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Summary		

	

The	following	paper	examines	battered	mothers	who	kill	their	abusers.	Through	

estimation,	we	find	that	this	population	is	made	up	of	16,000	women	who	are	presently	

incarcerated	in	the	United	States.	Research	examines	the	cases	of	Artiesha	Love	and	

Natalie	Pollard,	two	mothers	in	the	St.	Paul/Minneapolis	area	who	allegedly	murdered	

their	abusers.	Through	media	analysis	of	over	15	sources,	it	is	clear	that	the	media	lacks	

an	understanding	of	domestic	violence	in	the	cases	of	battered	mothers	who	kill.	Turning	

to	existing	research,	it	is	clear	that	very	little	research	has	been	done	around	the	role	of	

motherhood.	Of	the	literature	examined,	no	previous	research	has	done	to	make	sense	of	

how	motherhood	might	affect	a	woman’s	decision	to	kill	or	not	kill	her	abuser.	There	is	

hope	when	it	comes	to	case	studies	such	as	the	Sin	by	Silence	bills	and	documentary	in	

California,	and	the	#SayHerName	component	of	the	#BlackLivesMatter	movement.	The	

issue	of	battered	mothers	who	kill	their	abusers	intersects	with	police	brutality,	racial	

disparities,	and	the	criminalization	of	people	of	color	and	the	movement	to	end	domestic	

violence.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Introduction		

Our	cultural	narrative	in	the	United	States	around	domestic	violence	brings	to	

mind	a	woman	and	her	children,	bruised	and	bloodied	sitting	in	a	battered	women’s	

shelter.	Our	cultural	narrative	around	murderers	is	that	they	are	heartless	killers.	What	if	

we	combined	these	two	portrayals?	Battered	mothers,	who	have	killed	their	abusers.	It	is	

a	complicated	picture	and	one	that	is	far	more	prominent	than	some	may	expect.	

Conservative	estimates	find	that	eight	percent	of	women	presently	incarcerated	are	

potentially	mothers	who	killed	their	abusers.	That	is	potentially	16,400	women	

(Sentencing	Project,	2012).	

The	story	of	a	mother,	filled	with	so	much	adrenaline	that	she	lifts	a	car	off	her	

child,	or	some	other	feat	of	courage,	is	a	familiar	headline	to	all	of	us.	The	media	has	a	

harder	time	when	covering	a	mother,	who	kills	to	defend	herself	and	her	children.	In	July	

of	2015,	both	within	ten	miles	of	Minneapolis,	Natalie	Pollard	and	Artiesha	Love	were	

both	arrested	for	allegedly	killing	their	abusers.	These	two	women	are	both	black	single	

mothers.	Through	analysis	of	headlines	and	leads	discussing	their	pregnancy	and	their	

children’s	involvement,	it	is	clear	that	this	is	a	large	part	of	the	reason	their	cases	were	

followed	so	closely	by	the	media.	We	are	fascinated	by	and	often	sensationalize	

motherhood.	

	It	is	less	clear	if	this	factor	is	valued	by	the	research	community.	Although	the	

population	of	mothers	who	have	killed	their	abusers	is	sizable	there	has	been	no	

published	research	linking	the	variables	of	motherhood	to	the	decision	to	kill	one’s	

abuser.	In	this	paper,	I	will	examine	the	narrative	of	mothers	who	murder	their	abusers	

and	how	research	and	media	both	have	improvements	to	make	in	telling	the	full	story	in	



it’s	proper	context.		This	research	paper	will	attempt	to	show	that	it	is	vital	that	research	

takes	into	consideration	motherhood	when	researching	women	who	kill	their	abusers.		

This	question	is	worth	being	explored	because	in	the	research	examined,	

motherhood	is	frequently	mentioned,	but	only-	anecdotally.	Such	as	in	the	academic	

research	conducted	by	Angela	Browne	(1986),	who	does	not	examine	motherhood	as	a	

factor.	However,	Browne	includes	lengthy	quotations	that	involve	how	escalation	to	

murder	correlated	with	motherhood.	Such	as	the	quote,		

Or	an	act	(of	violence)	would	suddenly	be	beyond	the	range	of	what	the	women	
were	willing	to	assimilate.	Frequently	this	involved	the	onset	of	abuse	of	a	child.	
Women	would	tell	us:	‘He	had	never	threatened	the	baby	before,’	or	‘I	could	stand	
him	beating	me,	but	then	he	hurt	my	daughter’	(75).	
	

This	quotation	is	inserted	into	the	academic	research,	with	no	further	exploration	of	

whether	motherhood	is	a	variable	in	a	woman’s	decision	to	kill	their	abuser.	Quotations	

like	these	are	not	an	abnormality.	Quotes,	anecdotes,	and	implicit	mention	of	motherhood	

are	a	frequent	occurrence	in	the	academic	literature	reviewed.	In	all	of	the	research	

examined	there	is	no	measurement	of	motherhood	in	demographic	information.	The	

disconnect	between	implicit	mention	and	explicit	mention	of	motherhood	as	a	variable	is	

worth	noting.	By	examining	media	leads	and	headlines	of	the	cases	of	Natalie	Pollard	and	

Artiesha	Love,	this	paper	will	highlight	the	stark	disconnect	between	media	focus	on	

motherhood	and	the	lack	of	empirical	research	on	motherhood	in	the	cases	of	women	who	

murder	their	abusers.		

Before	reviewing	the	academic	literature	available,	this	paper	will	trace	a	brief	

history	of	battered	women	and	place	the	discussion	of	battered	women	in	it’s	historical	

context.	This	context	is	vital	given	the	quickly	evolving	narrative	around	battered	women	

in	the	last	four	decades	(Bilefsky,	2011).	Instead	of	being	blamed	and	silenced,	battered	



women	are	now	seen	as	victims/survivors	and	domestic	violence	is	widely	acknowledged	

as	a	problem.	Next,	relevant	academic	research	and	media	will	be	dissected	through	the	

frame	of	motherhood,	examining	the	frequent	usage	of	motherhood	despite	a	lack	of	

empirical	data.	Finally,	policy	and	research	suggestions	will	be	offered.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Historical	Context		

Domestic	violence	has	plagued	families	and	communities	for	much	of	history.	

Although	spousal	battering	has	been	discussed	in	the	bible	and	other	foundational	religious	

texts,	it	wasn’t	until	the	late	1970s	when	research	was	conducted	around	these	women.	The	

term	“battered	women”	and	the	defense	“battered	women	syndrome”	were	coined	by	Lenore	

Walker	in	the	late	1970s	(Rothenberg,	2003).		

Research,	that	will	be	examined	later	in	this	paper,	has	been	done	since	the	late	1980s	

around	battered	women	who	have	killed	their	husbands.		There	are	two	reasons	for	this	

research	boom	around	this	specific	time	period.	The	first	reason	is	due	to	the	passing	of	the	

Violence	Against	Women	Act	(VAWA-	1994),	which	brought	domestic	violence	out	of	the	

home	and	into	the	courts.	The	second	reason	for	this	research	boom	is	the	media	hype	

around	“women	who	murder,”	which	challenges	the	narrative	of	women	as	submissive	and	

weak.	

Studies	estimate	that	62%	of	women	who	are	incarcerated	are	mothers	with	

minor	children	(Glaze	&	Maruschak,	2010),	from	that	statistic	it	is	clear	that	the	

population	of	women	who	kill	their	abusers	and	incarcerated	mothers	will	overlap.	Even	

though	one	might	be	able	to	estimate	a	sizable	overlap,	there	has	been	no	research	

conducted	that	explicitly	states	the	number	of	women	who	have	killed	their	abusers	who	

are	also	mothers.	Given	the	challenges	of	doing	research	within	correctional	facilities	

(personal	communication,	Shlafer,	2014)	and	doing	research	on	a	federal	level,	much	of	

the	academic	research	reviewed	gathered	statistics	from	individual	states	or	individual	

prisons	(Browne,	Grant	&	Curry,	Ritchie,	Roberts,	Robes,	Peterson).		



However,	through	some	statistical	manipulation	one	can	estimate	that	about	8%	

of	women	who	are	presently	incarcerated	are	mothers	who	have	murdered	their	

abusers.	

	

Approximately	20%	of	women	are	incarcerated	on	a	murder	charge	(Jacobsen,	2007),	

and	of	this	group,	roughly	80-90%	of	female-perpetrated	homicides	involved	the	murder	

of	an	intimate	partner	(Peterson,	1999.	Law,	2014.).		From	there,	we	can	estimate	that	

17%	of	women	are	incarcerated	for	murder	of	an	intimate	partner.	Between	67%-90%	

murdered	their	abusive	intimate	partner	(Browne	&	Williams,	1993.	Bass,	1992).	Thus,	

using	the	average	percentage	of	78.5%	of	women	who	murdered	their	abusive	intimate	

partner,	we	can	estimate	that	13%	of	women	are	incarcerated	for	murdering	their	



abusive	partner.	Furthermore,	studies	estimate	that	62%	of	women	who	are	incarcerated	

are	mothers	with	minor	children	(Glaze	&	Maruschak,	2010).	Therefore,	through	

conservative	estimation	one	can	guess	that	about	8%	of	women	who	are	currently	

incarcerated	are	mothers	who	have	murdered	their	abusers.	

But	why	calculate	through	one	researcher’s	simple	arithmetic?	This	statistic	must	

be	calculated	through	simple	estimation	because	there	has	been	no	academic	research	

published	that	specifically	examines	battered	women	who	kill	their	abusers	in	the	

context	of	motherhood.		

When	researching	battered	women,	and	in	particular	seeking	research	around	

battered	mothers	who	kill	their	abusers,	most	sources	fall	into	two	categories.	One	category	

includes	research	articles	about	women	who	kill	their	abusers,	often	done	with	a	

convenience	sample	of	women	who	resided	in	a	battered	women’s	shelter.	The	other	

category	is	media	articles.	Both	sources	have	the	potential	to	be	problematic.	

Most	of	the	research	available	is	very	dated;	the	average	year	that	the	research	

examined	was	published	in	1993.	1993	is	relatively	recent	when	it	comes	to	research,	but	

centering	on	the	topic	of	battered	women	this	timeline	presents	unique	challenges.	This	is	

challenging	due	to	the	fact	that	there	has	been	a	cultural	shift	since	the	passage	of	the	VAWA	

in	1994.	A	telling	quote	around	the	transformed	attitude	of	women	who	kill	their	abusers	

comes	from	lawyer	Michael	Dowd	who	is	known	as	the	‘black	widow’,	for	representing	so	

many	women	who	have	killed	their	abusers.	

Back	then	(in	the	1980s),	he	(Dowd)	said,	prosecutors	would	use	a	woman’s	poor	
housekeeping	skills	and	bad	cooking	to	justify	her	husband’s	abuse.	Abused	women	
who	had	killed	their	husbands	were	encouraged	to	plead	insanity	rather	than	face	
trial	(Bilefsky,	2011).	
	



Judges	making	assertions	that	women	should	be	abused	for	“poor	housekeeping	

skills”	in	2016	would	be	considered	shocking.	Today	there	is	a	much	better	understanding	

of	domestic	violence	in	the	court	system:	however	it	is	important	make	note	that	there	is	

room	for	improvement.	The	most	commonly	used	defense	is	Battered	Women	Syndrome	

(BWS)	(Rothenberg,	2003).	For	BWS	to	be	a	solid	defense	you	have	to	prove	that	there	is	an	

immediate	threat	of	physical	injury	and	that	you	would	have	to	kill	or	be	killed.		

This	has	been	challenging	for	the	courts	to	understand	the	mindset	of	women	in	these	

seemingly	life	or	death	situations.	One	survivor	put	it	eloquently	in	the	documentary,	The	

Perfect	Victim	(Peralta,	2012)	“There	aren’t	women	around	to	describe	the	terror,	because	

they’re	all	dead”.	While	some	might	see	this	quote	as	an	exaggeration,	women	do	have	

reason	to	fear.	Of	the	women	who	have	been	murdered,	63-93%	of	them	have	been	

murdered	by	their	intimate	abusive	partner.	In	addition,	researcher	Albert	Roberts	“finds	

that	women	who	have	attempted	to	end	a	violent	relationship	have	been	stalked	and	

murdered	by	their	former	partners”,	so	that	leaving	often	does	not	necessarily	ensue	safety.	

In	a	comparison	that	has	put	new	perspective	on	this	issue	for	this	writer,	Renne	Graham	of	

the	Boston	Globe	writes,		

Between	September	2001	and	June	2012,	nearly	6,500	American	troops	were	killed	in	
Afghanistan	and	Iraq;	during	that	same	period,	more	than	11,700	women	died	in	acts	
of	domestic	violence.	(Graham,	2015).		

	
Black	women	are	impacted	at	a	far	greater	rate;	they	were	murdered	at	a	rate	two	and	a	half	

times	higher	than	white	women	(Violence	Policy	Center,	2015).	This	fact	combined	with	the	

knowledge	that	between	80-90%	of	female-perpetrated	homicide	involved	the	murder	of	an	

intimate	partner	(Peterson,	1999.	Law,	2014)	shows	the	importance	of	analyzing	this	topic.		



This	remarkable	shift	in	attitudes	is	due,	at	least	in	part,	to	the	academic	research	

from	the	early	1990s.	However,	one	must	wonder	if	this	research	is	still	relevant	given	the	

cultural	shift	around	domestic	violence.	This	cultural	shift	is	captured	through	looking	at	

articles	from	the	media.	This	included	blogs,	newspapers,	etc.	A	downside	of	reliance	on	

media	articles	is	the	sensationalism	that	often	exists	around	women	who	kill	(Browne,	

1986).	Painting	a	woman	as	a	murderer	makes	for	headlines	that	sell	(Cite	Casey	Anthony)	

and	there	is	very	rarely	a	nuanced	discussion	of	the	story.	It	is	the	media	that	is	leading	the	

charge	on	compelling	the	world	to	examine	the	common-sense	variable	of	motherhood.	

However,	there	is	also	room	for	improvement	around	sensationalism	and	coverage	of	abuse,	

as	we	shall	explore	in	the	case	studies	in	the	following	section.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Case	Studies		

Headlines of Artiesha Love case  Source  Date  

Woman Charged in stabbing death of boyfriend Kare 11 6/4/2015 
Charges: Blaine woman killed boyfriend, had daughter mop up 
the blood KMSP. Fox 9 6/4/2015 

Blaine woman charged for stabbing boyfriend to death ABC news 6/4/2015 
Blaine woman charged with manslaughter in boyfriend’s fatal 
stabbing Star Tribune 6/4/2015 
Blaine woman had her daughter mop up after fatal stabbing, 
charges say Pioneer Press 6/4/2015 

Blaine Woman charged in Boyfriend’s stabbing death 

Lakeland 
Broadcasting 
Company 6/5/2015 

Charges: Blaine Woman Made Daughter Mop Up Fatal 
Stabbing 

KSTP 
Eyewitness 
Channel 5 News 6/4/2015 

Woman Charged With Stabbing Boyfriend Dead as Daughter 
Watched CBS 6/4/2015 

Woman kills boyfriend, tells daughter to clean up the blood 
KROC AM 
1340 6/5/2015 

	

In	journalism,	the	most	important	part	of	the	story	resides	in	the	headlines.	In	

today’s	media	focus	on	“click-bait”	(Hamblin,	2014)	that	is	often	the	only	thing	that	is	read.	

A	scan	of	the	headlines	of	the	Artiesha	Love	illustrates	several	important	points.	Artiesha	is	

a	woman	from	Blaine,	Minnesota;	there	was	a	stabbing	involved,	and	she	has	been	charged	

with	manslaughter.	It	is	also	clear	from	the	headlines	that	she	is	a	mother,	and	that	the	man	

stabbed	was	her	boyfriend.		

	

	

	



	

Headlines of Natalie Pollard case  Source  Date  
Woman Charged with 2nd degree murder in St. Paul 
stabbing  CBS  6/6/2015 

St. Paul woman charged in boyfriend's stabbing death Pioneer Press  7/6/2015 

St. Paul Woman Convicted of Fatally Stabbing Boyfriend 
ABC Eyewitness 
Channel 5 News  1/21/2016 

St. Paul Homicide Trial Postponed Due to Defendant's 
Contractions 

ABC Eyewitness 
Channel 5 News  1/14/2016 

Here's the latest on the homicide that occurred earlier today: Facebook  7/2/2015 

Women charged with murder  Lillie News  7/14/2015 
St. Paul woman faces murder charge for stabbing 
boyfriend MPR News  7/6/2015 

Jury convicts St. Paul woman of killing boyfriend 
KFGO The Mighty 
790 AM  1/21/2016 

St. Paul woman convicted of killing boyfriend, but not 
intentionally Pioneer Press  1/20/2016 
	

	 From	the	headlines	of	the	Natalie	Pollard	case	we	can	gather	that	she	stabbed	her	

boyfriend,	and	that	the	jury	has	convicted	her	of	murder.	Most	of	the	headlines	don’t	

mention	motherhood,	but	one	mentions	contractions,	so	we	can	assume	that	she	is	

pregnant.	The	lead	is	where	the	second	most	important	piece	of	information	is	mentioned.	

In	most	of	the	leads	of	these	articles,	Natalie’s	pregnancy	is	mentioned	and	the	fact	that	she	

killed	the	father	of	her	unborn	child.		

	 	

	

	

	



These	black	women	both	allegedly	murdered	their	boyfriends	in	July	2015.	Their	

cases	were	both	in	the	Twin	Cities	area	and	thus	we	can	understand	them	through	a	similar	

context.	The	contexts	of	motherhood	and	domestic	violence	are	undoubtedly	intertwined,	

and	by	ignoring	either	factor	we	do	a	disservice	to	these	women	and	all	women	who	have	

experienced	domestic	violence	and	motherhood.		

The	media	here	is	in	touch	with	the	public,	as	they	are	providing	a	side	to	the	story	

that	the	public	appetite	demands.	It	is	especially	clear	in	the	Love	case,	where	her	

motherhood	is	mentioned	in	nearly	all	of	the	headlines.	It	makes	sense	to	people	that	

motherhood	would	impact	a	woman’s	decision.	 	

In	the	eyes	of	the	media,	these	women	are	murderer	mothers	without	any	context.	

Their	motherhood	is	sensationalized	when	mentioned.	In	the	Love	case,	motherhood	is	

mentioned	because	of	the	dramatic	side	of	the	story	where	her	child	was	allegedly	asked	to	

clean	up	her	abuser’s	blood.	Their	status	as	mothers	only	matters	when	it	can	be	used	to	

show	that	they	were	endangering	their	children	and	not	that	they	were	protecting	

themselves	and	their	children.	We	wouldn’t	know	from	reading	these	article	headlines	that	

Natalie	had	four	other	children	sleeping	upstairs	or	that	Artiesha	has	other	children	as	well.		

CASE	STUDY	METHODS		

The	narrative	that	they	might	have	been	defending	themselves	from	their	abusers	or	

defending	their	children	is	not	present.	This	narrative	was	analyzed	through	examining	a	

multitude	of	media	articles.	I	found	the	articles	through	a	Google	search	of	their	names	

(Artiesha	Love	and	Natalie	Pollard)	and	examining	the	articles	found	on	the	first	five	pages.	

These	cases	were	chosen	as	these	cases	occurred	in	proximity	to	the	research	institution	of	

University	of	Minnesota.		



	When	analyzing	the	media,	I	examined	leads,	headlines,	and	the	overall	article.	The	

lead	of	the	story	is	the	opening	paragraph	of	a	news	story.		The	most	important	information	

in	news	stories,	goes	in	first	the	headline,	and	then	in	the	lead.	If	information	is	not	in	these	

two	places,	it	is	considered	not	as	important.	Thus,	when	examining	how	serious	the	media	

understands	these	variables	to	be	examining	these	two	places	makes	the	most	sense.	When	

examining	the	articles	I	looked	for	mentions	of	motherhood,	either	explicitly	or	implicitly.	

An	example	of	an	implicit	mention	would	be	“in	front	of	one	of	her	daughters”	(KROC,	

2015),	thus	implying	that	Artiesha	Love	had	more	than	one	daughter.	An	explicit	mention	

would	be	“Love’s	two	daughters,	ages	9	and	11”	(Prather,	2015).	It	was	clear	from	my	

research	that	in	the	headlines,	leads,	and	articles	motherhood	is	frequently	mentioned.	

Since	both	cases	involved	murder	of	an	abuser,	the	articles	were	also	examined	for	mention	

of	domestic	violence	(DV)	implicitly	or	explicitly.	Both	of	these	mentions	were	most	

frequently	found	in	the	body	of	the	article.	An	example	of	an	implicit	mention	of	domestic	

violence	would	be	“hit	her	in	the	face,	knocking	out	a	tooth”	(Kather,	2015).	An	explicit	

mention	would	be	the	author	writing,	“it	was	an	abusive	relationship”	(Hagen,	2015).	By	

adding	the	layer	explicitly,	journalists	are	giving	the	reader	the	indicator	that	domestic	

violence	was	an	important	part	of	the	complex	situation	that	led	up	to	the	murder.	If	the	

media	makes	explicit	the	presence	of	domestic	violence,	then	there	is	an	understanding	of	

this	case	being	far	more	complicated	than	alleged	murder.	By	avoiding	terms	such	as	

“order	of	protection”	and	“extensive	abuse	history”,	there	is	a	lack	of	understanding	about	

the	seriousness	of	the	situation.		
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In	total	there	were	18	articles	examined.	Nine	articles	covered	Natalie	Pollard	and	

nine	articles	covered	Artiesha	Love.	Of	these	18	articles,	none	of	the	headlines	analyzed	

implicitly	or	explicitly	mentioned	domestic	violence.	Because	of	this	fact,	we	know	that	the	

frame	of	domestic	violence	was	not	the	most	important	fact	in	this	case	to	any	of	the	

journalists	covering	these	cases.	In	the	leads	analyzed,	three	of	the	18	articles	mentioned	

domestic	violence	implicitly.	It	is	worth	noting	that	all	leads	that	mentioned	domestic	

violence	are	discussing	the	Artiesha	Love	case.		

In	Artiesha	Love’s	case,	she	had	extensive	court	documentation	of	her	abuse.	In	fact,	

her	boyfriend	was	violating	his	order	of	protection	when	she	allegedly	stabbed	him.	It	is	

clear	that	this	order	of	protection	wasn’t	protecting	her.	This	could	be	why	there	was	

mention	of	domestic	violence	in	three	out	of	the	nine	leads.	However,	given	this	fact	it	is	

worth	noting	that	only	four	out	of	the	nine	articles	mention	domestic	violence	implicitly	or	

explicitly.	If	her	alleged	abuser	was	violating	her	order	of	protection	and	had	an	extensive	

abuse	history,	it	is	clear	that	this	is	an	important	frame	for	this	case.		

In	Natalie	Pollard’s	case,	only	two	articles	mentioned	domestic	violence.	It	is	worth	

noting	that	both	articles	were	written	by	Elizabeth	Mohr,	a	journalist	from	the	Pioneer	

Press.	It	is	clear	from	her	articles	that	she	has	a	deeper	analysis	of	domestic	violence	than	

the	rest	of	her	peers	who	covered	Natalie	Pollard’s	case.	Natalie	Pollard	had	never	called	

the	St.	Paul	police	so	there	was	no	documentation	through	the	police	department.	However,	

her	abuser	had	been	charged	with	domestic	assault	in	two	other	counties	(Cook,	Anoka).	

According	to	The	Pioneer	Press,	“Pollard	told	police	that	Nwankpa	(her	abuser)	had	

assaulted	her	in	the	past	but	that	she	never	reported”	(Mohr,	2015).	Since	this	is	only	noted	



in	one	article,	it	is	clear	that	the	majority	of	journalists	did	not	find	this	information	is	

pertinent	to	this	case.		

BUT…WHY	DIDN’T	SHE	REPORT?		

It	is	safe	to	assume	because	of	this	lack	of	domestic	violence	coverage	that	the	

mainstream	media	seems	to	have	a	very	basic	understanding	of	domestic	violence.	Even	

when	there	was	court	documentation	of	abuse,	it	was	not	mentioned	in	every	article.	

However,	it	is	important	to	delve	into	why	there	might	not	have	been	court	documentation	

in	the	case	of	Natalie	Pollard,	and	thus	why	it	should	have	been	mentioned	in	each	article.	

Looking	at	oppositional	media	(Bitch	Press,	INCITE,	Facebook),	it	is	clear	that	there	is	a	

race	analysis	present	as	to	why	women	might	not	feel	they	could	seek	out	the	help	from	the	

police	when	the	abuse	was	less	extreme.		

There	are	many	multifaceted	reasons	a	woman	may	choose	not	to	call	the	police	

when	she	is	being	abused.	This	next	section	does	not	set	out	to	simplify	this	complicated	

dynamic	which	often	spirals	into	victim	blaming.	We	will	explore	two	reasons	as	to	why	

women	might	not	seek	out	police	help.	These	two	reasons	are	the	policy	mandatory	arrest	

and	systemic	racism.	These	reasons	are	intertwined,	we	will	first	parse	out	the	history	of	

mandatory	arrest	policies	and	then	understand	the	context	of	which	these	policies	arise	

from.	

	 Mandatory	arrest	is	a	policy	that	was	enacted	in	the	1970s	and	1980s,	pushed	

predominantly	by	white	women’s	groups	(Hirschel,	et	al,	2008).	The	first	mandatory	arrest	

study	was	conducted	in	Minneapolis,	miles	away	from	where	Natalie	Pollard	and	Artiesha	

Love	were	when	they	murdered	their	abusers	(Hirschel,	et	al,	2008).	Activists	and	

academics	have	labeled	this	reliance	on	the	police	and	creation	of	policing	policies	carceral	



feminism	(Law,	2014).	Carceral	feminism	will	be	further	discussed	in	the	policy/research	

directions	section.	It	is	challenging	to	find	an	overarching	definition	of	mandatory	arrest,	as	

the	policy	differs	by	state	and	police	department,	a	summation	from	a	comprehensive	study	

conducted	in	2000	of	over	2,500	police	departments	defined	mandatory	arrest	as		

state	law	gives	police	officers	(the	responsibility)	to	make	warrantless	arrests	in	a	
domestic	violence	case:	whether	under	state	law	must	make	an	arrest	if	(s)he	finds	
probably	cause	that	an	offense	has	been	committed	(mandatory	arrest).		(Hirschel,	
et	al,	2008)		
	

Of	the	2,500	departments	examined	by	Hirschel	(2008),	over	45	percent	of	departments	

had	mandatory	arrest	policies.		

Often	in	these	situations	there	is	a	dual	arrest,	this	is	when	both	parties	are	arrested	

if	the	officer	is	not	clear	who	began	the	dispute.	These	rates	vary	from	state	to	state,	

ranging	between	3.9%-33%.	In	this	comprehensive	study	the	authors	found	that	in	states	

where	there	was	a	mandatory	arrest,	the	dual	arrest	rate	was	higher	for	domestic	than	for	

non-domestic	cases	(Hirschel	et	al,	2008).	Even	if	there	is	not	a	dual	arrest,	which	is	

obviously	the	worst	case	scenario,	there	is	no	evidence	to	date	that	mandatory	arrest	keeps	

a	woman	who	is	experiencing	domestic	violence	safer.	In	fact	there	is	evidence	that	it	

makes	women	more	likely	to	have	died.	According	to	a	Milwaukee	study	published	in	2014,		

“victims	were	64%	more	likely	to	have	died	of	all	causes	if	their	partners	were	
arrested	and	jailed	than	if	warned	and	allowed	to	remain	at	home…	(in)	African-
American	victims,	‘arrest	increased	mortality	by	98%...among	white	victims,	arrest	
increased	mortality	by	only	9%’.”(Sherman	&	Harris,	2014)			
	

Not	only	is	there	a	fear	that	the	victim	might	be	arrested,	but	there	is	a	greater	likelihood	of	

death	if	the	victim	calls	the	police.	These	two	fears	disproportionately	affect	women	of	

color,	people	who	are	differently	documented,	trans	folx,	and	other	marginalized	

populations.	As	we	can	see	from	the	Milwaukee	study	(Sherman	&	Harris,	2014),	black	



women	in	particular	have	an	increased	mortality.	Dual	arrests	result	from	the	confusion	of	

who	is	the	primary	aggressor.	Women	of	color	and	trans	folx	have	historically	been	

stereotyped	and	thus	read	by	police	as	violent,	aggressive,	and	hyper	sexualized	(to	a	point	

where	they	were	not	considered	rape-able	(Roberts,	2014).	Thus,	trans	folx	and	women	of	

color,	are	more	likely	to	be	read	as	the	primary	aggressor	even	if	they	are	the	victim.	This	

bias	against	trans	folx	and	women	of	color	is	not	only	resulting	from	individual	beliefs	of	

police	officers.	These	individual	biases	are	part	of	a	larger	narrative	around	trans	folx	and	

women	of	color.		

This	larger	narrative	is	built	by	systemic	racism	and	transmisogyny.	Police	officer	

bias	is	only	one	component	of	this	issue.	Police	officer	bias	and	police	brutality	in	2015,	

when	the	cases	of	Natalie	Pollard	and	Artiesha	Love	occurred,	is	constantly	being	covered	

by	the	media,	oppositional	and	mainstream.	This	is	due	to	the	rise	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

movement,	which	is	predominantly	associated	with	black	men	who	are	killed	by	the	police.	

However,	within	this	movement	there	has	been	pushback	to	also	focus	on	police	

interactions	regarding	domestic	violence	and	black	women.	This	can	be	seen	through	the	

campaign	labeled	#SayHerName.	In	a	brief	published	in	2015,	activists	write	that	“an	

alarming	number	of	police	killings	of	Black	women	take	place	in	the	context	of	police	

responses	to	domestic	violence	situations”(AAPF)	and	then	provides	stories	of	four	black	

women	murdered	by	police	responding	to	domestic	disputes	in	2014-2015.		These	assaults	

and	statistics	rightly	breed	mistrust	of	police	by	communities	of	color.	By	understanding	

this	context,	it	begins	to	make	more	sense	why	Natalie	Pollard	did	not	contact	the	police	

during	earlier	instances	of	abuse.		

	



	

If	mainstream	media	were	to	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	domestic	violence,	

especially	from	the	racial	analysis	frame,	then	maybe	there	would	be	an	inclusion	of	

domestic	violence	in	media	articles.	This	understanding	emerges	from	research	articles.	We	

will	examine	the	research	articles	and	if	they	do	or	do	not	touch	on	domestic	violence	in	the	

context	of	motherhood.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Literature						Review		

Lenore	Walker:	Problematic	Foundational	Research		

Research	often	built	off	of	the	work	of	Lenore	Walker,	whose	science	and	

methodology	has	been	heavily	scrutinized	(Dutton,	2009.	Rothenberg,	2003.	Wimberly,	

2007.	Peterson,	1999.	Allard,	1991.	Richie,	1994).	Lenore	Walker	developed	the	term	

Battered	Women’s	Syndrome	in	the	1970s	and	then	provided	an	updated	definition	in	2006	

(Dutton,	2009).	The	updated	definition	is	that	Battered	Women’s	Syndrome	is	defined	as		

“a	term	typically	used	to	refer	to	women’s	experiences	that	result	from	being	
battered.	It	has	evolved	from	a	term	used	to	describe	a	broad	range	the	victim’s	
(learned	helplessness)	and	abuser’s	(e.g.,	cycle	of	violence)	behaviors	to	a	mental	
health	disorder	describing	symptoms	experienced	by	an	individual	following	
traumatic	exposure	(e.g.,	Posttraumatic	Stress	Disorder,	PTSD”	(Dutton,	2009).		
	

In	the	last	15	years,	in	academics	and	in	organizations	that	work	with	women	who	have	

experienced	domestic	violence,	this	term	has	fallen	out	of	fashion	due	to	heavy	critique.	

There	has	been	no	empirical	evidence	discovered	by	the	scientific	community	of	BWS.	It	is	

important	to	delve	into	this	term	because	this	is	one	of	the	first	times	domestic	violence	

came	into	the	public	eye.	In	the	1970s,	Lenore	Walker	a	psychologist	introduced	this	term	

into	a	newspaper	(Dutton,	2009).	So	when	many	think	of	domestic	violence,	especially	in	the	

context	of	self-defense,	even	if	the	term	BWS	has	been	debunked,	it	still	frequently	comes	to	

mind.	Where	this	is	most	dangerous	is	in	the	courtroom.		

	 BWS	syndrome	is	still	prevalent	in	court	cases,	especially	those	surrounding	battered	

women	who	murder	their	abusers	in	self-defense	(Dutton,	2009).	In	the	case	of	Natalie	

Pollard,	there	was	a	Battered	Women’s	Syndrome	expert	who	was	called	to	testify.	BWS	has	

proved	an	ineffective	defense,	and	often	stigmatizes	victims	of	domestic	violence,	by	painting	

them	as	helpless	and	mentally	unstable	to	a	jury	(Dutton,	2009).	BWS	says	that	women	have	



an	inability	to	perceive	the	actual	danger	of	a	situation,	which	has	been	disproved	(Dutton,	

2009).	Most	women	who	murder	their	abusers	plead	self-defense	(as	Natalie	Pollard	did),	

and	for	self-defense	to	be	effective,	the	defense	must	prove	that	there	was	“an	immediate	

threat	of	physical	injury	that	you	would	have	to	kill	or	be	killed”	(Nowak,	2012).	Thus	BWS	

runs	completely	counter	with	a	self-defense	argument.	It	is	vital	that	before	we	embark	on	

the	academic	literature	examined	here,	that	we	understand	just	how	influential	academic	

studies	and	terms	can	be	in	women’s	lives.	The	faulty	research	of	Lenore	Walker	has	created	

a	term	that	has	impacted	courtrooms	around	the	nation.	A	literature	review	is	necessary	so	

that	researchers	can	find	gaps	and	provide	accurate	portraits	of	people’s	lived	experiences.		

ACADEMIC	LITERATURE	METHODOLOGY		

Research	around	women	who	kill	frequently	centers	on	examining	a	small	group	of	

women	due	to	the	small	population	of	battered	women	who	murder	their	abusers.	This	

small	sample	size	leads	Browne	to	remind	readers	that	“statistical	significance	must	be	

interpreted	cautiously”(62).	This	small	group	of	incarcerated	women	is	then	compared	with	

a	sample	of	women	who	were	in	a	battered	women's	shelter.	Research	focus	in	the	

literature	examined	was	often	exploratory,	seeking	differences	in	why	women	choose	to	

murder	their	abusers.		

Most	of	the	literature	did	a	haphazard	job	incorporating	motherhood	as	a	factor.	

When	motherhood	was	considered,	it	was	often	not	investigated	or	assessed	as	a	potential	

primary	factor	for	a	woman’s	decision	to	kill	or	not	kill	their	abuser.	None	of	the	academic	

literature	assessed	motherhood	or	number	of	children	when	collecting	key	demographics	

on	women	who	had	murdered	their	abusers.		

ACADEMIC	LITERATURE	REVIEW	



I	found	the	academic	literature	through	searching	google	scholar	and	reading	over	

30	research	articles	and	examining	their	reference	sections.	The	bulk	of	this	research	was	

conducted	while	in	the	class:	The	Impact	of	Incarceration	on	the	Family,	through	the	

University	of	Minnesota.		

One	study	that	repeatedly	mentioned	motherhood	was	conducted	by	Angela	Browne	

(1986).	When	comparing	women	in	the	homicidal	group,	to	the	non-homicidal	group,	

Browne	found	that		

Seventy-one	percent	reportedly	abused	the	children	as	well	as	their	partner,	
compared	to	51%	in	the	non	homicide	group.	Some	of	this	abuse	also	involved	the	
sexual	assault	of	a	child”(67).		
	

This	is	a	jarring	statistic.	That	homicide	group,	men	were	20%	more	likely	to	have	abused	

the	children	of	their	partner.	It	is	mentioned	seemingly	only	as	an	afterthought	that	this	

abuse	also	involved	sexually	assaulting	the	child.	However,	even	given	this	compelling	

statistic,	Browne	did	not	include	demographic	breakdowns	with	a	lens	of	motherhood.	These	

different	demographics	may	include	but	are	not	limited	to	the	percentage	of	mothers,	if	the	

woman	is	pregnant,	if	the	children	were	related	to	the	abusers,	or	a	variety	of	other	variables	

related	to	motherhood.	

None	of	the	other	studies	examined	mentioned	the	correlation	between	

motherhood	and	the	decision	to	kill	their	abuser.	Tables	have	been	included	for	the	

reader's	reference	on	literature	examined.	The	table	on	the	following	page	details	the	

research	articles	that	were	examined.	The	most	important	piece	of	analysis	comes	from	

the	fourth	and	fifth	columns	which	indicates	that	all	of	the	studies	mentioned	

motherhood	in	passing,	in	ways	that	could	potentially	lead	a	reader	to	predict	that	

motherhood	would	be	an	important	variable	to	be	examined.		



	

Study	
Authors		
	

Correlation	of	why	women	kill	
	
	

Implicit	mention	of	motherhood	
	
	

%	of	quotes	
from	mother	
	

Browne		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

1.	severity	of	the	woman's	injury	
2.the	man's	drug	use/frequency	
of	intoxication		
3.frequency	w/	which	abusive	
incidents	occured		
4.rape		
5.the	woman's	suicide	threats		
6.the	man's	threats	to	kill	

"were	often	reluctant	to	report	the	mate's	
sexual	abuse	of	a	child"(64)		
"Had	slightly	larger	families	2.3	children	v.	
1.97"(65)		
"miscarriages	caused	by	beatings"(67)		
"men	in	the	homicide	group	threatened	to	
kill	someone	other	than	themselves"(67)	
"hurting	the	child	any	further"(68)		 67%	

Grant	&	
Curry	

more	isolation,	in	greater	
percieved	danger		

"children	also	abused"(79)	
	 n/a	

Ritchie		
	
	

looking	@	racial	analysis,	gender	
entrapment	of	African	American	
battered	women		

"onset	of	battering	during	pregnancy	is	
common"	(9-10)	
	 100%	

Roberts		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

1.have	been	sexually	assaulted	
during	childhood		
2.have	dropped	out	of	childhood	
3.have	an	erratic	work	history	of	
1-3	unskilled	jobs		
4.have	cohabitated	with	their	
partner		
5.experienced	a	drug	problem	
6.have	attempted	suicide	by	drug	
overdosing		
7.have	access	to	the	batterer's	
guns	

"afraid	he	was	going	to	beat	our	son"(302)		
"had	a	five	year	old	son"(302)	
"has	two	children"(301)		
"who	has	one	daughter"(287)		
"child	support"(296)		
"threatened	to	kill	children"(297)	
	
	
	
	
	
	 33%	

Robes	
	

1.terroristic	death	threats	
2.poverty	

mention	pregnancy	
	 75%	

Peterson	 economic	deprivation	 "number	of	dependent	children"(36)	 n/a	
*A	more	complete	study	table	can	be	found	in	the	appendix		

The	inclusion	of	the	variable	“motherhood”	occurs	in	two	ways	throughout	the	

research	articles	examined.	Information	in	the	third	column	indicates	if	the	research	

articles	mention	a	factor	inherent	to	motherhood	when	describing	why	a	battered	

woman	might	feel	that	the	situation	escalated	in	a	way	that	necessitated	acting	in	lethal	

self-defense.	This	column	is	titled	“implicit	mention	of	motherhood”.	Understanding	

how	not	only	journalists,	but	researchers,	convey	information	is	important.	These	



implicit	factors	included:	mentioning	dependent	children	(Peterson,	Browne),	

referencing	child	abuse	in	the	home	of	the	battered	woman	(Grant	&	Curry,	Browne,	

Roberts),	the	potential	well	being	of	the	child	(Browne,	Roberts),	assaults	on	other	

family	members	(Browne),	and	pregnancy	(Robes,	Ritchie,	Browne).	This	implicit	

insertion	of	motherhood	without	examining	motherhood	as	a	potential	variable	is	

scientifically	irresponsible.	If	these	incidents	are	worth	mentioning,	then	it	is	worth	

collecting	demographic	data	on	motherhood.	

The	other	way	motherhood	is	included	in	these	studies	without	being	explicitly	

named	is	much	more	subtle.	Most	studies	examined	included	qualitative	analysis.	Due	to	

this	methodology,	the	authors	(Roberts,	Robes,	Ritchie,	Browne)	were	able	to	include	

quotes	from	these	in-depth	interviews.	Those	quoted	were	primarily	mothers	and	made	

mention	of	their	children	when	quoted,	as	can	be	seen	in	column	five.	This	disconnect	

between	quotes	about	factors	inherent	to	motherhood	and	no	mention	of	motherhood	in	

most	of	the	demographic	breakdowns	in	the	literature	is	disconcerting.	When	including	

quotes	and	anecdotes,	on	average	over	70%	of	women	quoted	in	the	literature	were	

mothers.	Another	theme	in	academic	research,	alongside	making	mention	of	

motherhood,	was	detailing	specific	horrific	forms	of	physical	abuse.	

In	the	literature,	specific	forms	of	physical	abuse	came	up	frequently.	Along	with	

the	five	academic	articles	reviewed,	as	noted	above,	I	also	analyzed	media	outside	of	the	

Artiesha	Love	and	Natalie	Pollard	cases.	These	media	headlines	spoke	of	other	women	

throughout	the	nation	who	had	been	accused	of	murdering	their	abusers.	These	headlines	

included	violent	physical	abuse	potentially	due	to	the	fact	that	horrific	abuses	sell	

headlines	in	a	world	saturated	and	bombarded	constantly	by	violence.	An	example	of	this	



violence	was	detailing	incidents	of	women	being	raped	in	front	of	their	children.	This	

specific	example	is	mentioned	in	the	work	of	Bilefsky,	Robes,	Walshe,	and	Browne.	An	

important	point	of	context	to	note	is	that	it	is	only	since	2005	that	marital	rape	has	

become	illegal	in	all	50	states	(Associated	Press,	2005),	further	emphasizing	the	need	for	

research	that	is	less	dated.	Jeffery	Edleson	writes	in	1999	of	how	children	witnessing	

domestic	abuse	has	the	potential	to	lead	to	further	behavioral	and	emotional	problems,	

affect	cognitive	functioning/attitudes,	and	lead	to	longer-term	problems.	While	Edleson	

does	not	detail	how	specific	forms	of	domestic	abuse	affect	children	differently,	it	can	be	

safe	to	assume	that	witnessing	the	rape	of	one’s	mother	is	significantly	damaging.	This	

inclusion	of	rape	in	front	of	a	child	is	a	perfect	example	of	how	there	is	an	implicit	

mention	that	the	women	we	are	researching	and	discussing	have	children,	but	it	is	not	

further	explored	by	researchers.	Studies	and	articles	made	mention	of	this	but	then	failed	

to	further	explore	this	frequent	occurrence	through	data	collection	on	motherhood.	Two	

existing	studies	focus	predominantly	on	demographic	information	and	give	hope	that	this	

research	is	possible.		

COMPELLING	DIRECTIONS		

Two	studies	delved	into	demographic	data	on	motherhood,	but	failed	to	examine	

motherhood	as	a	mitigating	factor.	These	were	studies	that	did	not	seek	to	answer	the	

question	of	why	women	killed	their	abusers,	but	instead	drew	from	large	samples	and	

simply	assessed	variables.		

The	first	study	with	extensive	demographic	data	was	a	study	conducted	by	the	US	

Department	of	Justice	published	in	2015.	Researchers	examined	the	National	Crime	

Victimization	Survey.	This	is	an	annual	survey	reaching	between	seven	million	and	15	



million	individuals.	This	is	an	annual	survey	that	allows	researchers	to	examine	data	

pattern	changes	over	time.	This	survey	only	addresses	non-fatal	crimes.	This	is	important	

to	note,	as	the	research	examined	thus	far	is	focusing	on	battered	mothers	who	kill	their	

abusers.	However,	in	non-fatal	crimes,	which	are	often	a	pre-cursor	to	a	battered	woman	

killing	her	abuser,	looking	for	trends	is	equally	important.	This	work	also	shows	promise	

that	longitudinal	studies	can	be	done	that	take	motherhood	into	consideration	when	

discussing	intimate	partner	violence	(IPV).		

The	US	Department	of	Justice	found	that	while	crime	has	decreased	from	2001-

2010,	IPV	has	stayed	at	similar	rates.	Researchers	then	unpacked	demographics	that	

might	point	to	why.	When	assessing	demographics,	researchers	talked	about	motherhood	

through	examining	household	composition.	Researchers	split	survey	respondents	into	six	

categories.		

1. Married	adults	without	children	
2. Married	adults	with	children	
3. One	female	adult	with	children		
4. One	male	adult	with	children		
5. One	female	adults	
6. Other	household	composition		

	
We	will	examine	numbers	two,	three,	and	five	in	the	researchers	findings.	

Researchers	found	that		

“The	rate	of	female	IPV	in	2010	among	households	comprised	of	one	female	adult	
with	children…	was	more	than	10	times	higher	than	the	rate	for	females	in	
households	with	married	adults	with	children…and	more	than	six	times	higher	than	
the	rate	for	those	in	households	with	one	female	adult	only”(US	DOJ,	15)		

	
Thus	we	know	that	those	who	are	at	most	at	risk	for	IPV	are	unmarried	mothers	with	

children.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	this	is	the	household	composition	of	Natalie	Pollard	

and	Artiesha	Love.	This	recognition	about	how	household	composition,	and	thus	



motherhood,	factors	into	IPV	is	refreshing	to	see	in	this	research.	Since	we	know	that	this	

is	possible,	to	do	longitudinal	comprehensive	research	on	motherhood	and	IPV,	it	gives	

hope	that	we	can	realistically	push	researchers	of	battered	women	who	kill	their	abusers	

to	also	consider	motherhood	or	at	the	very	least	household	composition	as	a	factor.	This	

study	raised	more	questions	around	battered	mothers	who	kill	their	abusers	than	it	

answered,	as	any	phenomenal	study	would	do.		

The	second	study	examined	was	a	study	in	all	counties	in	California	between	1987-

2000.	The	date	of	publication	was	in	2002.	This	study	was	funded	by	the	United	States	

Department	of	Justice.	Researchers	looked	through	administrative	records	data,	aggregate	

data,	and	survey	data.	The	study	examined	“the	relationship	between	intimate	partner	

homicide	and	gender,	race,	criminal	justice	system	response,	and	domestic	violence	

services”.	This	is	multifaceted	and	deals	with	a	multitude	of	variables.	This	review	found	

that	women	who	killed	their	abusers	were	currently	imprisoned	in	California,	67%	were	

either	defending	themselves	of	defending	their	children.			

This	study	is	so	much	more	than	just	a	simple	study	and	the	back	story	is	worth	

diving	into.	This	study	came	into	being	because	a	batted	woman	who	killed	her	abuser	in	

a	California	prison	started	a	support	group	in	a	prison	for	other	battered	women	who	had	

killed	their	abusers.	This	small	support	group	became	the	focus	of	an	acclaimed	

documentary	entitled	“Sin	By	Silence”.	This	documentary	than	spurred	the	California	

state	prisons	to	conduct	the	2002	study.	This	study,	action	from	the	community,	activism	

from	within	the	prison	walls,	and	the	press	from	the	documentary	led	to	the	passage	of	

the	bill	AB	593.	This	bill	has	led	to	the	release	of	30	women	who	were	able	to	prove	that	

the	amount	of	abuse	justified	their	crime	as	self-defense.		



This	story	brings	chills	to	the	skin.	We	cannot	view	research	in	a	bubble,	this	

research	study	brought	about	a	change	in	policy	and	has	to	date	restored	over	30	women	

to	their	families	and	their	communities.	Research	is	part	of	a	larger	narrative	and	has	the	

power	to	change	hearts,	minds,	communities,	and	policy.	The	next	section	will	cover	

policy	and	research	direction	recommendations,	but	before	moving	there,	it	is	worth	

taking	a	second	and	holding	this	California	story	close	to	our	hearts.	This	is	not	just	a	

senior	thesis,	not	just	a	research	paper;	it	is	part	of	a	broader	movement	to	end	violence.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Policy/Research		Direction		Recommendations	

	 As	we	move	from	the	compelling	example	of	“Sin	by	Silence”	and	bottom	up	change	

(which	should	be	replicated	in	every	prison	across	the	country)	what	other	research	

questions	are	there?	Something	that	stuck	out	when	examining	the	cases	of	Artiesha	Love	

and	Natalie	Pollard,	and	while	reading	the	literature	is	that	if	we	are	to	engage	with	the	

question	of	motherhood	as	a	variable	we	must	also	engage	in	battered	women’s	

complicated	journey	to	pregnancy.	It	would	be	pertinent	to	collect	data	to	discover	if	their	

abuser	is	also	the	father	of	their	children	and	how	the	aspect	of	pregnancy	affects	their	

decision	to	kill	their	abusers.		

	PREGNANCY		

Pregnancy	as	a	factor	is	one	that	is	not	explored	and	has	the	potential	to	be	

relevant.		It	is	a	frequent	mention	in	research	and	media	that	the	woman	is	pregnant	

during	the	abuse	(Browne,	Ritchie,	Robes).	This	dynamic	is	not	explored,	nor	is	data	

collected	on	how	the	state	of	pregnancy	affects	the	woman’s	inclination	to	kill	in	self	

defense,	not	just	of	her,	but	of	her	unborn	child.		

For	example,	Natalie	Pollard	was	10	weeks	pregnant	at	the	time	she	murdered	her	

abuser.	It	is	important	to	note,	that	when	Natalie	Pollard	was	pregnant	with	her	third	

child,	she	called	the	police	and	had	her	abuser	arrested	for	abusing	her	while	pregnant	

(Mohr,	2016).	This	context	was	only	mentioned	in	one	of	the	nine	articles	published	

about	her	case.	The	fact	that	she	was	pregnant	deserves	to	be	mentioned	and	researched	

extensively	due	to	the	evidence	that	abuse	tends	to	increase	during	pregnancy	(Roberts,	

1996).			

PREGNANCY	IS	COMPLICATED			



If	this	variable	were	explored,	there	are	many	pathways	for	future	research.	In	

order	for	this	variable	to	be	explored	fully,	two	relevant	sub	points	might	include	

determining	if	this	pregnancy	is	the	result	of	rape	by	the	abuser,	and	if	the	woman	is	

pregnant	with	the	abusers	child.	These	variables	have	the	potential	to	reveal	motive	that	

needs	to	be	explored	not	only	in	research,	but	in	court	cases	surrounding	child	custody.	

These	overlapping	systems	are	missing	key	components.		

Since	1996,	published	literature	has	focused	more	on	broader	systems,	instead	of	

women	making	individual	decisions.	This	shifted	focus	has	led	to	fewer	studies	being	

conducted	which	examine	factors	around	why	women	might	kill	their	abusers.	Literature	

more	often	speaks	broadly	about	systems	instead	of	focusing	on	individual	cases	of	

women	who	kill	their	abusers.	This	shift	is	one	that	is	important	and	powerful,	and	one	

that	activists	hope	will	also	be	a	shift	in	courtrooms	when	battered	women	are	charged	

with	murder.	

The	focus	...	should	change	from	emphasis	on	the	personal	syndrome	to	emphasis	
on	the	larger	societal	syndrome	that	has	placed	the	battered	woman	in	a	situation	
where	her	only	option	was	to	kill	her	batterer.	The	necessity	of	her	actions	was	
caused	by	the	community,	and	experts	should	point	to	the	failures	of	society	and	
the	government	at	large	to	offer	battered	women	reasonable	alternatives	
(Wimberly,	2007).	
	

These	societal	failures	affect	women	of	color	and	other	marginalized	populations	in	

particular.		

MOTHERHOOD	AND	OPPRESSION	

This	research	shift	to	focusing	on	systems	of	oppression	has	left	motherhood	out	of	

the	narrative;	even	though	it	is	known	that	the	majority	of	women	who	are	incarcerated	

are	mothers.	Given	the	high	rates	of	motherhood	that	are	incarcerated,	thus	a	systematic	



look	at	motherhood	is	necessary	when	examining	women	who	are	incarcerated.	The	

systems	of	racism,	poverty,	and	immigration	status	are	intrinsically	linked	with	

motherhood,	since	each	of	these	systems	influence	not	only	“a	victim’s	experience	of	

violence”(Dutton,	2009),	but	also	a	victim’s	experience	of	mothering	the	children	of	a	

batterer,	given	the	different	socio-cultural	implications	around	battering	(Richie,	1994).	

The	links	between	mass	incarceration	and	motherhood	as	interconnected	systems	

is	especially	important	when	we	look	from	a	historical	lens.	Women	of	color,	and	thus	

mothers	of	color	are	disproportionately	incarcerated	(The	Sentencing	Project,	2012).	

Given	the	United	States	history	of	separating	mothers	of	color	from	their	children,	from	

African	Americans	during	slavery	to	the	child	welfare	system	disproportionately	

removing	Native	American	children	from	their	parents,	this	critique	of	mothers	of	color	

being	systematically	removed	from	their	children	is	vital.			

Having	a	racialized	and	systemic	lens	in	research,	without	disregarding	

motherhood	is	recommended	upon	moving	forward.	Incorporating	a	racialized	and	

gender	binaric	analysis,	focusing	and	highlighting	the	stories	of	low-income	women	of	

color	and	transgendered	individuals	are	also	vital.	Along	with	focusing	on	mass	

incarceration,	we	must	focus	on	the	problematic	nature	of	our	justice	system.	

THE	NEW	JIM	CROW		

The	VAWA	gave	more	support	to	prisons	and	police	systems	to	enforce	cases	of	

domestic	violence.	In	communities	of	color	and	other	marginalized	communities,	this	

approach	has	been	heavily	criticized.	Prominent	scholars	such	as	Beth	Ritchie	and	

Angela	Davis	have	written	extensively	on	this	topic.	Other	organizations	such	as	INCITE	



have	offered	critique	and	other	solutions	towards	domestic	violence,	which	does	not	

rest	on	law	enforcement.		

Andrea	Smith	(2005)	writes	poignantly	about	the	responses	of	VAWA	in	pinning	

women	of	color	in	a	position	between	choosing	to	attempt	incarceration	of	their	abuser	in	

the	broken	criminal	justice	system,	and	their	own	self-defense.	Historically,	white	upper	

class	feminists	have	taken	for	granted	the	criminal	justice	system	and	have	pushed	to	

make	domestic	violence	be	taken	seriously	by	police.	This	reliance	on	the	police/systems	

of	mass	incarceration	and	state	violence	that	hurts	communities	of	color	is	referred	to	as	

carceral	feminism.	While	this	research	covered	women	who	are	presently	and	formerly	

incarcerated,	it	is	important	to	call	into	question	the	use	of	incarceration	to	police	black	

and	brown	bodies	and	families.	Our	criminal	“justice”	system,	serves	justice	to	far	too	few,	

and	it	is	important	to	keep	this	context	in	mind.	Those	with	the	least	access	to	justice	are	

also	those	who	have	the	greatest	to	lose.	For	black	women,	homicide	is	the	leading	cause	

of	death.	Black	women	are	more	than	230%	more	likely	to	be	murdered	in	the	United	

States	than	the	general	population	(Campbell,	1992).	It	is	estimated	that	between	63-93%	

of	women	who	have	been	murdered	are	killed	by	an	abusive	intimate	partner.	Given	this	

dire	state,	it	is	vital	to	have	a	racialized	lens	as	we	continue	in	this	work	of	challenging	

notions	around	women	who	kill	and	push	researchers	to	incorporate	motherhood	in	the	

narrative.		

CONCLUSION		
	
	 From	pregnancy,	to	how	the	pregnancy	came	about,	to	how	pregnancy	is	viewed	

in	our	society,	especially	among	women	of	color,	to	the	criminal	justice	system,	it	is	easy	

to	become	overwhelmed	with	all	of	the	research	and	policy	directions	possible.	



Battered	mothers	who	kill	their	abusers	is	a	complicated	demographic,	within	a	

complicated	world.	The	way	forward	though	is	to	find	a	balance	between	the	micro	and	

the	macro	view.	Using	the	stories	of	Natalie	Pollard	and	Artiesha	Love	and	their	

children,	we	must	keep	in	mind	the	names	and	faces	of	the	people	who	are	at	the	heart	

of	this	issue.	Then	we	can	expand	from	their	stories,	zooming	out	to	an	intersectional	

system	analysis.		

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	

	

	

	 	

Conclusion		

Natalie	Pollard	sits	in	prison	right	now.	She	has	been	sentenced	to	at	least	15	years.	

If	there	was	a	different	response	by	the	media	to	her	case,	would	it	have	inspired	a	public	

outcry?	If	everyone	knew	that	Natalie	would	join	thousands	of	other	women	who	are	



incarcerated	for	murdering	their	abusers,	would	domestic	violence	organizations	have	

rallied	around	her	case?	This	understanding	is	not	presently	in	the	media.	We	can	attribute	

this	fact	to	researchers	and	the	lack	of	research	done	around	battered	mothers	who	murder	

their	abusers.	If	journalists	have	few	statistics	to	draw	on,	about	how	motherhood	may	

factor	into	murdering	their	abusers,	they	cannot	cite	this	as	a	reason.	Headlines	and	leads	

will	not	change,	until	research	changes.	

	This	fact	may	not	change	before	the	summer	of	2016	when	Artiesha	Love	will	face	

trial.	However,	in	this	grim	and	complicated	situation,	there	is	hope.	There	is	hope	when	we	

look	at	the	movements	in	Missouri	(The	Perfect	Victim),	in	California	(Sin	By	Silence),	and	

the	national	organizing	of	Black	Lives	Matter	(#SayHerName).	In	these	spaces	the	stories	of	

mothers	who	murder	their	abusers,	in	particularly	women	of	color,	are	being	elevated	into	

public	dialogue.	For	the	sake	of	the	16,000	women	who	are	battered	mothers	who	are	

presently	incarcerated,	we	must	continue	this	conversation.	It	is	not	only	16,000	women.	It	

is	their	children.	It	is	their	families.	It	is	their	communities.	It	is	all	of	us.	All	of	us	who	

believe	that	mothers	and	children	should	be	able	to	safely	exist	in	this	world,	free	from	

violence.				

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Appendices		
	
Case	Studies		
	
	

Headlines of Artiesha Love case  

 
Motherhood 
Mentioned 

DV 
Mentioned 
Implicitly 

DV 
Mentioned 
Explicitly  

Woman Charged in stabbing death of 
boyfriend 

 
   

Charges: Blaine woman killed boyfriend, 
had daughter mop up the blood X   
Blaine woman charged for stabbing 
boyfriend to death 

 
  

Blaine woman charged with manslaughter in 
boyfriend’s fatal stabbing    

Blaine woman had her daughter mop up 
after fatal stabbing, charges say X   
Blaine Woman charged in Boyfriend’s 
stabbing death 

 
  

Charges: Blaine Woman Made Daughter 
Mop Up Fatal Stabbing X   

Woman Charged With Stabbing Boyfriend 
Dead as Daughter Watched X   

Woman kills boyfriend, tells daughter to 
clean up the blood X   

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

Leads of Artiesha Love Case  
  

 
Motherhood 
Mentioned 

DV 
Mentioned 
Implicitly 

DV 
Mentioned 
Explicitly  

A Blaine woman is charged with first degree 
manslaughter in the stabbing death of her 
boyfriend Monday night. 

 

   
A Blaine, Minnesota woman is accused of 
stabbing her boyfriend to death, then making her 
daughter mop up the blood and throw the knife 
in the garbage. Artiesha Love, 30, is charged 
with first-degree manslaughter for the June 1 
stabbing in her apartment on Davenport Street. 

X 

  
A Blaine woman is accused of stabbing her 
boyfriend to death Monday evening after he 
allegedly came home drunk and hit her, 
according to a complaint filed today by the 
Anoka County Attorney’s Office. 

 

  X  
A Blaine woman who told police that she fatally 
stabbed her boyfriend during a fight and then 
had her 11-year-old daughter mop up the blood 
and dispose of the knife has been charged with 
first-degree manslaughter. 

X 
X  

A Blaine woman has been charged after police 
say she fatally stabbed her boyfriend and had her 
daughter mop up the blood. 

X 
  

A Blaine woman is being charged with 
manslaughter in the stabbing death of her 
boyfriend.  

 

  
A Blaine woman has now been charged with 
first-degree manslaughter after admitting to 
police that she stabbed her boyfriend and killed 
him. Police also say she made her daughter mop 
up the blood in the kitchen and get rid of the 
knife that was used. 

X 

  
A 30-year-old Blaine woman is accused of 
stabbing her boyfriend to death after she says he 
knocked her tooth out. 

 

X  
Prosecutors say a Twin Cities-area woman told 
police that she fatally stabbed her boyfriend and 
had her 11-year-old daughter mop up his blood. 

X 
  

	
	



	
	

Headlines of Natalie Pollard case  

 
Motherhood 
Mentioned 

DV 
Mentioned 
Implicitly 

DV 
Mentioned 
Explicitly  

Woman Charged with 2nd degree murder in 
St. Paul stabbing  

 
   

St. Paul woman charged in boyfriend's 
stabbing death 

 
  

St. Paul Woman Convicted of Fatally 
Stabbing Boyfriend 

 
  

St. Paul Homicide Trial Postponed Due to 
Defendant's Contractions X   
Saint Paul police officers were called to a 
residence on the 600 block of Burr Street N. 
in the early morning of Thursday, July 2, 
2015. 

 

  

Women charged with murder     
St. Paul woman faces murder charge for 
stabbing boyfriend 

 
  

Jury convicts St. Paul woman of killing 
boyfriend 

 
  

St. Paul woman convicted of killing 
boyfriend, but not intentionally 

 
  

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Leads of Natalie Pollard Case   
  

 
Motherhood 
Mentioned 

DV 
Mentioned 
Implicitly 

DV 
Mentioned 
Explicitly  

A St. Paul woman has been charged with 
murder after she allegedly stabbed her 
boyfriend to death Thursday. 

 

   
When her boyfriend broke into her house 
through a window, a pregnant St. Paul woman 
grabbed a knife and used it, she told police. 

X 
  

Jurors have found a 34-year-old woman guilty 
in the stabbing death of her boyfriend. 

     
The trial of a St. Paul woman charged with 
fatally stabbing the father of her unborn 
child was put on hold because she began 
having contractions. 

X 
  

Saint Paul police officers were called to a 
residence on the 600 block of Burr Street N. in 
the early morning of Thursday, July 2, 2015. 

 
  

Natalie Jonelle Pollard accused of stabbing 
boyfriend to death in her basement.  

 
  

A St. Paul woman stabbed her long-time 
boyfriend in the chest while her four young 
children were in the home, according to 
charges filed Monday in Ramsey County 
District Court. 

X 

  
A jury has convicted a pregnant St. Paul 
woman of fatally stabbing her boyfriend last 
summer but found the killing was not 
intentional. 

X 
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