicidal.

3)
Low Self-Esteem

Because she is repeatedly mistreated, the battered woman has learned to feel marginal and unimportant.  She feels hopeless, worthless and powerless to control her life and overwhelmed by the magnitude of her problem.

4)
Dependency

Battered women typically fear being alone and feel they do not have the capacity to be independent and self-supporting.  Traditional upbringing and emotional dependency, economic conditions, and lack of community resources, realistically keep battered women dependent on abusive partners
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