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“Legal and Extra-Legal Aspects of Family Violence in Colonial New England”                          

Transformation and continuity mark family violence in Anglo-American history. This paper will discuss several volatile early Anglo-American households, focusing on the extra-legal ways in which the community responded to spousal violence in the context of longstanding and deeply entrenched patriarchal attitudes. It will describe how desperate women surrounded themselves with friends, neighbors, servants, and family as a protective device.  It will suggest that sometimes neighbors were ambivalent about aiding abused wives, and even more ambivalent about calling in the authorities. It will discuss the reluctance with which the authorities assisted women in jeopardy. Although certain responses to eighteenth-century domestic violence changed over time, other aspects of the problem remained constant throughout the century—and beyond. 

The earliest seventeenth-century court records suggest that both husbands and wives physically abused their spouses. In an effort to maintain the peaceable kingdoms that prescriptive literature demanded of society, courts fined both husbands and wives, bound them to good behavior, or threw them in the cooler to chill down. A century later, abusive women had all but disappeared from the records. Indeed, abusive men dropped out of the picture as well, to the extent that they were almost never prosecuted for assaulting their wives. What remains are indictments of men who murdered their wives after years of violent behavior that went unchallenged by public authorities. Few women requested a divorce for cruelty alone until the end of the eighteenth century and fewer judges were willing to grant separations until that time. 

Persistence (or continuity) reveals itself in the ongoing abuse of wives by their husbands. It is also evident in the attitude of local officials who were notably reluctant to penalize one of their own, the hesitation of neighbors as they decided whether or not to intervene, and the toll that such violence took on the children of battered wives.  
