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Forgiveness, and Other Themes,
In Women Whose Fathers Killed

Their Mothers
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The purpose of this article is to describe the experiences of adult women who, when they
were children, experienced the homicide of their mother by their father. Two qualitative in-
terviews were conducted with a convenience sample of 31 women survivors of uxoricide to
create a qualitative description of the phenomenon. A number of themes have emerged in-
cluding descriptions of the daughter “seeking understanding,” “forgiving the father” (or not),
and descriptions of the father in terms of his being her father or in terms of his behavior and
the homicide. Key words: fatberdaughter relationships, parental homicide, uxoricide,

violence

XORICIDE, the death of one parent at
the hands of the other, is one of the most
devastating things that can happen to a child.
Nurse researchers have long been concerned
with traumatized children and with the ef-
fects of intimate partner abuse. The children
of interparental homicide may represent the
apotheosis of these 2 areas of interest. As we
have documented in previous articles,? the
incidence of uxoricide (approximately 4000
annually) occurs more often than other con-
ditions that receive far more attention. It is
more common, for example, than childhood
leukemia (2700 in 2001)° or sudden infant
death syndrome (3000 annually).*
The immediate and catastrophic effect of
the loss of both parents, one to homicide and
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the other to jail, suicide, or evading the po-
lice, had been imagined but not investigated.’
The children left behind are likely to be rele-
gated to relatives, adoption, or foster care, and
moved away from their neighbors, friends,
and schools. These children are often caught
in the workings of the criminal justice system
and may be asked to testify about the homi-
cide and relive it in their imaginations.(’ Be-
cause the children are not the primary crime
victims, they are not tracked by any agency
and are subsequently an invisible group.!?
Prior research on interparental homicide or
uxoricide is not extensive and consists pri-
marily of case studies and clinical reports.”~1°
There are some larger studies, however.
Hendricks and colleagues'” and Kaplan and
colleagues'® interviewed 95 children who
had experienced uxoricide. After the death,
more than half of the children immediately
went to live with a relative, and 75% of
the children moved from one relative to an-
other. Thirteen of the children moved 3 or
more times. The children exhibited signifi-
cant psychologic sequelae, such as posttrau-
matic stress disorder and identity problems.
Only 15% of the children were described as
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doing as well in school after the killing as be-
fore. Twenty five percent of the children were
described as having severe problems with at-
tachment to the adults who were caring for
them. Overall, children living with the vic-
tim’s family (all were with the mother’s fam-
ily in this study) were described as doing bet-
ter behaviorally and in peer relationships than
children in foster care, and both groups were
doing better than children with the perpetra-
tor’s family. The children’s behavior was de-
scribed by their caregivers.

Eth and Pynoos'? interviewed 55 children
aged 3 to 17 who had witnessed the Kkilling
of a parent. Twenty of the deaths were by
strangers, and the remainder was by the inti-
mate partner of the parent, though not neces-
sarily the parent of the child. The interviews
were conducted usually within days or weeks
of the killing but some were 1 to 12 years
later. As in the studies by Hendriks!” and col-
leagues and Kaplan and colleagues,'® the au-
thors reported that all of the children experi-
enced posttraumatic stress disorder to some
degree. They also reported numerous behav-
ioral problems but did not describe how these
labels were determined. They reported that
the homicide made the child feel helpless,
anxious, and overwhelmed. Previous violence
in the house did not seem to lessen the ef-
fect of the murder but it may have provided
the child with some defenses to lessen the im-
pact. The authors also added the notion that
ambivalence is a problem when the Kkiller is
a parent; it is difficult to blame and be angry
with a loved one, and some children felt guilt
or self-blame at failing to intervene or prevent
the murder.

Clements and Burgess?° and Clements and
colleagues?! interviewed children aged 9 to
11 years who had experienced a family mem-
ber homicide. They reported that sources of
pain and suffering included (@) the way fam-
ilies were notified of the death (most often
by the police), (b) extensive police investiga-
tion and interrogation, (¢) lack of confiden-
tiality, (d) exposure to chaotic events, (e) feel-
ings of grief confounded by guilt and blame,
() stigma, and (g) difficulties in returning to

school. Research on the children affected by
uxoricide is not extensive but is growing.

CHILDREN OF INCARCERATED PARENTS

Because all the fathers of children in the
study, which is being presented, were pros-
ecuted and sent to prison, it is important
to consider the literature on children of in-
carcerated parents. Similar to the children
of uxoricide, children of incarcerated par-
ents are vulnerable and experience depres-
sion, anger, guilt, abandonment, and aca-
demic problems.?>?> The literature on the
relationships between an incarcerated par-
ent and child(ren) is primarily focused on
the mother-child relationship with few stud-
ies available on the incarcerated father. The
numbers of incarcerated men who are fathers
range from 54% to 84%, and the children re-
port difficult relationships with the incarcer-
ated father.?%?’

Incarcerated people are generally allowed
3 types of contact with children: letters, visits,
and phone calls. These methods are restric-
tive but are part of the corrective institutions’
“deep break” policy for offenders.?#?>28 Bar-
riers to developing and maintaining relation-
ships between parents and children include
inmate placement far from the family, visiting
restrictions, and entrance requirements for
visitors and transportation problems.?328:2
Additional issues that hindered imprisoned
fathers’ relationships with their child(ren)
were the shame of imprisonment and lack of
knowledge on how to relate to a child at dif-
ferent developmental stages.>* When a child
did visit, inappropriate expectations of the
child’s behavior often resulted in a negative
perception of the interaction.?® Fathers were
also unaware of gender differences in commu-
nication and emotions of boys and girls.?

The stigma associated with incarceration
promoted distancing in the father-child rela-
tionship and communication.?> Fathers fre-
quently did not want the children to know the
reason for incarceration. Some preferred a to-
tal disassociation from the outside world.?8
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Children of incarcerated fathers may be de-
pendent on family members to provide trans-
portation, some of whom may decide that
the child does not deserve to see him.?3°
Thus, an incarcerated father may lose all con-
tact with his child throughout his confine-
ment and be unable to locate the child on
release 283031

In addition, the length of sentence and
the type of relationship the father had
with the child prior to imprisonment influ-
enced the nature of the relationship when the
father is imprisoned.?*?° The ambiguity of a
father who is “there but not there”adds to the
difficulty in the emotional ties.?>3° Honesty
about the perpetrated crime may increase the
anxiety in the child and be detrimental to
the child concept of how the father will be
treated in prison.?® Fathers who were finan-
cially responsible for child support experi-
ence guilt at not being able to maintain sup-
port of the child.3!

For some fathers, having a relationship
with their children was a great motivator for
change.?*3° The children gave hope to the in-
mates, and focusing on children helped time
to pass.?> Some fathers reassessed their iden-
tity and role in relation to their children that
may have been absent before incarceration.
The fathers wanted to be able to teach their
children to avoid the choices and mistakes
they had made.?324

Group support and parenting classes in-
creased the quality of the contact and facili-
tated greater understanding of how to relate
to a child at specific developmental stages.?’
As a father learned age and gender appropri-
ate behavior, the child benefited by visiting
and maintaining a relationship with the father
that relieved anxiety regarding the treatment
of the father in prison and established com-
munication to deal with anger and abandon-
ment issues.

METHODS

This report is based on a sample taken from
a larger descriptive retrospective, qualitative

study (n = 87) aimed at understanding the
lives of people from families in which 1 par-
ent killed the other.

Sample

For this article, we analyzed the stories
of 31 women whose biological fathers killed
their mothers and did not subsequently com-
mit suicide. We selected this subgroup be-
cause it was apparent through our analysis
of the stories in the larger study that the
perpetrator of the homicide was the object
of a great deal of emotion. If ways to help
child survivors of uxoricide are to be devel-
oped, approaches to an ongoing relationship
with the parent who committed the homicide
needed to be explored. This subset of chil-
dren talked about the problem of ongoing re-
lationships with more urgency than others in
the study. The average age at the time of the in-
terview was 39 years. Five of the women were
5 years old or younger when the homicide
took place, 12 were between 6 and 12 years
old, and 14 were children older than 12 years.
Nine women were African American, one was
Hispanic, and the rest were Caucasian. Inclu-
sion criteria were that the participant was
19 years or younger at the time of the homi-
cide and 18 years or older at the time of the
interview.

Procedures

Following human investigation committee
approval of the study, participants in the
main study were recruited through adver-
tisements, newspaper articles in several ma-
jor cities, word of mouth, and through our
Internet site. In addition, many participants
referred their siblings. Potential participants
called a toll-free phone number or responded
to the study’s Internet site. One of the re-
searchers called potential participants and ex-
plained the study, obtained more information
about the homicide, and an address to which
the consent documents could be mailed if
the interview would be over the telephone.
Homicides were verified by death certificates
or newspaper articles. Each participant was
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interviewed twice. The interviews were
open-ended but were structured chronolog-
ically so that participants were asked to tell
what happened from earliest memories about
living in their family to the present. The in-
terview data were narratives that, although
sometimes discursive, generally followed the
chronological events.

Data analysis

In this stepwise analysis of the narratives,
first the interviews of the narratives were
read carefully as complete texts.>?> Then spe-
cific pieces of the text (lines, paragraphs,
small stories, metaphors, and the like) were
identified as meaningful in terms of describ-
ing the experiences of the participant. These
small pieces of meaning-carrying text were
then grouped according to observed simi-
larities. These groupings were referred to
as categories. The categories were tested to
see whether they held up across a num-
ber of different participants or whether they
were unique experiences. Those categories
that hold up across participants were then
grouped into larger units or themes to cre-
ate a qualitative description of the experi-
ences. The investigators analyzed data us-
ing the NxVivo software program (Version 7,
20006; QSR International Pty. Ltd.) to manage
the analysis and maintain an audit trail. At
first, 3 investigators analyzed the same text
and discussed differences in their identifica-
tion of meaningful pieces of text and cate-
gories. When consensus was reached, the in-
vestigators worked separately but met weekly
to discuss individual findings and hunches.
One member of the research team acted as au-
ditor and reviewed the analytic decisions that
were made.

FINDINGS

We identified 2 themes, “Seeking Under-
standing” and “Forgiving Dad,” both of which
fit loosely under the broad idea of resolution.
The participants used the word, resolution,
and related terms such as peace, justice, beal-

ing, and moving on. Under the theme, For-
giving Dad, there were 2 subthemes. One con-
cerned admission of guilt. We anticipated that
an admission of guilt by the father would fa-
cilitate forgiveness and eventually a resolu-
tion. This was not always, or even often, so.
The second subtheme had to do with 2 differ-
ent ways the participants described and ex-
plained their relationship with their fathers.
For some women, the father in the role of the
father was paramount whereas for others, the
relationship was based on the crime and what
he had done. We called this theme “Father as
Dad or Monster.”

Seeking understanding

Most, but not all of the women in this study,
wanted to understand why their fathers killed
their mothers. As one woman explained it, un-
derstanding her father was a matter of “under-
standing myself.”

In many cases, the attempt to understand
their fathers and thus to understand why
they did what they did was frustrated. In
one compelling example that could serve
as a metaphor for others, a woman decided
to become reacquainted with her father
to understand why he stalked her mother,
sister, and her and then killed her mother.
Following his imprisonment, her father had
remarried and had several small children.
At their first meeting, he brought his small
children, and she did not want to raise the
issue in front of them. So, she asked her
father if the next time they could meet alone.
Before the second meeting during which she
planned to ask him these questions, he had a
stroke and became aphasic.

More typically, the quest for understand-
ing was fruitless because the father would not
talk about it. It was not clear if the fathers
were not capable of that kind of insight or
just unwilling to talk. Some fathers said that
they could not explain because they did not
remember; they had blacked out and had no
memory of the event—a status participants of-
ten attributed to alcohol.

When explanations came, they were often
in the form of labels or diagnoses supplied by
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the daughter or the family. One woman said,
“My father is a pathological liar. .. . He wasn’t
a nice man. He could be, but he wasn’t.” An-
other said, “he [father] was sick. He had a dis-
ease. He was an alcoholic.” The labels “sick”
and “alcoholic” appeared in a number of the
stories. Other women used the terms “so-
ciopath,” “psychopath,” and “narcissistic.”

Sometimes the woman who offered the di-
agnosis went on to resolution and sometimes
she did not. Having a satisfactory understand-
ing of why their father behaved the way he
did appeared neither to be necessary nor suf-
ficient for forgiveness or resolution. For some
women, however, it was an important step
along the way. As one woman said:

I told him “I care about you in my own way. I for-
give you for what you done. You can’t change it,
but I want you to know I am trying to understand
why it happened.”It was something he never really
discussed with us kids.

In trying to understand why their fathers
had killed their mothers, many of the women
wanted to hear their fathers confess their
guilt. This happened in some cases and did
not in others. The participants used a vari-
ety of words to talk about it. Some said he
“dealt with it” or did not. Others used the
word “apology” and still others talked about
their father “taking responsibility.”

Strong feelings often came up when he did
not admit guilt. For instance, one father, at the
time he killed his wife, had shot and wounded
a detective who had come to protect her. His
daughter wanted him to apologize but

He said he should have shot the man that he para-
lyzed forlife . . . again. I heard in his voice that there
wasn’t any emotions there, any empathy, any com-
passion. I told him, Daddy, that’s not good, I said,
you need to make amends with that in your heart,
but I saw that there was nothing. . .

This woman has not achieved any kind of res-
olution with her father.

In the same vein, another participant ex-
plains that her father’s lack of admission has
prevented her from finding peace:

He has never admitted it. That’s what makes our
story still a little more complicated, whereas I

guess maybe I'm sitting here today in turmoil all
the time over this because we have had no closure
really. .. . Openly, he openly denies it.

But for many of the daughters, the lack of
the admission of guilt was not a hindrance to
forgiveness:

As I was growing up my main goal with my dad
was that when I buried him I would be at peace,
and I would forgive him, and I did. It was genuine.
We didn’t reconcile, because forgiveness without
repentance wouldn’t bring much peace.

For a number of daughters, the presence
of an admission of guilt was a positive part
of their process of what one daughter called
“coming to peace” with their fathers. One
participant said:

He really talked to me, and he opened up to me,
and he told me how sorry he was. ... even though
I forgave him, I was really glad that he was able to
admit it. Coming from him it meant a lot to me,
because then I know that he had a chance to think
about what he actually did.

Sometimes the admission of guilt was
something the daughter wanted for her fa-
ther’s own good:

The year before he died, finally I was moved so that
I should write him . .. My intent was to plead with
him to make his peace with God. The response I
got back was written on a napkin and said “I did
not murder your mother.”

For some of the daughters, the admission
and apology were meaningless.

The first time when we went [to see him], he was
saying that he was sorry. He wasn’t going to do it
again. He apologized, but what’s the point now. I
mean, there’s no more turning back. He’s already
done what he’s done. He’s nearly destroyed all of
our lives.

This woman remains angry and would not say
she has reached a resolution.

Forgiving dad

Participants often spoke of forgiveness
spontaneously, but it seemed to mean differ-
ent things for different women. For some,
it was understood that they should forgive
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their fathers, whatever else they may feel.
Other women felt that they ought to forgive
but could not. Some women did not want
to forgive their fathers. For some women,
forgiveness was something they did, regard-
less of how they understood the situation.
Other women, although, required something
else—an understanding of what happened or
some response from their fathers—in order to
forgive.

For some women, forgiveness was a reli-
gious imperative. These women did not ques-
tion the need to forgive. “[people ask] Why do
you love your dad? Because the Lord says you
must forgive. . . . And the Lord says vengeance
is mine.”

For some participants, the idea that she had
to forgive her father just because he was her
father was just understood:

I never had a grudge or dissed him about it. All I
knew is that was my father. And I forgive people.
If somebody does something to me, I always say,
you did me wrong, but I can forgive you, ‘cause 1
feel like you can’t go away from this world holding
grudges against people.

In this case, not forgiving would reflect neg-
atively on her. For these women, forgiveness
has very little to do with what was done or
how they felt about it.

Sometimes the injunction or model of for-
giveness came from family members:

My grandmother ... did not push us to see him,
but always left the door open, like it is your father
if you want to see him . . . you only have one father
and this is your father. Try and forgive him for what
he did.

Sometimes it was the mother herself who
had asked the participant to forgive. One
woman recounted:

That’s the last words your mom tells you, “he’s a
sick man, don’t hate him, forgive him.” What do
you do? And it’s a good thing she did, because I
think that’s so natural and it’s the human thing; just
hate him. It’s easier than dealing with the hurt.

Following prison, his daughters set him up in
an apartment and her sister

checks on him all the time. Make sure he’s pay-
ing his bills and everything. But we love him. And

she checks on him even though he tried to kill her.
He sees his grandchildren and we don’t show hate.
Like I said we know that is what our mother would
have wanted. She loved that man.

The women for whom understanding was
a necessary precursor to forgiveness some-
times provided a diagnosis for their fathers
to explain their violent act. Forgiveness ap-
peared to be the opposite of blame here. The
illness was to blame and once the blame was
removed from her father, she could forgive
him. This is a complex notion of forgiveness
full of contradictions and inconsistencies but
nevertheless appeared quite satisfactory for
this woman. These women used words like
“he was sick” or “he was an alcoholic.” One
woman explained,

Somehow you have to figure a way of having peace
around that person . .. [I knew] I would be able to
forgive my father on the basis that he was mentally
ill and that was a logical reason for me. I could be
okay with that, and so that was pretty much the
basis for the forgiveness.

For other women, however, forgiveness
had to be earned. The first step in earning it
was confession,

I just follow my heart ... I really can’t say that I
forgive him because I think if someone asks for
forgiveness then you assess that situation and you
give your forgiveness. He’s not asked for forgive-
ness; he’s not said that he did this; so it’s not a sit-
uation where there is forgiveness even involved at
this point.

On occasion, the motive for forgiveness
was ambiguous.

A year before he died, finally I was moved so that
I should write him and tell him that I forgave him.
See I hadn’t before, because if you talk to this brick
wall, he is just going to say I didn’t do anything.
What are you forgiving me for? And so I worked
on that letter for a couple of weeks and had many
people read it because I knew what my intent was.
My intent was to plead with him to make his peace
with God.

In this case, the forgiveness needed a re-
sponse. She needed her father to confess to
what he was being forgiven for, but he would
not.



Forgiveness, and Other Themes, in Women Whose Fatbers Killed Their Motbers 159

Some participants talked about forgiveness
but it seemed to mean very little to them.
One woman tells how her father tried to come
back into her life. He would buy her presents
and wanted her to call him dad. She would
never call him by anything but his first name
and throughout the story refers to him as “this
man.” She had no strong feelings for him one
way or the other but ends her story with the
following: “my father’s dead now and we kind
of made our peace with one another. I forgave
him for what he did.” Forgiveness in this case
seems to be little more than a nonmalignant
indifference.

Another woman is clear about the limits of
forgiveness. In giving advice to others in her
situation she says,

He [father] is going to want custody of these kids
when he gets out of prison and that is a whole dif-
ferent thing. While you forgive them, [you need to
decide] whether they are really capable of provid-
ing true parenting skills or whether they are just
going to screw up the kid more.

Father as dad or monster

This sample of women could be divided
into 2 perspectives on their fathers: Those for
whom their fathers’ role (understood as po-
sition in the family rather than a set of be-
haviors) as father was a major consideration
in the relationship and those for whom their
fathers’ history and actions were the major
consideration. There were no pure cases of
each. Attitudes toward dad were a mixture
of both, but in most cases, viewing him in
terms of either his role or his personality was
dominant.

Those for whom his role as dad was domi-
nant were often religious.

In the Bible it also states that you still have to honor
thy mother and father. . . . I never want my fathers’
blood on my hands. I treat him with the utmost
respect even though that incident [the homicide]
occurred. I have no hate for my dad. I love him very
much.

Some families encouraged this connection
with the father as a father. Some were, for ex-
ample, encouraged by his family to visit him
in jail.

His [father’s] sisters would [say], yall need to go
visit your dad; it means so much and ... we’d
go and we only hear what a horrible person she
[mother] was and she made me do this.

Another woman remembered visiting her
father this way.

And so when I went up there to see him, you know,
it was like a two hour ride. I'd go with some of my
sisters and my aunts. You go through shake down
and then you go in and then it’s just you sit there,
you talk, you eat cake, and then you leave and it’s
like your brains are scrambled eggs.

For this participant, visiting dad and eating
cake, while a normal experience to have with
a father, was confusing and upsetting when
the location for the visit was jail.

For other women, visiting dad in jail was a
positive experience. “We went to go see him,
and I couldn’t wait to go see him. I went to
go see him with my grandma. So I did always
stay in contact with him.”

One of the consequences of having the role
of father a major consideration was a transfer-
ence of guilt that came with shared blood:

He’s my father, even though he did what he did.
If they’re calling him names, they’re calling me
names, and that’s when you don’t really know your
identity. I must be that too if they’re calling him
that, and he’s a killer. I'm the killer’s daughter, and
so it was, it was kind of like a scary feeling in one
aspect, and the other aspect just feeling just like
sad, you know, just a big sad feeling.

For these women it is painful to have a killer
for a father, but his role persisted and they
would not deny it. Another woman said, “it’s
still that parental connection, even though he
did a horrific thing and he’s locked away. Well
I'm not totally an orphan yet, I still at least
have one parent left. [It was] ... something
that helped me.”

Some of the women seemed to want to be
rid of this burden of role identity but were not
able to:

I did reconcile with my father and have a re-
lationship with him, you know, as minimal as
possible. .. . I say, well, we can’t carry his sin, he
has to answer for that, so I can’t have hate for
him because, like my mother always said, well, you
have his blood, you’re his child and you can never
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deny that, so we just go on and live our life and
make the best of it.

A surprising number of daughters decided
to take care of their fathers as they grew older
and were not able to care for themselves, be-
cause it was their role:

‘We have an odd relationship. I go over . . . obviously
if he calls me and needs something, I would go
over. .. . He doesn’t have anybody else. It’s not go-
ing to hurt me. . . I'm not diminished by that. He is
still my father. Regardless of what our relationship
is and the feeling is certainly different than what I
think it is supposed to be for a father, but he’s all
I've got and I'm all he’s got and quite frankly every
one else kind of kicked him to the curb and no one
is really there to help him now.

Those participants for whom role and
blood relations were not a major consider-
ation were freer to feel anger and to avoid
their fathers. One participant was clear that
she wanted nothing to do with the man who
killed her mother. She said to the nurse who
was caring for her father at the end of his
life,

You can let me know when he dies, but other than
that that’s all you get from me. .. . I told her, you
know what, that man laying in that hospital bed
killed my mother in front of my face when I was
3 years old and you’re asking me to sign papers for
his care.

This woman is clear that her father has be-
come “that man.” It was his violent act that
mattered, not his status as her father.

For some of the women, reaching adult-
hood meant that the parental role was no
longer very important,

...when I saw him, I didn’t feel anything. I didn’t
want to talk to him but I didn’t hate him anymore,
I hated him for along time. I didn’t hate him any-
more. Really, honestly I looked at him and say he
looked pathetic, older, gut, and all that. So he didn’t
look like my daddy.

She had given up both hating him for what he
did and thinking of him as her father.

The women who were afraid of their fa-
thers could not really honor that parental role.
“There’s always a little side of me that feared
him. I never wanted him to get out of prison.

Because my big thing was if he gets out where
is he going?”He was dangerous and living with
him or caring for him was dreaded. He was
what he had done and still considered danger-
ous by his daughters.

The worst problems were experienced by
women who conflated the 2 approaches. One
woman believed that because this man was
her father, he would have the desired traits of
an idealized father, but she betrayed by his ac-
tual behavior. She said, “I really wanted peo-
ple to look at my dad as a wholesome good
dad figure, and I guess that was a part of the
hope maybe that I had thought my dad had
changed.”

She reunited with her father after he was re-
leased from jail. At first, they wrote and talked
on the phone. Eventually, she decided that he
needed help taking care of himself, and she
asked him to move in with her. Things went
well for a few weeks, but he began to be sexu-
ally inappropriate with his granddaughter and
when she confronted him,

He became violent and at that point I saw that my
dad was not who I thought he was as a young kid,
and I had a lot of flashbacks go on. I was scared
to move. I was in my kitchen and he was shaking
his fist and yelling and stuff, and at that moment I
wasn’tthe 47 year old woman that I am today. I was
that kid going way back in time and I was scared.

At this point, his behaviors overruled any at-
tempts for her to allow him to reassume his
parental role.

DISCUSSION

These women, all of whom have lived
through a trauma more challenging than most
of us have experienced, related a variety of
ways through which they came to some form
of resolution. For some women, this resolu-
tion involved a later relationship with their fa-
thers, whereas others were comfortable ex-
cluding their fathers from their future. For
women who refused to have a relationship
with their fathers, the violence of their ac-
tions seemed to have more influence than re-
ligious, familial, or personal beliefs about the



Forgiveness, and Other Themes, in Women Whose Fatbers Killed Their Motbers 161

role of family. Most of the women wanted
to understand why their fathers killed their
mothers and they grappled with the idea of
forgiveness. Again, their religious and familial
influences played a large role in how they de-
fined forgiveness and what it meant to them.
For 1 group, transferred guilt from father to
daughter could be a problem. Accepting fa-
ther because he is a father did not guarantee
a close relationship, just as concentrating on
his behavior did not preclude a continuing re-
lationship. Both forgiveness and anger were
options. However, seeing the role of “father”
more than his behavior and personality facil-
itated forgiveness. This was particularly true
for the sisters who believed that taking care
of their father following his incarceration was
what their mother would have wanted. For
them, taking care of him was a way of hon-
oring her memory.

Many women were comforted by being
able to label their fathers as alcoholic or
mentally ill. With a label, their behavior be-
came explainable and reflected less on these
women as their blood relatives. If their fa-
thers did this terrible thing because they
were alcoholic or because they were “sick,”
then it became a medical and not a moral
problem.

Some women who were not satisfied with
the labels were afraid that they might have in-
herited their fathers’ violent traits. For many
women, the need to understand their fathers
and their motivations was part of this fear.
For example, if their fathers’ behavior was be-
cause of alcohol or drugs, they would be safe
from violence if they abstained. In fact, many
women stated that they avoided all alcohol
and drugs.

Relationships in families are complex, in-
cluding those of daughters and their fathers.
Electra does not carry the mythic and psycho-
analytic weight of Oedipus, but that does not
mean we have a clearer and less emotionally
charged understanding of father-daughter re-
lationships. Our goal in this study was to ex-
plore what happens when the person who
is often charged with the duty of protect-
ing the family destroys it. The father is taken

away but does not disappear out of the life of
the family. Even those daughters who wanted
nothing more to do with their fathers could
not erase them from their lives. These fathers
had to be thought about and dealt with. It
is not possible from this study, and proba-
bly could not be possible with any study de-
sign, to say that daughters who forgive their
fathers a better off than those who do not.
Certainly, the women in this study were trau-
matized and deeply hurt in numerous ways by
what their fathers did. How best for them to
stop the continuation of the trauma to live as
happy a life as possible despite the injury re-
mains a complex question that will probably
have individually crafted answers. This study,
we hope, is the first step in helping all the
daughters who are survivors of uxoricide find
answers.

LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS

As a qualitative descriptive study, these
findings are necessarily limited by the nature
of the sample. It may be that women who
chose to speak to us are considerably differ-
ent from female survivors of uxoricide who
did not participate in this study. Our partic-
ipants were willing and able to speak with
us and thus were not incarcerated or inca-
pacitated by substance use or mental health
problems. In fact, a number of participants
noted that their siblings were dead at a young
age, incarcerated, or simply “missing.” Some
had not spoken to siblings in years. Other
nonparticipants may have so completely re-
solved their feelings about their childhood ex-
periences that they did not feel compelled to
speak of them with researchers. In light of
the paucity of the existing research on this
population, however, this study provides rich
insight into the experiences of at least some
survivors of uxoricide and thus a basis for fu-
ture research. Currently, the authors are using
what they have learned from this analysis and
from the larger study to craft an intervention
for current guardians of children bereaved by
parental homicide.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING

Given that up to 4000 of children survive
uxoricide each year, there are tens of thou-
sands of adult survivors in the United States.
Therefore, many nurses will interact with fe-
male survivors of uxoricide, usually without
knowing it. We cannot create a specific pro-
tocol for the nursing care of these women
based on our findings, in light of the limita-
tions noted above. We can, however, make
some general recommendations.

Obtaining a full trauma history with clients
is a necessary first step and should include
asking family members about relationships.
For instance, the nurse who contacted our
participant assuming that she would want to
care for her father as he was dying had no
idea what she was requesting. As always, it is
important for nurses and other clinicians to
honor clients’ and family members’ responses
in the clinical setting because they may not
always have the full story.

Nurses also need to be aware that some
women are very concerned that they are car-
rying a tendency toward violence and homi-
cide. One woman went to a therapist to make
sure that she would be a good mother and
not a violent one. Other women purposely de-
cided not to have children in order to end the
cycle of violence.

On the basis of our interviews, many
women may want to contact their fathers.
As we saw in these stories, the outcomes of
such contact are variable, so we cannot sug-
gest that women should or should not pur-
sue this contact. Nurses can warn women that
they should not expect their fathers to corre-
spond to their idealized vision of a father and
that they may be surprised by the outcome
of the contact. It may be helpful for women
to spend some time preparing before mak-
ing contact. Women could, for example, think
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