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. to be known to the police than ncnalcohclics.

Drunkenness, like mental illness, ic one of society's
conventional wisdoms or folk truths used to explain both.
wife-beating and child abuse. A 1978 Gallup Poll found that
almost one in four of those interviewed believed alcohol was
the cause of family trouble (Gallup, 1978). However, the
Gallup survey provides no information on what proportion of
the vfamily trouble" involves viclence. ks we shall see
later, while there may be some basis for the belief that
alcohol use is related to abusive acts, 1like -many popular
beliefs there are misconcepticns, especially when we ask why
an individual who is drunk is also abusive.

THE EMPIRICAL ISSUE

Despite the frequency with which alcchol use is cited
as a factor contributing to family violence, including child
abuse and wife~beating, there are no accurate estimates, of
the extent to which physical viclence is related to alcochol
use in a representative sample of families. It is true that
there has been considerable research cn the relationship
between alcohcl use and-violence, including a few studies of
family violence. However, althcugh these studies seem to
ansvwer the empirical question of whether alcohocl use is
associated with high rates of violence, such a conclusion is

questionable because of the smethcdology used in +those
studies.
Alcohol and Non-family Violenge '

Shupe {1954) studied alcohol use by 882 persons

arrested  during or ismediately atter the commission of a
felony in Columbus, Ohio. Eighty-three percent of those
arrested for homicide had some trace of alcohel in their
urine and 67% had substantially more than a trace of alcohol
in their warine. wolfgang (1958) studied the presence of

alcohol in  both the offepder and vwictiam (N=588) where
homicides had occurred in Phijladelphia. He reports that the
offender had been drinking in 54.5X of the homicides. In a

study carried out in Horth Carolina on 307 males convicted
of serious assaultive crimes, Mayfield (1972) concluded that
42% vere not scber during the commission of the crime.
Pernanen (1976) reviewed findings cf ten - studies by
HacDonald (1961)  and estimated that alcohcl was present in
50 to 60% of the studies where the sample size was 200 or
greater. These studies appear +tc confirm the empirical
relation between alcohecl and violent crime. Hovwever, as
both Shupe (1954) and Pernanen (1976) pcint out, offenders
who are drunk are more likely to be apprehended +than those
who are spber. If they are alcoholics, they are more likely
These factors
could bias the £findings and overestimate <the .relation
between alcohol and violent crimes. :
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Alcohol, anrd Fs_slx Ylelenga

The conception of alcohol as a prime cause of
interpersonal violence in the family, especially in the more
extreme forms of wife-beating and child abuse, is frequent
in the family wviolence 1literature (Rindman,' 1977). A
national telewision dramatization cof the difficulties faced
by battered wives in Septamber 1978 portrayed the lives of

four wvomen who were beaten on several occasions by their
husbands. Alcohol consumption, in most cases excessive,
imnediately preceded the beatings ir seven of the episodes.

It is unfortdnate that alcohol vas portrayed as playing such
a f@irect and crucial role in grovoking the abuse because the
actual research is, in fact, quite equivocal.

£find an association bhstueen
drunkenness and £family :violence. Langley and Levy (1977)
revieved several of these studies and estimate that 40 to
95% of the spouse abuse cases are directly linked to alcchol
abuse. Mayer and Black (1977), in a <review of <the 'few
studies awvailable on child abuse and alcohclism, conclude
that from 32 to. 62% of the families whete child abuse
occurred also had a parent who used alcohcl dysfunctionally.

A number of studies do

There are several réasons tc believe that statistics
such as these are unreliable. Typically, studies which
report figures on alcoholism and child or spouse abuse cosme
from saeples vwhere families have been identified as either
alcohol abusers, or child abusers. 1If alcohel abusers are
studied, gquestions about c¢bhild abuse are asked and many
instances brought to light. Hcuever, as Straus, Gelles and
Steinmetz (1979) have shown,.if cr~ studies a random sample
of parents, very high rates of clild abuse are also found.
Where physical abuse has cccfixred, bigh rates of alcohol
abuse are found, but high rates of alcobol abuse also
characterize +the populatiun in general (BR. Straus, 1976).
Horeover, families receiving treatment for either alcohol or
child abuse are only a small, and possibly unrepresentative,
part of the total number of child cr alcohcl abusers.

In addition to these cautions, the available stuadies
are by no means consistent in shcwing a 1ink between alcohol
abuse ard physical abuse. Steele and " Follack (1968) in
fact, report no .incidence of alcchclism in 2 study of 60
families in which child abuse had cccurred.. Similarly, Bard

€1978) examined police records frcm 962 families where the
police were called in on 1388 occasions. Data froam this
study suggested +tha“ only six percent (15) of the cases

involved a spouse who was both drunk and assaultive. Froa
this, Bard (1974) concludes that alcobol wse and
interperscnal violence may be spuriously associated. He
suggests that alcohol may have a calming effect and reduce
+he probability of family viclence. Smith (1975) and Simons
et al. (1966, as cited in Maden and ¥Wrench, 1977) found
alcohol use as-coamon in a general pcpulation sample as in a

‘percent.

_studies which we
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abusing parents. . Gelles studies a sample of 80
In the 44 families where violence had -occurred,
accompanied the violence in 21 caseg, oxr 48
However, Gelles does not indicate the extent of
abuge in the ncn—v1olent fapilies, and without this
about

sample of
fanilies.
drinking

alcohol
figure it is difficult to come tc¢ any flrm conglusion
the causal role of alcohol abuse.

there - are studies df alcohol
t¢ confirm an empirical

On the one hand then,
abuse and violence which ceen
relationship, although the statistics may overestimate the
rates because of sample selectivity. On the other hand,
there are at least two studies ‘which found little or no link
between alcohol ' use and fapily violence. FPinally, no
conld find investigated the .degree or
alcohol abuse (i.e., occasicnal drunkenness to
£211 fledged alcoholism}. This is a critical factor in the
relation between alcohol abuse and family violence which
will be examined in this paper.

severity of

THE THEORETICAL 1SSHE

Even if we conclude that there is an empirical relation
betveen alcohol and violence, this does not answer the nore
fundamental question of which theoretical model explains the
alcohol~violence link.

The data available for the analysis are primarily
useful for answering the guestion cf the extent to vwhich
alcohol use is associated withk family violence. Hosever,
the findings also provide scme indirect informatiom bearing
on the disinhihition and déviance disavcwal theories.

p =2 ..‘._. _—...-.

The. lzterature on, alcchecl amnd aggression frequently
assuses -a difect causal and physiological relation between
the two variables. This is cften called the "disinhibitione
theory. For example, Cameron (1963, as cited in Shuntich
and Taylor, 1972) states that ocpiate addiction differs
fundamentally from alcohol addiction because it does not
#irelease criminal aggression c¢r anti-social acting out the
way alcohol often doces.™ Similarly, Tucker (1970:93 cited in
Shuntich and Taylor 1972), states that "alcobcl is a well
known releaser of iphibitions... some individuals becoase
disoriented, hallucinated, confused and even violent with a
aoderate amocunt of alcohol consusmpticn.®

Disinhibition theory assumes tbat the chemical content
of alcohol has a direct effect on the central nervous systen
resulting in ®"the lower brain centers being released from
higher brain controls. = This redeces inhibitioms, and
behavior vhich is wntoward when the ~individual 3is ‘sober



T
.

Page 5

becomes acceptable® (Chafetz and Demone, 1962). The degree
to which this belief is an accepted social norm.is reflected
in american and Finnish crisinal law. If the offender is
drunk, there is a greater probability that a homicide will
be classified as manslaughter (Perranen, 1976). . .

Learned Behavior Theory

Alternatively, some have explained the violent behavior
of individuals who have consumed alcohcl as behavior which
has been learned or acquired because of the social meaning
attached to alcohol (Carpenter and Armenti, 1972; lang
et al., 1975). This explanation d4iffers considerably from
disinhibition theory because it includes sociological and
" psychological factors which deterwmine an individual's
behavior under the influence of alcobhol. The basic preaise
of the learned bkehavior approcach is that there are cultural
norms which prescribe appropriate behavior while drinking
and these norms vary according tc the context in which
alcohol is consumed. Por  instance, the sane anount of
alcohol may be consumed in the ccntext of a  religious
ceremony, a cocktail .party, or in a bar, but behavior in
these social settings will vary as the context does.

Deviance Disavowal Theoxy

The idea of ®aluochcl as releaser of inhibiticons® is a
fundamental part of the social meaning of alcohol. In
American society, people learm that their behavior while
.drank will generally be attributed to the effects of alcohol
and not to  social or personality characteristics.
Individuals d¢ not want to view themselves as deviant. They
need some explanation (for themselves and others) to account
for unacceptable behavior. By attributing this behavicer to
the effects of alcohol, their cwn self image as normal
individuals is mwmaintained, and +their actions explained
{Gelles, 1974; wucCaghy, 1968).

Those who beat a spouse while drinking can continue +to
maintain a definition of self as norsal by attributing their
actions to the effect of alcohol. . Although their behavior
vhile drunk may be considered deviapt, they, as individeals
are not deviant. Rather, it is presumed <that the alcohol
they consumed prompted thea to ccsmit acts they otherwise
wvould have suppressed. Deviance is thus disavowed. . HcCaghy
(1968), for instance; reports that 32X of the =men he
interviewed who were incarcerated for sexually assaulting

children  bel_eved  alcohol & was responsible for  their
behavior. Sisilarly, intervieus - by ' Gelles (19714)
consistently reveal that in wmany fawmilies where  both

drinking and akuse occaxr, the victim considers drinking the.

major family problenm.
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Drunkenness, then, can provide a “time out"™ peried,
vhen the mnorms regarding appropriate behavior can be
disregarded {Bruun, 1959; MacAndrew and Edgerton, 1969). '
Gelles {19742 114) suggests that the definiticn of alcohol as
"an agent that causes ' ‘out of character! behavior is a
definition - that serves: to justify <family violence by
relieving +the individual <£rom <responsibility for his
actions.” Furthermore, ™this definiticp cculd promote the
behavior by providirg inm advance a socially approved excuse
for violent behavior.” Pollowing this argument, individuals
do not become violent because thcy are drunk, but get drunk
so they may become wiolent. , : ’

In summary, disinhibition theory states that one uay
become aggressive because . of the alcohcl consumed, social
learning theory states that people learn how to react to and
behave under the influence of alcochol, and deviance
disavowal and Mtime out" theories state that .an 4individual
u;y drink so he or she can aggress. W®hat do the studies
Show?

RESEARCH Oﬁ THE THEORETICAL ISSUE

Three types of studies have been used tc explore the
disinhibition +theory: (1} shock paradigm experiments, (2)
small group observation experiments, and (3) indirect
measurement of aqgression. In  each of these designs, a
group consuming alcchol is compared with a ccntrol group.

Shock paradigm Experiments

A confederate and a subject participate in a learning
task. Alcohel is given to the subjects. When the
confederate incerrectly respords to the learning task, the
subject may deliver a range of electrical shocks to the
confederate. Aggression is measured by the intensity of the
shork - delivered. Studies by Bennett, Buss and Carpenter
(1969) and Buss et al. (1970) revealed that alcohol
ingestion did gpot affect the level of shock delivered to the
confederate.

$mall Group Qbgervation Studigs )

Social siinetions are simulated by two ‘methods.
Sibjects are given alcohcl and cbserved either (a) im a
setting vhere  one subject = interacts with several
experimenters oOr {b) a setting where several subjects in
addition to several experimenters are present  (Hartocollis,
1962; Takala, Pihkanen -and Markkanen, 1957, in Pernanen,

" 1976; Boyatzis, 1974). Behavior is observed or videotaped.

These studies found more aggressive behavior in the setting
vhere several subjects who had been given alcohol were
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present than in the setting where only one- individual who
had been given alcohel was pzesent.

Indizect Measures of Agdressien

The dependent variable in
neasured by indirect aeasures <¢f° amggression such as
projective techniques (Ralin et al.. 1965) . These
experiments produce Jdifferent reésults depending on whether
the alcohol is consumed in a relaxed discussion group, a
fraternity party, or a small groups laberatory.

this +type of study is

In the relaxed discussiocn gzoup there was no Iincrease
in aggression as measured by the Thepatic Apperception Test.
In the fraternxty paxrty 51tuat10n. alcohol produced an
increase in physical aggression in TAT stoxries. However,
the control group which received nec alcohcl scored as high
on physical aggresssion as the experimental group. Kalin
et al. (1965) attributes this to anger experienced by the
control group when they found they were to receive no
alcohol. In the small group laboratory setting, physical
aggression was not affected by the alcohol.

Aggression restraint, d:fined as manything that
involves an aveidance reaction to aggression® i.e. fear,
regret, guilt, vas also measured in each of the three social
settings. Kalin found no decrease in aggression restraint
in the relaxed discussicn group, but a significant decrease
in restraint was evident in the fraternity group and small
group laboratory setting.

These experiments shouw the iamportance of the social
setting 3in the production of aggressive behavior. Where a
relaxed friendly atmosphere prevailed, there was no increase
in aggression. Where a fraternity party atmosphere was

created, aggressive behavior, as measured by the ~TAT, was

more evident.

Bxagszéasz Eactors

The aggressive hehavior expreseed by the fraternity
party control grcup, where no alcchol was served, deserves
further attention. The authors attributed high aggression
scores to anger on the part of the contrcl subjects because
they did not . receive the alcohol  they expected.

Alternatively, their thigh physical aggression score could =
indicate their expectation of the effects of alcohol
consumption, that 1is, it wmay reflect the social meaning

attached to alcohol use.

An excellent study by Lang et al. (1975) points  out
the role of expectation of .alcohcl ccnsumgtion on aggressive
behavior. This study nused a 2x2x2 factcrial = design.

" subsequent learming task similar to that of Buss
This

. cast doubt

Alcohol content was manipulated so <that one half of the
subjects who expected to receive alcchol received tonic and
one half of +those who did not expect alcohcl received it.
The alcohol/tonic drinks were prepared such <that subjects
could not detect the presence or‘absence of alcchel (vadka)
at a better than chance rate.

Half of the subjects 1in each treatment group
provoked by a confederate prior <0 assessing aggressive
behavior. The provocative manlpulation consisted of such

things as insults, belittling remarks, and gquestioning the
subjects! intelligence regarding a difficult tracing/drawing
task which both the subject and the confederate completed.

Aggression was measured by the intensity of electrical
shocks delivered by the =subject +to the confederate in a
(1970) .
design permitted an evaluation of  +two competing
theoretical assumptions: (a) Disinbibiticn theory: ©If the
physiological effects of alcohcl aze primarily involved in
the facilitation of aggression, then subjects who actually
receive alcohol (regardless of their expectations) will
behave more aggressively than subjects whc dc not receive
alcohol.® (bh) Social learning theory: ©If expectations that
alcohol will 1lead toc aore aggression is the major
determinant of subsequent aggression, then subjects who
expect that their drirks contain alcohol {regardless of the
actual content of their drinks) will act more aggressively
than subjects who do not expect to receive alcohol.® Lang
et al. concluded nthat differences d1n  the level of
aggression observed uvere determined largely by the subjects®
expectations or beliefs about the content of the beverage
they had consumed. Those who thought their drinks contained
alcohol, regardless of the alcche¢l ccentent, gave more

intense and longer duration shocks to their partners than,

those who believed they had consumed only nomn-alcoholic
drinks.®™

Status of the Disinhibition Theory

Froa the studies reviewed, several
upon the disinhibiticn thcery. FPirst, for
alcohol to be a  disinhibitor due to cheamical action,
subjects in all experiments regardless of the social setting
should have scored higher om - aggression  when <comparsd to
those who received no alcohol. Instead, aggression varied
vith the type of social setting., Second,; the wmork by Lang
et al. pointed out the 1nportance cf expectancy factors in
the production of aggressive behavior. Those who only
thought they <received alcchcl behaved in much the same uay

factors appear to

as subjects who did receive alcohol.

were
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our view on these issues conkines the learned behavior
and the deviance disavowal tteories. Alcohelic behavior is
learned bhehavior. In addition, because of social
expectations regarding the use «o¢f - alcohcl, drunkenness
provides a "time out" period, during which the normal zrules
governing proper conduct can be disregarded. Rather than
violence occurring because the alcoholic individual loses.
inhibitions while drinking, we suggest that violence occurs .
because people have learned that it is excusable to attack
another individual, especially a <family umember, while
drunk.*1 :

SETHOD
Saaple

The data to bhe presented coxe from persomnal interviewus
with a nationally representative sample of 2,143 American
couples. Interviews were conducted with the husband in a
randomly selected half of the families and with the wife in
the other half. One .or more children were present in the
home in 1,146 cases. (See Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz,
1979 for a more detailed discussion cf sampling smethod and
sample characteristics).

Alcohol Abuse

The primary focus of the study described above was not on alcohol
abuse. As a result only very limited data is available on this wvariable.
Speclfically, it is the respondent's report of how frequently he or she
"gets drunk." Six cholces were avajlable to the respondent--never, rare—
1y, occasionally, often, very often and almost always.

Alcohol abuse, alcoholism, and drunkenness are terms used in many
different ways by different investigators. Consequently it is difficult
to know how to label our measure. Because we used self reports, social

desirability factors no doubt affect the frequencies. The rates we report

should perhaps be considered underestimates of the rate of alcohol abuse.
Despite the limitations of this measure of alcohol abuse the analysis . to
be presented seemed worth pursuing because of the importance of the issue

and the absende of other studies based on a representative sample of families.

Yjolerce

violence is defined as "anm act carried out with the -

intention of, or perceived intention of, physically hurting
ancther person* (Gelles arnd Straus, 1978). A series of
questions called the "Conflict Tactics Scale™ (CTS) measure
the level and incidence of violence (Straus, 1979). Of the
18 items in the scale, eight refer tc the use of physical
force and violence. These range {ros pushing or shoving a
spouse . or child to the use of weapcns such as guns or
knives. FRe report zates of both "severe violence" and "all
violence"™ that occurred in the prior years. Severe violence
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refers to kicking, biting, punching,'hitting with something,
beat ing up one's spouse, threatening with a knife or gum,

-and using a knife or gun. The severe violence index is our

operatiocnal defipition of child abuse and spouse abuse. The
general measure  of <family violence includes pushing,
grabbing, shoving and  slapping the spouse or child in
addition to the severe violence acts listed above.

Underreporting physical violence may bias the - results
of +this research because wa rely upcn self reports of
behavior by the respondents. Hovwever, altbough +the +true
rates are -no doukt even higher, even these minimal rates
show an astovndingly high frequency of vioclence within the
fanily (Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1979).

A more serious limitation of this research is +that we
do not have data on the physical viclence that occurs while
the husband or wife is drunk. Instead, the data report the
level of wviolence in the home and the frequency of alcohol
abuse by the violent spouse during the prewvicus year. The
findings therefore only 3indirectly relate violence to the
presence {or absence) of alcchel. .

CLASS, SEX, AND DRUMNKENHESS

Before getting to the question of whether drunkenness
is associated with violence in <the family, we need to
consider the data on drunkenness itself. Tabkle 1 gives the
frequency of self-reported inebriaticm, and also whether
there are important social class and sex differences.*2

Cahalan (1970, as cited in Bourne and Fox, 1973},
concluded from a naticnal survey that individuals in the
higher SES groups drink more frequently than those in the
lover SES groups, but that drinking to excess occuars more
often among the lover SES group. The measure of alcohol use
in Table 1 refers to. the latter, specifically, the
respondents report of how often he or she gets drunk. To
the extent that Table 1 <chows any class difference, it
indicates slightly higher rates for the blue-collaxr husbands
in the sample, However, we think it is mcre appropriate to
say that Table 1 shows no difference betveen SES groups.

{Table 1 about here) SR
-In contrast to the minimal differences between social

classes, Table 1 shows large differences betveen men and
vonen. Far more women describe themselves as ' having never

-been drunk in the past year (roughly 80 percent of the women

versus 60 percent of the men). At the cther end of the
continuum, +the differences are even .greater. Among those

. who report often, very often, or almost always being drunk

in the ‘previous year, the rate for blue-ccllar zmen is four
times greater than for women married to blue-collar men.



Table 1. Frequency of Drunkenness by Soclal Class
) ) Blue-Collar fhite-Collar
Prequency of Being Dzunk ____ (3 of 1,128) (% of 928) _
Husband*
Rever 60.8 59.2
Rarely 22,6 25.4
Occasionally 12.0 13.5
Ofter 2.7 1.2
Very Often 0.9 16.7 0.3 15.4%
Almost Alwvays 1.1 0.4
Blae-Collarx white—-Collar
{%.0f 1,116) . _(§.0f 926) __
Bife
Never 82.7 78.0
Rarely 13.2 17.3
Occasionally 3.8 3.9
" Often ¢.3 3.9
very Often 0.3 8.2 0.2 4.7
Alaost Always 0.1 - 0.1

%p¢ .01 for class difference in busband's drunkenness
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For white-collar men, the rate dis just over three times
greater than the rate fer wcamen marrled tc white-ccllar men.
The importance of .these sex differences is not as new
information, since +they are yenerally consistent with
previous studies {Bourne and Pox, 1973; Straus, R., 19763
Ullman, 1962) - In the context ¢f£ +this paper, the sex
differences are important because they indicate that, crude
as is our measure of alcohol abuse, at least in this respect
the results are consistent with data gathered by other
methods.

ALCOHOL ABUSE AND SFOUSAL VIOLERCE
(Figure 1 about here)
Pigure 1 shows that as <the  frequency of drunkenness
goes up, SO dces phy51ca1 viclence.?3 Hovever, when alcchol

abuse is extreme physical v;o;gggg declines. For example,
the severe violence rate is shown by the ~mall dashed lines

in Figure 1. For husbands whc were mever drumk during the

year, the rate is 2.1 per hundred; for those who were drunk
very often the rate jumps to 30.8. Thus husbands who report
they wvere very often drunk are 14.7 times more likely to
have severely abused their spouse than thcse who report they
never get drunk. But the violence rate then drops by almost
half (to 17.6) for men who are "almost alwvays® drunk.
Similarly, ¥ives who report being drunk even occasionally or

more were from 2.5 to six times more likely tc have severely

abused their spouse than those who report never being drunk
during the year. But then the rate drcps off for women vho
were "very often® or "almost always®™ drunk. W®e will réturm
later to possible reasons for the decrease in violence among
tiose who are most frequently drunk.

Sex Differences

Yomen who are drenk varely or occasionally are . much
more likely to be violent than males at the same frequency
of alcohol use (2.5 times more likely for severe violence
and, 1.2 times for all violence): But among those who are
drunk “often® cor more, males are more viclent . than women.
However, the small nusber of women who get drenk this often
makes it difficult to interpret. Coabining the results
showvn in Table 1 and Figure 1 leads to the conclusicn that
men get drunk pore oftenr than women and more violence is
reported asong men who et drunk more frequently.

Table 2. Spousal Violence by 'Frequency of Drunkennes by Social Class

. Husband-to-Wife Violence

" Rate for Severe

Rate for All
. Violence Violence :
Husband Drunk ‘BC* e BC* uc BC Hc
Never 2,1 2.2 7.2 7.9 665 544
Rarely - 6.3 . 1.7. 18.0 8.8 252 229
Occasionally - 10.7 2.4 36.2 13.1. 131 123
Often 26.9 9.1 34.6 27.3 26 11
Very Often 40.0 0 66.7 33.3 10 3
Almbst Always 25.0 0 41.7 0 12 3
Wife-to-Husband Violenge - '-
Rate for Severe Rate for All
- . Violence Violence
Wife Drunk - BC#* WC*% BC** We* = BC WC
Never 4.2 2.1 10.5° 6.8 903 708
' Rarely . 13.7 7.6 23.4 ' 17.2 146 157
Occasionally 13.5 2.9 30.6 20.0 37 35
Often 66.7 0 66.7 -60.0 3 5
Very Often 25.0 o 50.0 0 4 1
Almost Always 0 . 0 0 0 1 1

#pc .0001; #tpe 02



Table 3.

Parent—to-Child Violence

Father-to~Child Violence

Rate of Rate of
. Chilad A1l
Father Drunk . Abuse N Violence N
5.9 292’ 53.8 29
§§l’2§y 7.4 135 62.7 136
Occasionally is.1 72 68.1 72
Often ) 0 5 60.0 5
Very Often () 2 100.0 2
Almost Always . 0 1 100.0 . 1
Mothexr~to~Child Violence
_ Rate of Rate of
. Child, A1 .
Mother Drunk * Abuse N Violence® N
Never 16.2 481. 65,5 478
gz‘r,ely. 23.1 91 ° 80.2 91
Occasionally 27.3 22 77.3 22
Often 40.0 5 40.0 5
Yery Often o L2 100.0 2
Almost Always = 0 ’1 100.0 1

* % .03 -

r————

rd

Table 4,'.Parent:—to-Child Violence by Social Class .

Father-to-Child Violence

*pec. 01

i’ t __.Child Abuse . Rate for All
: . "*'Rate’ ‘- Violence N .
Father Drunk BC WC BC We BC WC
Never 11.5 7.8 53.0 57.3 183 103
Rarely 7.4 - 7.6 - . 58.2 66.7 68 66
Occasionally 23.3 12.2 76.7 “BL.0 30 41
Often 0. 1] 66.7  50.0 3 2
- Very Often 0 4] 100.0 100.0 1 1
Almost Always 0 - 100.0 = 1 0
. Mother-to-Child Violence
Child Abuse +, -Rate for A11
o i Violence - N
Mother Drunk BC WC BC WG BC WC
Never 19.3 12.3 70.4 58.8 259 211
Rarely 31.1 16.3 77.8 83.7 45 43
Occasionally 20.0 33.3 80.0 - 75.0 10 12
Often 0 50.0 0 50.1 2 2
Very Often . 0 - 100.0 . -~ 2 0
Aloost Always 0 - 100.0 =’ 1 0




e
i~

Segial Class .
(table 2 about here)

The link between alcohcl use and family violence may be
confounded with social class differences. Takle 2 therefore
looks at this 1ink separately fcr families with a
blue-collar husband and for families with a white~-collar
husband. The data indicate that while there may be a class
difference in <xates of spousal viclence, alcohol abuse is
associated with violence for both blue~collar and
white-collar workers. As alcohol  abuse increases,
husband-wife violence alsc increases. There are however

_some differences. First, the asscciation is strongest in

blue-collar husband families. Second, within the
white-collar group, the association between drunkemness and
violence is greater £or the overall violence index as
compared to the severe violence.

ALCOHOL ABUSE AND PARENT-CHILD VIOLENCE

Mager and Black (1977) studied 100 alccholics with
children wunder 18 years of age. They found that while the
majority of them bhave difficulty in childrearing, not all
alcoholics neglect or abuse their children. They reported
adaptive mechanisms such as limiting drinking to times when
the children are absent from the hose, or deliberate
decisions to avoid potential abuse by not disciplining their
children while drinking. However, these fata are completely
ambiguous. A’ -agorlty of any group of pazents is likely to

report ®=difficulty in child-rearing.” And since the rate of ‘

child abuse in the general population is high (Gelles, 1978;
Straus, 1978), in the absence c¢f a cocmparison group, one
does not know how to evaluate the rate ¢f child abuse in
Mayer and Black's sample of alcoholics. .

The data for our study, although it has its own set of
limitations, at least avoids the fundamental methodological
problems which beset the Mayer and Black and cther similiar
studies because we cam ccmpare the wiolence rate for parents
who are frequently drunk with those who are nct.

(Tatkle 3 about here)

Lable 3 shows that fathers who get drunk on more than a
rare occasion have double the rate cf child abuse as
conpared to fathers who are never or rarely drunk. The same
findings hold fcr mothers, except that even mothers who are
only rarely drunk have a higher rate of child abuse  than

mothers who are never drunk. The rate o0f child abuse then:

dtops sharply for both the fathers and the mothers - who are
mcest often drunk. . !

(Table 4 atout here)

" seeking an escape from an intolerable existence.
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Table 4 repeats the analysis separately for blue-collar
and white-collar husband families. There does not seer to
be any clear difference between the two cccupational class
groupse. However, although the relationship between alcohol
use and child abusge is similar fcr both cccupational class

- groups, it is important not to overlook the fact that among
. the parents who report no drunkenness during the past year,

the blue-collar parents have a higher rate cf child abuse.
Reasons for this class difference in child abuse rates are
explored in anotker paper (Straus, 1978).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

iIn general, alcohol abuse is mcre clearly assoclated

with violence inm the husband-wife relationship than in the

parent-child relaticnship. The most clear association is
for violence by blue-collar husbands against their wives.

Previously, “social learning®" and "deviance disavowal®
theory was suggested as an explanaticn of the relation
between alcohel abuse and violence. This explanation seenms
particularly applicable in the context of spousal violence.
By observing parents who behave wviolently or ctherwise while
drunk, we 1learn what is accepted, or at least ®excused."
Given +the frequent occurrence of husband-wife viclence
(Straus, 1977)  there is amgle opportunity to observe and
Jearn. Despite the frequent cccurrence and the covert norms
tolerating violence between spouses, such acts are far fron
the preferred methods of settling intrafamily conflicts.
Excessive drinking, hovwever, provides an excuse for
violence. . :

Although the conclusion just stated is rplausible, the
data available do not provide any direct evidence that it is
correct. It can be argued that physiolegical disinhibition
fits the fact as well as the explanaticn we prefer. That
vould be correct, excert for the fact that violence  rates
drop off among those who are most often drunk.

If fhe link between alcohol use and vioclence is based

“on the disinhibiting effects of alcchol, violence should be

greatest among those who come closest to the asual
conception of an alcoholic. But this study, as vell as an
unpublished study by Steinglass (1978) shovs almost no
violence among the most alcohclic grcup. Our interpretationm
is that true alcoholics, rather than being disinhibited by
alcohol, are  in  effect anethestized. They use alcohol' to
block out a world which, in one way or ancther, is too
painful to bear. on . the cther hand, among those who get
drunk from time to time, . the subjective meaning - of
inebriation is quite different. These = reople are not
Rather,
vhether consciously or unccnsciously, they use alcohol as a
means of engaging in behavior, which without the excuse of
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being drunk, would be unacceptable toc themselves and others.
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1. Our dqubts about the inherent di=inhibiting effect
of alcohol are not =meant to imply that alcohol has no
physiological effect.  If that were the case, no one would
drink. our position is simply that pecple come to attach
meaning to these physiological effects by the way cthers
react to them when under +the influence of alcwhol, and -
through the learning of various ccnventiocns and rules
concerning how to behave when drinking. This same process
has been well demonstrated fecr other drugs by Schachter
(1962). ,

2. The use of the hushband's occupaticn as the means of
establishing the socioceconomic status of the family is based
on the fact that for this <cample, as well as in Rmany
previous studies (see for exaample, Kahl and pavis, 1955)
occupation is the mcst powerful single indicator of position
in the status bhierarchy of an 3industrial society. 2n
alternative is to compute a socicecononic status index.
This could have the advantage of alsc takirg into account
the characteristics of  the wife as determinants of the
sociceconomic status of the family. Hceever, an empirical
study of this issue {Straus and Urban, 1978) revealed that
inciuding the vife's characteristics in - a family
socioeconomic status index improved the explanatory pover of
the measure only slightly. This fact, and the fact that any
such index wouléd have to be dichotomized or a relatively
arbitrary basis for use in this paper (as compared to the
known meaning of blue-ccllazx versus white-collar
occupation), led to the decisicn to use the occupational
class of the  husband as the indicatcr of socioceccnomic
status. : .

3. The N*'s for the rates given in Figure 1  are (the
first figure is the nuaber of men and the second figure is
the nuaber of women in each drunkenness category): Never:
1:,287, 1,655; Rarely: 489, 309; dJccasionally: 259, 74;
often: 38, 10; Very often 13, 6; Rlmcst Always: 17,2.








