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Foreword
Ann Cameron

This “slim volume,” Reclaiming Self, addresses critical issues in woman
abuse, affording a broad perspective on this challenging social issue.
Both theory and intervention frontiers will be advanced by the knowl-
edge disseminated here. Those committed to alleviate and ultimately
eliminate intimate battery will greet this book with enthusiasm, be-
cause we know that if we work closely with women themselves, with
their support networks, with those who have previously been
marginalized, and with topics previously ignored, our work will be
more richly informed and more deeply grounded.

This volume, subtitled Issues and Resources for Women Abused by
Intimate Partners, is one of many fine outcomes of the work of the
prairie Research and Education for Solutions to Violence and Abuse
(RESOLVE) Research Centre. It brings together community and academe;
it reflects the work of a range of disciplines; it addresses the situations
of all manner of participants, and especially some who have been
traditionally excluded from our view. So let me highlight some of the
valuable lessons I believe this RESOLVE collaboration on woman abuse
will teach us.

First, Jane Ursel maps traditional criminal justice responses onto
the transitional process many women experience in escaping intimate
abuse, giving poignant evidence of the need for special family courts
attuned to critical protection issues. Women in the long process of
leaving an abusive situation need solutions very different from the
single-incident mentality of traditional legal responses. Not only does
a family court need to be configured to support those it serves, but legal
professionals also need a deeper understanding of woman abuse and
its ramifications, if it is to serve all vulnerable family members ad-
equately.

Leslie Tutty and Michael Rothery, in evaluating the impacts of
shelter experiences on women in transition, describe women’s chal-
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lenging paths subsequent to their experiences in transition shelters.
This study attests to the pivotal long-term impacts of shelters on the
women they serve and maybe even save.

Janice Ristock opens the door to an understanding regarding cer-
tain critical issues in same-sex intimate abuse. Specifically, lesbian
partner-abuse often plays out before a backdrop of denial, invisibility
and social exclusion, not to mention the pernicious interlocking sys-
tems of privilege and oppression. Interviews were conducted with
women in six Canadian cities, and a full book is in the making. This is a
topic that heretofore had not been on the agenda of most woman-abuse
researchers.

Kendra Nixon shows that child protection workers, in their haste
to help children living in abusive circumstances, may not appreciate
the devastation to children of workers’ insensitivity to the plight of
their mothers. She reports the risks women and their families encoun-
ter in the face of the lack of training of child protection workers in
identifying what is in the best interest of the child. A mother does not
need to be told, “Either leave your partner, or lose your children.” This
chapter offers suggestions for better practices and for better profes-
sional (in this instance, child protection) training. Nixon says: “In
situations of woman abuse, good child protection also includes good
protection of mothers.”

Jeannette Moldon reveals the healing grace of group therapy that
gives women in transition efficacious voice in their recovery by affirm-
ing their life narratives. The group process in the validation of narra-
tives of women recovering from abuse from an intimate partner is a
significant segment of the story of how one moves on with integrity
and self-respect.

This book calls for improvement in the practices of many helping
professionals. It is set in the Canadian context; it addresses issues in our
own backyard; and yet it will have universal interest to, and ultimately
be required reading for, all those concerned about reducing and pre-
venting the devastation which intimate abuse brings to the lives of
women and children. Each unique piece of this patchwork sampler of
research, much of which was conducted through RESOLVE, gives recog-
nition to the fact that woman abuse is a multiply determined challenge
in our culture and that victory over it will only emerge with a “whole
village” of solutions.
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Chapter One

Woman Abuse in Canada
An Overview
Leslie M. Tutty and Carolyn Goard

The discovery of the extent and the serious nature of the abuse of
women by their intimate partners took most of North American society
by surprise. Before the early 1970s, the public knew little of the problem
of “wife battering,” as it was then called. It seemed inconceivable that
husbands would strike their wives, let alone beat and severely injure
them. Such behaviour must surely be rare and represent outmoded,
nineteenth-century beliefs about women being essentially the property
of their husbands.

Of course, woman abuse has always existed. Evan Stark (1984)
noted that during the past century concern about women being bat-
tered by their husbands has resurfaced into public awareness in cycles
of approximately twenty years, only to fade again into obscurity. The
most recent identification of woman abuse, by the grassroots women’s
movement in the 1960s, led to the re-emergence of the problem from
the privacy of the home to the public arena, as emergency shelters
developed across North America. Shelters became important because
traditional services, including medical, child welfare, mental health,
police and judicial services, were not providing the necessary help for
battered women (Davis, Hagen, and Early, 1994; Johnson, Crowley, and
Sigler, 1992); this is still often the case. Yet even today, with national
incidence studies, such as one recently conducted by Statistics Canada
(2000) highlighting the continuation of the problem, there are those
who debate the seriousness of the issue and the need to fund services
for abused women.

There is considerable Canadian and American research on women
abused by their intimate partners. There is also much debate and
controversy over why it happens and why families stay together when
life inside these homes is so traumatic. What we know less about is
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how best to help women and their children to prevent both the imme-
diate and long-term serious consequences of being abused. Various
systems, such as the shelter, child welfare and justice systems, have
adapted their procedures or developed new ones to this end; but can
they adequately respond to such complex issues? The major focus of
this book is an examination of how well such interventions work.

Before we examine some of what we know about women abused
by their intimate partners, we’d like to introduce you to two women
whose partners were abusive and who sought safety in an emergency
shelter for abused women. The women were interviewed for the study
presented in Chapter Two.

Brianne is thirty-three years of age. She was born and brought
up in a close family in Ontario. She completed high school but
had no further education or job training. After graduation, she
worked in a number of low-paid retail jobs. Although Brianne
had known Greg since high school, they hadn’t formed a cou-
ple relationship until about ten years ago when he came back
to their hometown after having served a five-year prison term
for armed robbery. As a child, Greg was not a good student and
had dropped out of school in Grade 8. He came from a large
family and both his parents abused alcohol. As a teen, Greg fell
in with a rowdy group of friends and supported himself through
selling drugs and breaking and entering homes.

Greg and Brianne met one night in a bar and connected
immediately. One of the reasons that they remained a couple
was Brianne’s compassion for Greg’s unhappy family life and
experiences. In the interview she commented, “He has a drink-
ing problem, he has a drug problem and he has a problem
because he’s been in jail for so long. He’s had a lot of bad luck.
I used to look at him and think, ‘poor human being … how
could anyone do that?’ When you’re in jail, there’s a lot of bad
things that can happen and almost everything did.”

Although they never actually lived together, they had
three children, currently aged from two to eight years. Brianne
went on social assistance after her first child was born because,
with young children, it was very difficult to find work that
could support them all. Greg began abusing Brianne soon after
they got together. As Brianne noted, “It could be because I got
pregnant right away. He went progressively, but really fast. It
started where he would punish himself by punching brick
walls on the outside, or playing a game where he wouldn’t
come in. He’d stay on my porch all night. It’d be rainy and cold
but he wouldn’t come in. And it didn’t take long until it got
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worse. He didn’t like my friends and that got uncomfortable.
All of a sudden I was alone. Then he started yelling and throw-
ing things.”

Although Brianne tried repeatedly to end the relationship,
Greg threatened to sue her for custody of the children. “I hated
being scared that he would take my little kids away from me.
The incident that hurt my feelings the most was when I was
pregnant with my last baby. It was the beginning and he came
in here, threw me down and tried to put me through the patio
doors. He was kicking me in the back, he had my hair, and he
was going to punch me. The baby was not even a year old and
the other kids were screaming and running all over the place.
He pushed me toward them and into the highchair … our baby
was in the highchair. That was the worst beating that I got, but
that was not the scariest time. The scariest time was when I
thought he was going to shoot me.” After the latter incident,
Brianne took her children and entered a local emergency shel-
ter for abused women.

Brianne’s story perhaps reflects our stereotypes of abused women
and their partners. The women are receiving welfare, the men are
unemployed, criminals, and generally violent. Greg was under the
influence of alcohol and drugs every time that he abused Brianne. As a
contrast, let’s look at Sheryl’s experience.

Sheryl, now aged twenty-eight, grew up in Alberta in a rural
neighbourhood. Her parents were farmers and had financial
problems but were not abusive. Sheryl completed high school
and spent several years in college majoring in criminology. She
met her first husband while a student and, after becoming
pregnant with one child, was a stay-at-home mother. The mar-
riage broke up fairly amicably a year or so later. Sheryl met her
current husband, Corey, at a church fund-raiser. Corey had
completed high school but had no post-secondary education.
He had a steady full-time job as an auto-mechanic. They mar-
ried and quickly had two more children.

About a month after marrying, Corey began criticizing
Sheryl. The worst incident of physical abuse was when “I was
pregnant with our second child, and he beat me quite badly …
there had been some random acts before but never as violent as
that.”

Sheryl insisted that Corey seek help or she would leave.
He went to counselling and, although the physical violence
stopped, the emotional and verbal abuse did not. However, the
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relationship remained relatively stable until, as Sheryl describes,
“My husband sexually assaulted me three months ago and
we’ve been separated since then. He raped me because he
believed I had been with another man. Corey had always been
so respectful of me sexually; I would have never in a million
years believed that this could have happened. So, emotionally,
it was extremely shocking.” Sheryl asked Corey to move out,
but he returned about a month later: “Because I didn’t go to the
police and I didn’t get a restraining order, and we’re not legally
divorced yet, there was nothing they could do to stop him.” To
keep her and her children safe, Sheryl went to a local women’s
emergency shelter.

Sheryl and Corey lived more middle-class lives than Brianne and Greg.
Corey had a steady job, they regularly attended church, and Sheryl was
home-schooling her three children. When Corey went for counselling
after having perpetrated the one serious physically abusive incident
early in their relationship, Sheryl believed that he would never again
physically hurt her.

We have presented the narratives of Brianne and Sheryl to put a
human face on the statistics about intimate partner violence. We’ll
return to their stories in the final chapter to see how they and their
children fared after their shelter stay. The following section presents
information and research about the extent and nature of woman abuse
in Canada and how we explain the occurrence of such violence.

Woman Abuse by Intimate Partners: The Canadian Context
The seriousness of woman abuse, and the cost, not only to the women,
but to their children as well, has become recognized over the past
twenty years. How commonly it occurs has been a question of much
debate. The prevalence of abuse against women varies according to
different surveys. For example, the 1999 General Social Survey on
Victimization concluded the following:

7% of people who were married or living in a common-law
relationship experienced some type of violence by a partner
during the previous 5 years. The 5-year rate of violence was
similar for women (8%) and men (7%). Overall, this amounts to
approximately 690,000 women and 549,000 men who had a
current or former partner in the past five years and reported
experiencing at least one incident of violence. (Statistics Canada,
2000, p. 5)

In comparison, another national study, the 1993 Violence Against
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Women Survey that focused solely on women, estimated that “three in
ten women currently or previously married in Canada have experi-
enced at least one incident of physical or sexual violence at the hands of
a marital partner” (Rodgers, 1994, p. 1). Such differences in estimates of
abuse occur because of the manner in which violence is defined, for
example, whether it includes forms of abuse other than physical. Nev-
ertheless, the conclusion that from 7 to 30 percent of Canadian women
have experienced violence from intimate partners is sobering.

Men are also abused by women partners to a similar degree; many
studies, such as the 1999 General Social Survey on Victimization (Sta-
tistics Canada, 2000), have described this phenomenon. Why, then, is
this not also a focus for the book? “Husband abuse,” as it was originally
termed, remains a contentious issue for some because it has not re-
ceived the same high-profile media coverage, nor have shelters or
treatment groups for men victims proliferated in the same way as they
have for women. Several men’s advocacy groups have become quite
vocal, claiming that men’s pain is being ignored and questioning the
extent to which family violence services are almost exclusively targeted
to women and child victims and to the men who perpetrate abuse
against women.

There has, admittedly, been relatively little research on the experi-
ences and consequences for men abused by partners (Tutty, 1999a).
However, as the 1999 General Social Survey on Victimization clarifies,
abuse against women by male partners tends to be more serious:

Women were more than twice as likely as men to report being
beaten, five times more likely to report being choked, and
almost twice as likely to report being threatened by or having a
gun or knife used against them. Men were more likely than
women to report being slapped (57% versus 40%), having some-
thing thrown at them (56% versus 44%) and being kicked, bit
or hit (51% versus 33%). (Statistics Canada, 2000, p. 5)

Repeated abuse of women by men occurs more often: 65 percent of
women, compared to 54 percent of men, were assaulted on more than
one occasion; 26 percent of women, as compared to 13 percent of men,
were victimized more than ten times. The results of the abuse more
often led to injury for women: 40 percent of women, compared to 13
percent of men who had reported violence in the past five years, were
injured. Women were five times more likely than men to require medi-
cal attention for these injuries. Perhaps most informative is the finding
that women fear their partners’ violence to a significantly greater ex-
tent, with 38 percent of women compared to 7 percent of men fearing
for their lives (Statistics Canada, 2000). Since a central focus of this
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book is services for those who seek assistance for abuse by intimate
partners, almost every chapter describes only women as victims.

Johnson, a sociologist, has attempted, in a useful way, to reconcile
the argument about whether the abuse of men is a significant issue; he
suggests that two different forms of couple violence exist, identified by
two different types of research (1995). A number of community survey
studies use the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1990), that looks at aggres-
sive acts in a context of resolving marital conflicts. The relatively high
numbers of both men and women who admit using violent acts against
each other has been described as “common couple violence.” This term
does not imply that it is acceptable, but that it happens often. Johnson
suggests that in these cases a feminist analysis is less relevant to the
way that “conflict occasionally ‘gets out of hand,’ leading usually to
‘minor’ forms of violence, and more rarely escalating into serious,
sometimes even life-threatening forms of violence” (p. 285). In review-
ing the nature of the abuse in such studies, Johnson found little ten-
dency for the violence to increase over time, citing that “94% of perpe-
trators of minor violence do not go on to severe violence” (p. 286).
Things “get out of hand” on average about once every two months, and
may be initiated by either the man or the women.

In contrast, Johnson notes that the research that describes the expe-
riences of battered women, mostly from in-depth interviews with
women who have sought safety in emergency shelters or whose hus-
bands are in treatment for wife assault, portrays a different type of
abuse. The violence is severe, with beatings occurring on average more
than twice a week, and almost entirely initiated by the husbands. The
women are often abused throughout the relationship, and the violence
increases in frequency and severity over time. Johnson labels this dy-
namic “patriarchal terrorism,” and suggests that it is a product of
“patriarchal traditions of men’s right to control their women … and
involves the use of not only violence, but economic subordination,
threats, isolation and their control tactics” (p. 284). Marital rape is also
commonly associated with such abuse.

Johnson’s distinction between these two different forms of inti-
mate-partner violence is important because it explains the radically
different views of the two groups of researchers in a way that acknowl-
edges each. The researchers are studying different phenomena with
little overlap in the samples. For example, men who systematically
terrorize women partners are not likely to participate in a survey on
violence, and their partners would be fearful to do so. The focus of this
book is on the second type of abuse, using a feminist analysis.
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What Do Abused Women Experience?
The physical violence perpetrated by men on their intimate partners
takes many forms and is often present throughout the relationship,
although the severity may increase over the years. While the context of
initial violent acts may be a couple disagreement, the core issues are
control and jealousy. In general, as well, the force of the violence far
outweighs the import of the precipitating issue. Women are not simply
pushed, shoved or slapped: they are beaten or injured where they are
most vulnerable. Women often identify their first pregnancy as the
start of the violence. Their partner may direct his physical aggression at
the baby in her belly or at other female parts such as her breasts or
genitals.

These men not only physically assault their partners, but are se-
verely emotionally abusive, from threatening murder, stalking and
raping partners to threatening to kidnap or to take legal custody of
their children. According to Sackett and Saunders’ 1999 research, there
are four significant types of psychological abuse: ridiculing of personal
traits, criticizing behaviour, ignoring and jealous control. In interviews,
the women considered their partner’s ridicule to be the most severe
form of abuse. In addition to having experienced more physical abuse,
the women residing in shelters reported more ridicule of their personal
characteristics and more jealous control than the abused women living
in the community.

While the public tends to be generally aware of physical aggression
and injury as a major result of woman assault, the acknowledgement
that sexual aggression often co-exists with physical aggression has
received considerably less attention. Even mental health professionals
and shelter workers may not ask about the possibility of marital rape
despite the fact that the assaults may be ongoing throughout the rela-
tionship. As such, the traumatic consequences may be even more sig-
nificant than for victims of non-marital rape (Campbell and Soeken,
1999; Riggs, Kilpatrick and Resnick, 1992; Monson and Langhinrichsen-
Rohling, 1998; Whatley, 1993).

Some abusive men stalk their partners (Coleman, 1997), typically,
but not always, after the women have left the relationship. Studies have
estimated the percentage of women victims of domestic violence who
are stalked is as high as 50 percent (Mechanic, Weaver and Resick, 2000;
Wright, Burgess, Laszlo, McCrary and Douglas, 1996). Furthermore, it
is not unusual for abused women with children to receive threats or
fear that their partner may kidnap (Liss and Stahly, 1993) or take
custody or their children (Kurtz, 1996).

Finally, some men murder their partners. Women who are sepa-
rated from their partners are generally at more risk of being murdered
than when cohabiting. Wilson and Daly (1992) found that a higher
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incidence of common-law relationships, separation from a partner and
belonging to an ethnic group, including being of Aboriginal origin, as
well as greater age differences were associated with spousal homicide
rates. In a review of Canadian statistics from the last twenty-two years
(1978 to 1997), Fitzgerald (1999) noted that spouses were the victims in
18 percent of all solved homicides and 48 percent of family-related
incidents. He also reported that “Over the two decades, three times
more wives than husbands were killed by their spouse (1,485 women
and 442 men)” (1999, p. 35).

In summary, the abuse that women endure from intimate male
partners can take many forms and typically extends throughout the
relationship. Physical abuse always involves a psychological compo-
nent. One story that illustrates this dramatically is recounted by Stark
(1984), who interviewed women in emergency rooms in hospitals. A
woman who denied that she had been battered, explained that her
husband got his way by holding a gun to her head. Because she had not
actually been hit for a number of years, she did not see herself as
having been “battered.” Other women may similarly deny current
physical abuse, not seeing that the serious nature of past violence has a
direct impact on their responses. While emotional abuse can have
serious long-term consequences on intimate partners, some women
experience such sadistic, brutal assaults from their partners that escap-
ing the relationship may, in fact, put them at greater risk than staying.

What Causes Intimate Partner Abuse?
As early as 1979, Gelles and Straus identified fifteen different theoreti-
cal views that purport to explain domestic violence in general and why
women remain in abusive relationships in particular. The theories fall
into three categories: individual, social-psychological and socio-cul-
tural. Individual theories examine variables that focus on the intrapsy-
chic, individual and psychopathology of each member of the couple.
These perspectives include masochism on the part of the women and
mental illness on the part of the partner, drug and alcohol dependency,
and neurobiological explanations such as head-injuries. In general,
none of these explanations has been shown to be generally applicable
to partner abuse.

Social-psychological theories, including social learning theory, ex-
change theory, symbolic interaction and attribution theory, examine
psychological characteristics in combination with variables in the so-
cial environment. So, for example, being exposed as children to marital
violence between one’s parents has been examined as a cause of inti-
mate partner violence as adults. This theory, also known as the
intergenerational transmission of abuse, is often used to predict that
men and women with such childhood histories might well not only
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become victims or persecutors in their intimate relationships, but, after
leaving their partners, may again become involved in an abusive rela-
tionship. Considerable research suggests that while this holds true for
many men, it is not the case for women, who often had no childhood
exposure to violence and, having left an abusive partner, develop new
non-violent relationships (Tutty, 1999b).

The third category of theories, the socio-cultural, includes func-
tional, subculture-of-violence, general systems, conflict and intrafamilial
resource theory. This perspective suggests that “social structured in-
equality and cultural attitudes and norms about family relationships”
(Gelles and Straus, 1979) explain the occurrence of family violence.

Feminist theory also provides a socio-cultural explanation for
woman abuse and has been adopted by the majority of agencies that
offer services to abused women (Pressman, 1989). From a feminist
perspective, much of the abuse that men direct at their partners is an
effort to control to whom they have access and what they can do.
Johnson’s concept of “patriarchal terrorism,” mentioned previously,
uses feminist theory. Such abuse is not about marital conflict or manag-
ing anger, but about men restricting and preventing women from
leaving or forming attachments to other men. The feminist perspective
has been central in the development of women’s shelters, interventions
for women victims of abuse and the majority of interventions for male
perpetrators. As can be seen in Chapter Three, it has more recently
become important in the criminal justice response to the assault of
intimate partners.

A more in-depth discussion of these theoretical frameworks is
beyond the scope of this chapter. They are listed to demonstrate the
breadth and diversity of thought utilized in attempts to understand the
abuse of women by their intimate partners. Considerable research has
focused on the social learning concept of learned helplessness (Walker,
1984) and on feminist perspectives of traditional male and female roles
(Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1980). While substantial debate has cen-
tred on arguing the merits of one framework over another, it is likely
that each of the frameworks has a viewpoint that is valid for at least
some subset of abused women and their spouses. A number of the
theoretical frameworks apply to each battered woman. For example,
not only might a battered woman be married to an alcoholic with
traditional male role values, who becomes aggressive when she talks
about working outside the home, but he may also have come from a
violent home where he was abused as a child by his parents. Further,
the woman may have religious beliefs that “marriage vows are sacred,”
and her family may instruct her that it is her responsibility to make the
marriage work, if not for her own sake, then for the sake of the children.
She may also be aware that after an abusive episode her husband is
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remorseful and non-violent for several weeks. In this example, more
than one perspective explains why women might be abused or might
stay with abusive partners. Two authors, one from a general systems
point of view (Giles-Sims, 1983) and another from an ecological frame-
work (Carlson, 1984), have developed models that integrate different
theories. This is a more fitting perspective of woman abuse, which
likely has multiple causes. However, as noted earlier, feminist princi-
ples have been meaningfully adopted in the major interventions to
assist women abused by intimate partners.

The Effects of Being Abused by an Intimate Partner
Much of the early study of intimate partner violence searched for
characteristics of women abused by intimate partners, initially sug-
gesting such common variables as a feeling of helplessness (Hilberman
and Munson, 1978; Walker, 1978), traditional sex-role orientation, so-
cial isolation (Wetzel and Ross, 1983; Pressman, 1989) and low self-
esteem (Hilberman and Munson, 1978; Hartik, 1982). However, in 1990,
Hotaling and Sugarman concluded that “after 15 years of empirical
research on wife assault, few risk markers have been found that iden-
tify women at risk to violence in close relationships ... it is evident that
researchers should focus greater attention on the perpetrators, the
dynamics of the relationship, and the social environment in which the
relationship exists” (p.12). While it may not be useful to focus on victim
characteristics to understand how women might end up in an assault-
ive relationship, such traits are more usefully perceived as the result of
living in a violent relationship and may be the targets of interventions
such as support groups (Tutty, Bidgood, and Rothery, 1996).

Coping with an abusive relationship creates considerable anxiety,
especially if the threats and physical abuse continue over time. Such
stresses not uncommonly result in women reacting with depression,
panic attacks, suicidal ideation or substance abuse (Alexander and
Muenzenmaier, 1998; Gondolf, 1998; Tutty, 1998). Each of these symp-
toms could suggest the need for psychiatric intervention, implying that
the abused woman is mentally unbalanced, a position that ignores the
context of her situation. Rather than looking at various symptoms in
isolation, however, a number of authors have identified a cluster of
symptoms that are similar to those experienced by other victims of
violence such as rape, robbery and physical assault. The symptoms
include “anxiety, fears, recurrent nightmares, sleep and eating disor-
ders, numbed affect, flashbacks, hypervigilance and increased startle
responses” (Houskamp and Foy, 1991, p. 368). Women with a number
of these problems can be considered as experiencing Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), a condition that was recently included in the
DSM-IV (Ristock, 1995). The advantage of the PTSD perspective is that,
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by definition, these problems are seen as “normal responses to abnor-
mal occurrences in the lives of these victims” (Gleason, 1993, p. 62).

Lenore Walker (1991) also argues for adopting the PTSD
conceptualization of the response to long-term partner abuse. As she
explains:

PTSD stresses the abnormal nature of the stressor that causes the
mental health symptoms, not individual pathology. Such a
disorder theoretically can happen to anyone who is placed in a
similar situation. This takes the onus of blame away from the
individual woman, yet still lets psychotherapists work with
her in finding her own way to heal and move on with her life.
(p. 22)

Researchers have recently found that a high proportion of women
seeking help for domestic abuse have clinical levels of PTSD (Houskamp
and Foy, 1991; Astin, Lawrence and Foy, 1993; Vitanza, Vogel and
Marshall, 1995; Saunders, 1994; Tutty and Rothery, 1999). Higher levels
of PTSD symptoms have been associated with more severe abuse, greater
threat and more forced sex (Astin, Ogland-Hand, Coleman and Foy,
1995; Hughes and Jones, 2000; Kemp, Green, Hovanitz and Rawlings,
1995).

There is room for caution in considering the utility of any psychiat-
ric diagnoses however, even one that includes the context of the rela-
tionship. Abused women might be further stigmatized by any medical
diagnosis. Further, Walker (1991) notes “it is important to remember
that not all battered women develop PTSD and even when they do, they
may not need more than a support group with others in similar situa-
tions” (p. 28). The central point is that women abused by intimate
partners often experience numerous reactions such as anxiety and
depression. Rather than seeing these as indicative of a psychiatric
syndrome, counsellors and support staff need to remember the context
within which these reactions developed—living day to day in fear of
abuse.

Barriers to Leaving an Abusive Partner
Perhaps the most commonly raised question with respect to women
who are abused by intimate partners is why do they stay? A second
closely related question is why some women, having left an abusive
relationship by, for example, going to an emergency shelter, subse-
quently return to their partners. Rhodes and McKenzie (1998), who
surveyed three decades of research on this topic, suggest that the
assumption underlying these questions is that abused women wish to
be abused. As mentioned previously, some of the early research on
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characteristics of women abused by intimate partners focused on
whether the women were masochistic.

Such speculation is discounted by studies that suggest a number of
factors that mitigate against women leaving abusive partners. A re-
cently published study by Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh and Lewis (2000)
found that two thirds of the abused participants had left their partners
at least once, others more frequently and 25 percent more than five
times. Chief among their reasons for staying were the well-being of the
children, desire to give the relationship another try, partner’s promises
of change and a lack of money or access to shelter.

Many women remain in assaultive relationships for years. The
question of how and when a woman makes the decision to leave has
been the focus of much early research. One study found that the choice
to leave for a shelter was made two weeks to several months after a
critical abusive incident (Giles-Sims, 1983). This incident was not nec-
essarily the most violent but was characterized by three themes: fear
that the children would be hurt, resentment at the husband for letting
the children see their mother beaten and exposure of the violent pattern
to people outside the family. Moore (1979) identified the presence of a
strong support group, the absence of children and an increase in sever-
ity and frequency of the beatings as being associated with leaving
sooner. Gelles (1976) found the most predictive factor to be financial
independence. Similarly, the authors of a study of Ontario women who
used a non-residential advocacy clinic (Greaves, Heapy and Wylie,
1988) found no relationship between the frequency, severity or the
duration of the abuse and the leaving. Across all of these studies,
factors other than the severity of the abuse are implicated in the deci-
sion to finally leave.

Children Exposed to Marital Violence
Women leave battering relationships as much for the sake of their
children as for themselves (Wilson, Baglioni, and Downing, 1989). As
mentioned previously, Giles-Sims (1983) found that two critical reasons
prompting a woman to leave were fear that the children might be hurt
and concern that the children had witnessed the abuse. MacLeod’s
Canadian study (1987) concluded that the abuse of children by their
father or father figure was a major reason that women sought admis-
sion to an emergency shelter.

Children are also a reason that some women return to abusive
partner relationships. In Smillie’s (1991) interviews with several women
who returned to their husbands despite having maintained themselves
independently in the community for over a year, the women reported
difficulties both with the stresses of being a single parent and with the
children’s behaviour. In Tutty’s 1993 research on a shelter follow-up



22 Reclaiming Self

program, women raised similar issues and also felt guilty about de-
priving their children of a father. They often felt pressured by their
children’s pleas to reunite the family.

While the staff of battered women’s shelters have long been con-
cerned about the children who accompany their mothers to interval
houses, it is only recently that more general concern has been ex-
pressed about the effects on children of witnessing violence between
their parents (Jaffe, Wolfe and Wilson, 1990; Moore, Peplar, Mae, and
Kates, 1989; Moore, Peplar, Weinberg, Hammond, Waddell, and Weiser,
1990). Children who have witnessed violence between their parents are
at high risk for developing behavioural problems including either
aggression or withdrawal (Fantuzzo and Lindquist, 1989; Jaffe et al.,
1990; Moore et al., 1989), especially if they have been abused them-
selves (Hughes, 1988). Recent research has also identified such reac-
tions as being a result of trauma, similar to the PTSD conceptualization
of women’s stress. Clearly the consequences of woman abuse extend
beyond the bounds of the couple relationship.

Overview of the Book
As can be seen by the previous, albeit limited research review, although
woman abuse was an almost invisible problem before the 1970s, it has
remained a concern for the past three decades and has generated
considerable research and intervention strategies. Why, then, write yet
another book on the problem?

First, a great deal of the published research on abused women
comes from the United States. Although this by no means rules out its
applicability to women abused in Canada, the social, health and justice
systems in this country are considerably different from those of our
American neighbours, and an analysis of the needs and concerns of
women in this country requires an understanding of this Canadian
context. One major goal of this book, then, is to present Canadian
research conducted by Canadian academics. Second, new approaches
and interventions with abused women in Canada, such as courts that
specialize in domestic abuse and expanded shelter programs, have
developed. Several of the chapters provide details about how well such
innovations are working. Third, as we become more aware of the
complexities of abuse in intimate partner relationships, new problems
emerge, for example, not only is abuse gendered such that women are
victims and men perpetrators, but women in lesbian relationships may
also be abused. Children who are exposed to marital violence are also
affected. How, then, should provincial child welfare legislation address
the need to protect children from adverse reactions? Several chapters in
the book address these problems.

Chapter Two presents information about the experiences of over
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200 residents of two emergency shelters for abused women. The chap-
ter describes their backgrounds as well as the concerns that they present
to shelter staff. The women’s own words are used to document their
past abuse, current fears and hopes for the future and how they are
faring four to six months after their shelter residence.

Chapter Three presents research collected in a five-year period
since the introduction of Winnipeg’s Domestic Violence Court about
ten years ago. The criminalization of the response to intimate partner
violence by mandating police to charge assault in couple relationships
has been controversial. Abused women often feel caught between the
demands of their partners and the demands of the justice system to
testify. The research presented in this chapter explores these dilemmas
and the impact of a model of the justice response that was developed to
be more sensitive to the women’s needs.

The negative effects of children being exposed to intimate partner
violence between their parents has been brought to the attention of the
general public in the last decade or so. Several provinces have child
welfare legislation that can be used to intervene when necessary. Chap-
ter Four presents research based on interviews with eight child welfare
workers about how they have utilized the Alberta child protection
legislation with cases under their jurisdiction. The results raise some
difficult yet important questions about balancing the needs and safety
of children without placing undue responsibility on mothers who them-
selves have little control over their abuser.

Support groups for intimate partner violence have been one of the
key interventions with women, whether offered in shelters or in the
community. Chapter Five presents qualitative research that documents
the responses and views of women who have participated in such
groups. The women describe the benefits and challenges of being in the
groups and the impact on their personal journey to living abuse-free
lives.

Chapter Six describes results from a large national study of inter-
views with lesbian women abused by their partners that provides ideas
about the way that such abuse parallels and differs from man-to-
woman abuse in heterosexual relationships. The results challenge our
conceptions of gender as the central driving force behind violence in
intimate relationships, as it forces us to consider that women, too, may
use power and control in abusive ways in their partnerships with other
women.

Finally, Chapter Seven summarizes the learnings gleaned from,
and the interconnections among, the research studies presented in each
chapter. We conclude by identifying current challenges and offering
practical suggestions about more adequately addressing the needs and
problems faced by abused women.
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It is our hope that this volume will provide information that is both
interesting and relevant to the general public, as well as research find-
ings that will validate and expand the research agendas of other aca-
demics and students of social sciences. We hope it will contribute
practical suggestions so that professionals can more effectively inter-
vene with abused women and their families. We do this from a perspec-
tive, eloquently proposed by Gondolf and Fisher (1988), that abused
women should not be considered helpless victims but survivors who
have endured significant hardship from the one person they believed
they could trust the most—their intimate partner. We recognize that as
women, we too could be trapped in similar circumstances, facing a
multitude of very difficult choices including whether to leave and
wrest children from their fathers, thereby becoming single mothers on
often significantly reduced incomes. Knowing that women are often
considerably more in danger of serious violence once they have left
abusive partners raises further questions about the double binds inher-
ent in violent intimate relationships.

The title of the book, Reclaiming Self, was taken from Jeannette
Moldon’s description of the process that the group members experi-
ence in support groups for abused women. These women recognized
that over the years they had accommodated to their partners’ wishes,
sacrificing their own desires and needs in order to keep safe in the
relationship. Learning about the subtle ways that men may intimidate
and denigrate women allowed them to re-evaluate what was impor-
tant to their lives without always sublimating their needs to their
partners.

It seems fitting to focus this book on the idea that women can leave
abusive relationships, regain their sense of self and begin new lives.
Hope is an essential component in the change process. Many women
leave abusive partners and establish new violence-free lives.

Other women abused by their partners remain in relationships but
struggle every day to maintain a safe place for themselves and their
children. Some have not reached a point in their lives when leaving is
the preferred alternative; others are all too aware that they would be at
serious risk if they attempted to leave. The voices of the women in this
book describe not only their trials but also their strengths and suc-
cesses. We dedicate the book to each of them and to their children.




