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Executive Summary
Every day in Auckland, New Zealand, women seek a new life free from violence and abuse. They
have a vision of change for themselves and their children. This research project grew out of initiatives
in the area of domestic violence already undertaken by Public Health Promotion and by the growing
body of local and international research. The project was also inspired by the stories Public Health
Promotion workers were hearing from abused women and agencies which were assisting them with
the difficulties they encountered as they sought to stop violence in their homes or separate from
abusive partners.
Forty-five women in Auckland were interviewed several times about their experiences in order to
identify the factors that helped or hindered them as they took action to stop abuse. The experiences
of these women are the heart of the report and determined its direction.
The report is presented in three streams: Maori, General and Pacific Peoples. The special position of
Maori as treaty partners in Aotearoa New Zealand was acknowledged throughout the planning, data
collection processes, analysis and presentation of research findings. The Maori research included
consultations with individuals and groups as well as individual interviews with women. These findings
are presented visually in a poster in a separate chapter within the report and are referred to
throughout the longer general report.
Information was gathered systematically over the three years 1997-2000 in order to design and
support action on the issue of violence against women. The scale of the problem and the significance
of this issue for the social, cultural and spiritual life of New Zealanders are increasingly recognised.
The voices of the women were prioritised. Achievement of their aspirations and the aspirations of
women like them for a peaceful life will contribute to family life and a peaceful society.
The stories show the entrapping process by which women became caught in webs of control and
danger by abusive men. Rather than conceptualising women being trapped in a cycle of abuse, the
authors used the notion of a spiral/orbital dynamic to represent women’s processes for moving out and
away from abusive men. Separation did not eliminate the danger of physical violence or continuing
harassment and emotional abuse.
The notion that women can and should simply leave ignores this reality and the fact that physical
separation is usually the culmination of a distancing process through which women gradually leave
abusive men, hoping for change in the relationship, and then emotionally separate over months or
years afterwards.
The first people women talked to about abuse were those who were close to them – their mum or dad,
sister and others in their family, and their community networks, such as friends and work mates. The
first efforts by women to communicate about being abused were usually to relatives and friends. The
responses of these people had the effect of leading women to seek further assistance or of keeping
them trapped in further abuse. Women needed to be believed and affirmed and described the
disbelief, blame and lack of understanding of their attempts to resist and change an abuser as
“painful” experiences.
Financial considerations played a key part in decision making and in the quality of life of women and
their children after they had separated. The relative poverty of women, combined with their desire to
support their children, exacerbated their stress. Practical issues such as the need to secure housing,
transport and income, and to access medical care and counselling were paramount for most of the
women in the study. An important feature of the way women were isolated and power was exerted by
partners was control of all household finances, denial of independent access to family money or even
to the women’s own wages, and blame of the women if money was lacking. This feature continued
after separation through deliberate strategies by partners to deny the women financial rights. Some
women also regarded the organisational practices of WINZ as those of “a new master”, through its
excessive intrusiveness into their lives and demeaning exertion of discretionary powers.
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Refuges provided safety and assisted women to re-establish social connection. Support groups were
a place for sharing and developing understandings about the dynamics of abuse and ways to be free
from abuse. Police were often the first point of contact and played an important role in providing
safety and information. Doctors, nurses and other health workers were also vital in the system of
recognition and assistance.
However, lack of recognition of abuse, silence or the minimising and tacit acceptance of abuse
resulted in lack of help for the woman and in interventions by police, health professionals, WINZ and
other institutions that were inappropriate and ineffective and in some instances increased the women’s
danger.
As some women moved into the public sphere seeking help, they encountered attitudes and
procedures they regarded as demeaning and exclusionary. For some, the belief that “it’s a man’s
world” was reinforced as they received little assistance, support or understanding and believed that
they, though victims of abuse, were subjected by the procedures of the courts and WINZ to sanctions
more negative than those suffered by the perpetrators of the abuse. Women wanted better coordination among services and changes in procedures and believed that improved training and
education of service providers was essential.
The experiences of the women in the study showed the necessity of improved public understanding of
abuse and formal training for providers of services to women who have been abused. Poor
procedures and lack of co-ordination among services result in women feeling excluded and
experiencing a lack of justice and also may significantly increase their danger.
Even in the midst of continuing difficulties, women who left abusers described a profound sense of
release. At best, they described new happiness and energy. Connection to a supportive network and
community assistance appeared to be vital to the recovery of their children and themselves. The
results of the Maori research showed the need for cultural connection and the potential of whakapapa1
as a source of personal and cultural strength. The high value placed on community support and the
maintenance of cultural links was also reported in the Pacific research. Abuse breaks these links and
processes of recognition, restitution and reconnection are needed to stop abuse and assist recovery.
The extent to which the recovery of individual women and the prevention of abuse against women in
general is dependent on the participation by women in their communities and in wider social life is an
important area for future research.
The recovery of societies and cultures deformed by pervasive violence and abuse may run parallel
with the freeing of women from abuse and the peaceful societies they help create.
The experience of every woman who participated in this research showed courage and
resourcefulness. Interventions to assist them are described, as well as recommendations directed at
the culture of violence and the status of women in general. Some of these recommendations are
intended to assist women such as those who participated in the study, who were leaving abusers and
seeking a better life, and have consequences for women in similar positions, for example women who
are single parents or who are in the process of separation or divorce. The research has also found
that deep cultural and structural issues, particularly those implicated in the subordination of women,
are at the root of many difficulties and so has indicated necessary changes in law, the labour market
and social institutions.
Changes in these areas impact on the lives of all women and
recommendations are addressed to Government as chiefly responsible for public policy. While women
have the responsibility to take action for themselves for their own safety and that of their children, this
requires and is possible only in a context of social responsibility. Therefore we have advocated for a
community and whole-government approach to eliminating all forms of violence and abuse of women
in particular.
A consistent and sustained campaign of debate, action and change in our society is needed to
eliminate violence and to make restitution. This requires commitment, leadership and resources.

1

whakapapa : genealogy/cultural identity/recite in proper order of layers one’s genealogy and legends.
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Key recommendations to this end are addressed to the Government of New Zealand, to the Ministers
for Social Services and Employment; Broadcasting; Immigration and Research, Science and
Technology; the Director-General of Health; the Chief Executives of the Ministry of Social
Development, the Department of Child, Youth and Family Services, Work and Income New Zealand,
Ministry of Education, Department for Courts and the Accident Compensation Corporation; Te Puni
Kokiri and the Human Rights Commission and the Commissioner of Police.
The Government, NGOs (non-government organisations), community organisations, service providers
and people in general can work together to free the energies of women. Women can then participate
fully in family and community life and contribute to social, economic, cultural and spiritual advances.
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Chapter One: Introduction
I ha ta pahia tona tinana ka tupu ake nga huri
Kia tu te ti rakau o nga wahine ka tapahia te rahau ka tupu
Women are like the ti tree. If you cut it down, it will sprout again.
“So go to women … For you will hear nothing of women as long as you are bending them to your
will.” Luce Irigaray, Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche :39
Violence and abuse against women have been described as epidemic (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996:xv,
Klein, Campbell et al (1997). In New Zealand, eleven women a year die from assault, about 400
women are hospitalised (New Zealand Health Information Service morbidity and mortality data 19971998) and 15-21% of women report having experienced physical or sexual abuse in the previous 12
months (Ministry of Health 2001, Core Elements for Health Care Provider Response to Victims of
Partner and Child Abuse). Twenty one per cent of New Zealand men said they had physically abused
their women partners in the previous year (Leibrich & Paulin 1995) and 6% of men arrested by police
for family violence had pregnant partners (Maxwell, 1994). A women’s safety survey conducted in
1996 by the Institute of Criminology at Victoria University Wellington indicated that 15% of women with
current partners reported experiencing at least one act of physical or sexual abuse in the past year
and 25% reported experiencing at least one such act in their lifetime (Morris, 1997). Violence against
women by male partners has become increasingly recognised as a significant public health issue in
New Zealand.
An investigation of violence against women was initiated in the Auckland Regional Public Health
Promotion Service by a researcher, Jennifer Hand, employed on a joint appointment with Auckland
University. This project built on work in that service by Jo Elvidge, focusing on the response of the
health sector to family violence (Elvidge, J. 1997). The opportunity to conduct research was
supported by the service and seen as a way of meeting its interests in evidence for policy and
prevention programme development and in increasing the availability of research expertise amongst
its staff. The three-year investigation began in 1997 with funding from the Health Research Council of
New Zealand and support from an anonymous community agency. The study gained ethical approval
from the Northern Regional Health Authority ethics committee.
The project “From Abuse to Family Strength” sought to identify pathways for women to move towards
safe and creative contexts of wellbeing for themselves and their children. The research was initiated to
advance the work of stopping violence and ensuring that there are resources in public and private
spheres to enable women and children to resist and refuse abuse. A major research question,
therefore, was to discover what women required in order to sustain lives free from abuse. The areas
of investigation relevant to support required by women included material needs, such as housing,
economic and legal needs, as well as psychological and spiritual needs.
The voices of the women who were interviewed are the heart of the report and their experiences were
given priority in determining the issues that emerged. The focus on women's experience of removing
themselves, and often their children, physically and spiritually from abuse has guided the research.
The researchers endeavoured to identify the ways in which women have been supported, assisted
and hindered in leaving abusive partners. The analysis and presentation of the research material was
also influenced by theoretical sources and by the experience of the researchers in the field.
Participants in the study have been involved at many levels. Most, sometimes tentative and unsure,
came bravely and hopefully to the interviews. Their resourcefulness was evident. They also brought
with them a strong desire to help other women. We hope that these acts of sharing and exposure and
this report will contribute to the small and large changes needed.
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Cultural Integrity as Central to this Study
The focus of the research and the report is on the support these women required and the impediments
encountered in becoming free from abuse and in sustaining the process of refusing abuse. A focus on
Te Tiriti o Waitangi. was maintained as a priority in the research. Tino rangatiratanga1 and an ethic of
cultural respect were identified in initiating the project. Research practices respecting the integrity of
cultural knowledge have been identified and promoted by Maori researcher Linda Tuhiwai Smith
(1998), as well as by other indigenous writers and researchers such as Kiwi Tamasese (1997), and
Greg Cajote (1999). We have therefore used the term cultural integrity as an ethical framework for
research.
Hine Rauwhero (Tainui, Raukawa ki te Kaokaoroa) was the Maori researcher. Guided by the tikanga2
of her iwi3, and the perspective of many years of experience in supporting women, she developed
research procedures and protocols for the research. She was supported by two roopu4, one urban
and one in the kainga5 of her turangawaewae6. The study did not extend to research in different iwi.
Consultations formed the basis for the work in the Pacific communities, led by Luisa Falanitule (Niue).
These fono7 culminated in a large fono in March 1998, where most Pacific communities were
represented. Interviews with individual women were undertaken to gather more detailed information
about their experiences. Collaboration with Pacific agencies, church groups and other Pacific
communities’ researchers enabled strong Pacific networks and accountabilities to be maintained for
the research and for identifying recommendations. The research team acknowledged increasing calls
for distinction between the different Pacific communities to be explicit, rather than grouping them
homogeneously (Koloto, 1999), but was not able to focus on Pacific communities separately, such as
those from Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, Cook Islands, Niue and Tokelau.
The Pakeha researchers were Jennifer Hand (Principal Investigator), Vivienne Elizabeth (Coordinator), Marilyn Burton (Health Promotion Advisor), Shona Selby (Community Health Researcher),
and Betsan Martin (Writer). 'Pakeha' here refers to people who have settled in Aotearoa-New Zealand
who are not Maori and are of European descent. All contributed variously to data collection, analysis
and writing.
After discussion and consultation on the presentation of this report, the decision was made to write in
three strands: Maori, General and Pacific. The results of the Maori research are presented visually in
a poster, in Chapter 4, “Te Whanau Korowai”, and are also included in discussions in the General
report. Cultural distinctions are made in the presentation of findings to highlight in-depth cultural
analysis and to make each cultural component more accessible to the cultural communities
concerned. At the same time, the report is presented as one document, for the purpose of
safeguarding the overall focus on women and the service and policy recommendations. The special
position of Maori as Treaty partners is acknowledged, along with recognition that the issues for women
are inter-related.

.

For this report, the researchers discussed appropriate terminology for the report in reference to Te Tiriti o Waitangi
Discussion included the research team, advisors and consultation with Te Roopu Whanau and He Kamaka Oranga. The
decision was made to use the term 'general' report, rather than mainstream report. A decision was also made to use Pakeha
rather than tauiwi or other suggested terms for those who have settled in Aotearoa-New Zealand, who are not Maori or from
Pacific peoples. There is acknowledgement of difficulties of terminology. There was discussion of the Crown responsibilities of
kawanatanga (governance) in the text of Te Tiriti, which we imply by the term 'general'. Overall, we seek to enhance
identification with Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Te Tiriti o Waitangi includes agreements for kawanatanga (governance of settlers), tino
rangitiratanga (hapu-governance), citizenship and protection of religious and customary rights.
1
Tino rangitiratanga – absolute chiefly authority
2

tikanga – custom/rule/protocol/reason – the process of protocol.
Iwi – tribe – third level of Maori societal structure (first whanau, second hapu).
4
Roopu – company of persons/group of people
5
kainga – village, place that is considered to be home, rural area
6
turangawaewae – place that is considered to be one’s traditional home
7
fono – meeting/s.
3
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Feminist research also informed the study. While specific issues for the different cultures have been
highlighted, there was an overall commitment to stopping violence, creating safety for women and
encouraging their strength. Overall, the research is a contribution to stopping violence and reshaping
society in ways that are hospitable to the cultural, economic and spiritual interests and aspirations of
women, along with those of children and men.
The Focus of This Study of Abuse of Women
The research was with women who had left abusive and violent men. The parameters of this research
also define the limitations of the research. Topics which are related but which are not analysed in this
report are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Women who continue to endure and quietly resist violence at home as individuals.
The lifelong health consequences for women haunted by physical and emotional injuries.
The particular difficulties of women who are refugees or without full residency rights and do
not speak English.
Women who have no contact with services and make other arrangements for their safety.
Women who themselves initiate violence and abuse.
Children’s experiences of violence and abuse by male and female perpetrators.
The views of men, the issues of male violence, what men think violence means, how they
perpetrate violence and the influence of peer attitudes.
Research specifically on positive, non-violent interactions between partners and respectful
relationships.

Although most of the above areas were interwoven in the accounts given by women, the analysis for
this project was focused on women leaving abusers.
Guide to Chapter Themes
The views of the women and the issues they raised were placed alongside the theory, findings and
statistical data of local and international research in the field of abuse of women. There has been
constant reliance on “what women said” in the interpretation of the research material and in
presentation of the data. However, the authors take final responsibility for the analysis of the material
and for the recommendations.
The remainder of this report is organised as follows:
Chapter Two is an introduction to the field. The chapter begins by describing the methodology of this
research, including an overview of terminologies and various approaches to research on the abuse of
women. An account of feminist analyses and ethical practices in respect of culturally centred
research, followed by historical overview, provide background to the material and analysis of this
report. Brief reference is made to the compelling, though less obvious, issue of symbolic violence. A
critique of the widely used notion of a cycle of violence and preference for the spiral as a
representation of women's processes of becoming free from abuse is outlined and points to the fuller
discussion in Chapter Six. The chapter concludes with a section on health sector responses in New
Zealand and a review of key Government strategies.
Chapter Three introduces the women who shared their stories. The diversity of women's stories of
leaving and separation is indicated and the story of one woman is followed through to give a coherent
picture of the interplay of the trauma of an abusing husband with extended violence after separation
through court hearings, custody and accommodation and monetary challenges initiated by him.
Intergenerational experience, use of services, ethnic differences and the role of spirituality and religion
are discussed. Women's relational orientation and processes for dealing with abuse, control and
alcohol, violence in pregnancy and the effects of violence on women's lives are discussed, with their
future dreams and aspirations concluding the chapter.
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Chapter Four: The report from the Maori stream, “Te Whanau Korowai8”, builds on previous work by
Maori researchers and providers of Maori services. The approach taken here is oriented through
whakapapa9 as a theme for research and practice. This is followed by discussion of the poster which
directs whanau10, hapu11 and iwi12 attention to violence in whanau. The chapter concludes with a
summary of findings and recommendations for intervention.
Chapter Five: “Family Violence : A Pacific Perspective”, reports on the Pacific research stream. The
context of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand provides the foreground for the Pacific report, with
the particular issues of Pacific peoples as immigrants, leading into clarification of cultural values and
meanings of the different Pacific communities. These sections prepare the way for discussion of
violence in Pacific families, and material from the interviews. Proposals are made for interventions for
stopping abuse.
Chapter Six discusses leaving and separation as distinct though obviously linked processes. Although
separation marks a decision to escape from abuse, it is almost always accompanied by further abuse
from a partner and serious difficulties caused by the institutions and systems that formalise separation.
Becoming free from abuse is identified as a progressive process. Women’s descriptions of the
spiralling in-and-out movement of leaving and separating, including the pressures and reasons to
reconcile, the value placed on love, attempts to manage the violence through compliance with the
abuser or use of police, and decisions to separate are presented. Abuse causes long-term trauma
and the chapter ends with evidence both of the grief and new vitality that accompanied leaving and
separation. The restoration of self-respect and reconnection with communities was vital to recovery.
Chapter Seven, “Facilitating Change : A Matter of Money”, analyses material constraints on change.
The dread of poverty is a major constraint against women leaving. The focus here is on the economic
status of women and the significance of material resources in influencing decisions about staying,
leaving and separating. The practical and emotional issues around money, access to work and
economic security are examined. The role of the state in income support policies and practice is
analysed and contradictions in policy identified. This chapter highlights the intricate connectedness of
material and emotional needs, and of internal and external factors in the lives of these women.
Chapter Eight: “Assistance : Social Networks”. The focus of this chapter is the shared responsibility of
stopping abuse. Family and friends, workmates and others in the women’s social circle were
influential as supporters of respectful relationships, catalysts for change or as reinforcers of ongoing
abuse. The way out of abuse was barred by the abuser in concert with some members of the
women’s social network and hindered by the inconsistent and unco-ordinated actions of service
providers. Being believed and being affirmed by people close to them as well as by the wider
community, symbolised by public messages against violence and by the positive responses of service
providers and police, assisted women to resist and recover.
Chapter Nine: “Assistance : Formal Support and Professional Services”. This chapter discusses
police practices, advice from lawyers, responses of the criminal justice system, along with discussion
of Refuge and safe house services and the role of doctors and health professionals as part of a
system of interlinked networks and services. The need for co-ordinated services and training in
protocols for working in eliminating domestic violence are highlighted.
Chapter Ten highlights the implications for policy, practice and social change. There were similarities
across cultural groups, and the findings were generally coherent with findings internationally. The
focus here is on “what can be done”, drawing on the experiences and ideas of the diverse group of
women interviewed. Recommendations are presented for action to prevent and redress violence
against women.

8

Te Whanau Korowai – an ornamental chiefly cloak
whakapapa – genealogy, cultural identity
10
whanau – family. For Maori this includes extended family members.
11
hapu – sub-tribe.
12
iwi – tribe.
9
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Chapter Two
Methodology and Background to Study of
Women Becoming Free from Abuse
“Women in their creative strength will heal the land”.
Del Bartlet, Wanganui
Introduction
The research was designed to build knowledge relevant to action and change through involving
women with personal experience of abuse in a process that legitimated their processes and used their
knowledge in the search for ways to stop abuse (Park 1993). The aim was to learn what it was that
women found most helpful and to use this information to educate the public and to advocate for
changes in services and policies. In this way the knowledge that these women had about what helped
them and what were obstacles in their path could be shared and put to use to improve conditions for
women in the future.
Forty-five women were interviewed several times over three years in order to get them to describe the
processes of escape and recovery and to identify the factors that enabled and supported or inhibited
their moves towards freedom from abuse.
Interview Procedures and Analysis
The voices of the women, as we stated in the introduction, are the heart of the report and analysis was
guided by the issues they gave priority to as well as by the literature and theoretical sources selected
by the researchers. This chapter outlines the methods of the study, discusses terminologies and
reviews the local and international literature. Following discussion of interview procedures and
analysis the chapter is structured by discussion of the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Terminologies
Selected literature.
Spirals: “Cycles” and introduction to “spirals”.
Feminist research.
Genealogical approach.
Health sector responses in New Zealand.
Key Government strategies.
Conclusion.

Women’s support agencies and Health Promotion Service workers who had been consulted in the
development of the research proposal co-operated in publicising the research, in distributing invitation
and information sheets and in suggesting to women that they might like to participate. Again, this
possibility was presented as an invitation. It was stressed that all involvement was voluntary and
particularly that access to services was not linked to or conditional upon participation. The invitation
sheets described the research, including the fact that it would be conducted in three cultural streams,
Maori, General and Pacific peoples, and contained the phone numbers of all five interviewers.
Women who wished to participate then had to take the initiative by contacting the researcher of their
choice.
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The invitation to women to voice their experiences in interviews was an invitation to reflect on the
resources that enabled them to leave abusers as well as on what hindered them in their desire to
reshape their lives. The women who participated were invited on the grounds that they had separated
from an abusive male partner and were already on pathways to becoming free from living with abuse.
All had been subjected to, and were fearful of, abuse and all had gone through processes of living
apart from their partners before being interviewed. Some had made the decision to separate, some
were left by the abusive partner, and some had separated because of the extremely constrained
choice, as they saw it, between physical separation and death. Some women were permanently
separated and some, although living apart, were not expecting permanent separation.
It should be clarified here that although the participants were living apart from abusive partners, the
researchers did not promote separation as a preferred strategy for ending abuse. The reality is that
leaving or formal separation are no guarantee of safety or the end of harassment; abuse frequently
continues even though people no longer live together in the same household. The decision to
interview women who were already separated and had had some time to reshape their lives was
based on the belief that these women were in a better position to reflect on and describe their
experiences than women who were still either being subjected to violence at home or were in crisis.
To interview women at points of crisis would not only be less productive in terms of identifying positive
factors but would also be an extra burden to those women.
Interviews were conducted following face-to-face meetings, with discussion and clarification of the
purpose of the research and the signing of a consent form. Most interviews were conducted in the
homes of the women who volunteered though a few asked to come to Public Health Services offices.
The narrative-style interviews enabled the women interviewed to speak of their experience from their
own context and meaning, and to comment on changes over time, with provision for reinterpretation
with new knowledge (Eisikovits and Buchbinder, 1996). Interview schedules were constructed but
were used as a guide rather than as a set of mandated questions. The interviewers asked about the
services through which women sought support as well as about informal networks that women
accessed, and about help that was given in unsolicited ways. With the emphasis on the supports to
becoming free from abuse, and identifying the constraints inhibiting this process, a significant aspect
of the interviews was women’s experiences of support services, professional advice, community
agencies, state services including WINZ, police, courts, lawyers, counsellors and support groups. The
women were invited to speak of those experiences if they did not themselves initiate discussions on
services and networks and the issues they faced in becoming free from abuse.
The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed. For the writing of this report there was extensive
re-listening to the taped recordings. Although transcriptions provide a text, sound recordings convey
mood, vitality, depth of feeling, sadness and joy, reflective qualities, energy levels, laughter – a
monotone can convey deadness. The speech of women communicates intuitively. Juanita Ketchell
(1999) similarly referred to the ‘stifled roar beneath the silence’ in the tape-recorded interviews in the
‘Getting Free’ study. Reporting, therefore, endeavoured to represent the stories of women as they are
inscribed in their voices.
Themes for the report were identified in research team meetings and cross-checked by rereading
scripts and listening to tapes. Major themes identified were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Symbolic violence and the need for a new language.
The pathological effects of violence.
Separation and leaving.
Cycles and spirals.
The importance of material support.
The importance of being believed and supported.
The effects of ill-informed responses by services such as police, doctors.
Need for co-ordinated services.
Need for growth in awareness by communities and Government.
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Particular sections of interviews were selected for presentation either because they illustrated thematic
patterns or highlighted a particular issue. Typed interviews were listened to and transcripts read and
re-read. Selection of these data was also computer assisted through Ethnograph, a qualitative data
analysis programme. All women interviewed were assigned pseudonyms used in research group
meetings and in the written report to protect their anonymity. The names of women appearing in the
report are not their real names. The names of their husbands and partners, children and friends do
not appear.
Terminologies
Abuse and violence are terms that are often used interchangeably, as they are in this report. In
general, we favoured the term ‘abuse’ as encompassing physical, sexual and psychological violation.
The Family Court Information Booklet “Dealing with Domestic Violence” says: “Domestic violence is
not only a fist in the face or a kick in the head. The law says that violence can be physical, sexual or
psychological.” (Department for Courts, 2001). The 1995 Domestic Violence Act (NZ) defines abuse
in terms that are inclusive of all the above acts of violence.
The definition adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations (1993) in its Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women is as follows: … the term “violence against women” means any
act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological
harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or in private life.
The term violence tends, for historic reasons, to refer to physical attacks and injury, whereas abuse
encompasses the breadth of emotional, psychological and physical violation. Whereas physical
violence is verifiable with physical evidence, emotional abuse may be minimised because spiritual and
psychological damage is not as readily verifiable. Medical attention may be disposed to first focus on
physical effects; verification of psychological abuse requires diagnostic alertness to depression,
disassociation, loss of identity and direction, domestic violence-linked suicide attempts and other
expressions of psychological trauma identified as symptoms of abuse. There has been a struggle to
find adequate terms for the damage inflicted and the control mechanisms that entrap women. The
inseparability of physical and emotional abuse as strategies of control which lead to destruction of
identity, wellbeing and the “agency” of women has been well documented (Kirkwood 1993, Campbell
1998, Stark 1994).
Stark and Flitcraft (1996) used ‘woman-battering’ to give evidence of ‘beatings [as] part of an
identifiable pattern of ongoing, systematic and escalating abuse that often extends over a lifetime’.
The broad term woman-battering includes abuse within marriage, in partnerships, in the privacy of the
home as well as in the public arena (1996:3). Yllö and Bograd (1990) preferred the term ‘wife-abuse’
in order to emphasise the irony of the supposed protective environment, which is in reality the cradle
of violence. Similarly, Jacqueline Campbell described the contradiction of being abused ‘by the
person who is supposed to love her the most’ as precipitating the mental illness of a woman
(Campbell, 2000).
Feminist research and activism come from critical analysis of patriarchal culture and insist that
violence derives from masculine control in the family in the context of a patriarchal system of control.
Johnson distinguished between ‘patriarchal terrorism’ and common couple violence which both
partners might commit (Johnson 1995). Yllö remarked on the tension between feminist and family
researchers, who examine violence within domestic situations without addressing the fundamental
sexism from which violence is generated (Yllö, 1990: 20). Candib also, writing for health
professionals, pointed out that “placing the family at the centre of analysis allows medicine to dodge
the reality that violence against women is about gender domination … the fallacy of equivalency
enables family physicians to avoid the complex and troublesome issue of responsibility” (Candib
1995). From this perspective, broadly inclusive language such as ‘domestic violence’, ‘family violence’
or ‘intimate violence’ (Eisikovits and Buchbinder in Edleson and Eisikovits 1996) obscures the
prevalence of violence by men against women.
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The difficulty with ‘family violence’ is that the overwhelming statistical evidence of male perpetration of
child abuse and abuse against women is covered over. Terms such as violence against women, wife
abuse and wife battering are therefore insisted upon (Kirkwood 1993).
For the purpose of this research, the male partners of the women interviewed were referred to as
partners, regardless of their marital status. The names of these men have been removed from the
narratives of women and replaced with [partner] in brackets or written out.
Selected Literature
Published research on the abuse of women has increased public knowledge through exposure of the
extent of abuse and violence and the complexity of the effects of violence. It has provided the basis
for legislation to protect women and others who suffer from violence and abuse. Researchers
continue the work of exposing the extent and effects of abuse (WHO Kobe Centre, 2000, Population
Reports, 2001).
The research literature included legal, statistical, psychological, economic, sociological and services
evaluation material pertaining to domestic violence. As far as possible reference has been made to
sources from Aotearoa-New Zealand, and from Pacific communities’ writers, both for research and for
critical approaches to research methodologies.
The literature on abuse against women in Aotearoa-New Zealand includes Maori, Pacific communities
and Pakeha references. Some of these are directly on the topic of women who have been abused,
such as the “Women’s Safety Survey” (Morris 1997), “The New Zealand Economic Cost of Family
Violence” (Snively, 1994), “Maori Women and Work. The Effects of Family Violence on Maori
Women’s Employment Opportunities” (Pouwhare, 1999), “Ole Taeao Afua, A New Morning”
Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave 1997) and “Intervening to prevent family violence in Pacific
communities” (Asiasiga and Gray 1998). Gavey (1990) and Towns and Adams (2000) used discourse
analysis to elucidate concepts and viewpoints and to draw out implications for different types of
interventions. The literature also includes issues of violence in a broader context, such as “Maori
Women in Focus” (Te Puni Kokiri and Ministry of Women’s Affairs 1999) and the report “Women’s
Access to Legal Services” (Morris, J. 1999).
Consultation to identify priorities for research on violence against women in New Zealand was
undertaken in 1994 (Fanslow & Norton : 1994) and in 1998 (Social Policy Agency and Te Puni Kokiri
1998). Emergency department protocols for abused women have been trialled and evaluated
(Fanslow, Norton, Robinson, Spinola 1998; Spinola, Stewart, Fanslow, Norton 1998). The Auckland
University VOICE project has conducted interviews with women who have experienced abusive
relationships, policy makers, general practitioners and police officers (Towns, A and Adams, P 2000).
The Hitting Home Study, directly funded by the Government, interviewed a nationally representative
sample of 2000 New Zealand men about their perpetration of partner abuse (Leibrich and Paulin
1995). The Women’s Safety Survey, also Government funded, interviewed 500 women about
victimisation from partner abuse (Morris A 1997). The issue of women’s access to legal services was
addressed by Joanne Morris (1999) in her capacity as Law Commissioner. The Department for
Courts and the Ministry of Justice commissioned a Process Evaluation of the Domestic Violence Act
1995 (Barwick, Gray, Macky 2000). An evaluation of programmes for protected persons under the
Domestic Violence Act (DVA) 1995, Women Living Without Violence (Maxwell et al 2001), is an
associated resource.
In addition to the literature pertaining directly to the abuse of women, there has been reference to
Maori researchers in the health field and beyond including Paparangi Reid (Hauora 1995), Irihapeti
Ramsden (1994), Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1992, 1998) and Ngahuia Te Awetokutu (1991). Pacific
researchers such as Tamasese et al (1997), Konai Thaman (1998) and Ana Koloto (1998) have also
contributed. From further afield, philosophers such as Luce Irigaray (1985, 1993, 1996) and Michel
Foucault (1980, 1984) have influenced approaches, interpretations and analyses relevant to the abuse
of women and endeavours to stop violence.
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There has been a proliferation of literature in the field of violence from the United States. Writers from
Canada, England, Scotland and Australia were further sources of literature for this study. Literature
that has been drawn on includes texts and articles and reports in the area of violence and abuse to
women and specific texts on the research focus of identifying ways in which women are assisted or
need support to become free from abuse. These include Kirkwood (1993) Leaving Abusive Partners;
Klein, Campbell et al (eds) (1997) Ending Domestic Violence; Campbell (1998) Empowering Survivors
of Abuse; Urlich (1998) What Helped Most in Leaving Spouse Abuse; Mullender (1996) Rethinking
Domestic Violence; and Edleson and Eisikovits (eds) (1996) Future Interventions with Battered
Women and their Families.
The contributions by Liz Kelly and Mary Ann Dutton (Edleson and Eisikovits 1996) give valuable
insight into relational issues and community responses to domestic violence. Dutton's approach of
combining informed communities with services was a contribution to safety and preventive strategies.
A feature of recent contributions to the study of violence is a contextual approach. Contributors to the
Edelson and Eisikovits volume (1996), for instance, particularly Dutton, Kanuher and Eisikovits and
Buchbinder, emphasise the importance of cultural/ethnic differences in the abuse of women and the
necessity of including professional and community networks in interventions. An ‘ecological’ approach
means taking account of economic and material resources, personal and family histories, networks,
social and cultural systems, policies, practices and belief systems – which form the context in which
abuse occurs and in which it can be challenged.
There is extensive literature on the costs of abuse. These include health impacts, economic costs,
losses to the economy, suffering and retardation of human social development. While most studies of
costs focus on economic costs, this report particularly acknowledges social and spiritual costs.
The health impacts of physical, sexual and emotional abuse are considerable. Abuse can result in a
wide range of physical injuries, such as concussions, damage to joints, damage to spine and neck,
loss of hearing, loss of vision, cuts and black eyes. Other physical consequences identified include
sexually transmitted diseases, pelvic inflammatory disease, chronic pelvic pain, unwanted pregnancy,
and miscarriage (Browne, 1993; Heise, Pitanguy and Germain 1994). Fifteen per cent of New
Zealand Women’s Refuge residents had a permanent disability as a result of battering (Chambers &
Chambers 1989). Abuse is also associated with long-lasting mental health effects such as posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, multiple personality and anxiety (Herman 1992). Fatal
outcomes linked to violence against women include femicide (the majority of women murdered in New
Zealand are killed by a partner or ex-partner) and suicide (Browne 1993; Heise, Piganguy and
Germain 1994). Jacqueline Campbell's research has linked anorexia and bulimia with abuse
(Campbell 2000).
Studies which document the costs of abuse tend to focus on the cost of provision of services. They
include the costs of imprisoning offenders, injury compensation, women’s refuges, medical costs,
accommodation, legal costs, corrective and support services and income forgone because of domestic
violence (Pouwhare 1999, Snively 1997). Economic cost analyses in New Zealand are based on
‘direct costs’ of police call-outs and income forgone. The summary calculation documents the
conservative estimate of domestic violence as between $4.2 billion-$5.3 billion per year (Snively 1997:
v). Notably, the Snively research identifies the cost to the individual affected by family violence as
nearly $11,000 and the economic costs to the Government as $22,500 per survivor. The Snively
research does not include breakdown of cost analysis by ethnic group. Provocatively, Snively
compares the cost of family violence with the $1.4 billion spent on unemployment benefits in 1993-4
and the $2.5 billion earned from forestry per year.
Paralleling economic costs of violence are the health and ‘quality of life’ costs to women and the
‘tragic’ cost to children. Beyond such calculable costs lie the costs in human suffering, which are vast.
The most significant long-term effect and ultimate cost of wife battery, however, is the perpetuation of
the societal structure, confirmed by marital violence, that keeps women inferior and subordinate to
men politically, economically and socially (The United Nations Centre for Social Development and
Humanitarian Affairs 1989).
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Spirals

Cycles, Captives, Spirals
The multiple mechanisms of control exercised to hold women captive are commonly pictured as
embedded in a cycle of violence. The cycle of violence is one of the most prevalent and widely
accepted notions used in programmes that assist and support women, and programmes for men. It
has been important in enabling women and men to identify patterns of male behaviour that are
associated with abuse, such as violence, remorse, apologies, gifts, a period of calm, and violence
again.
Women’s experiences of leaving abusive partners are conceptualised in this report as a process
represented by a spiral. Kirkwood provided the image of a spiral as representing both a matrix of
entrapping strategies and an energy force for movement out (Kirkwood 1993:65-66). A spiral or
orbital-like process for women, drawn from the women in this study, is illustrated in Chapter 6,
“Leaving and Separation”. While a cyclic process is commonly associated with abuse and may
represent a pattern of the perpetrators of abuse, the image implicates women in ways that do not
adequately represent their endeavours to stop abuse. The cycle suggests a closed system with
deterministic overtones. In this report, leaving abuse refers to the usually gradual, spiral-like process
through which women progressively try to distance themselves from an abusive partner.
Love builds relationships, whereas abuse destroys and separates people emotionally. The process of
abuser control may be described as cyclic, where the same issues emerge and patterns of control are
reasserted. The cycle is a model of abusive control that does not represent the processes of most
women who are abused. The cycle is a model of entrapment in an enclosed system without a means
of escape. Women’s response to violence is not cyclic and there are means of escape. Their
responses and their strategies to become free from violence are better seen as a spiral. The
movement of a spiral represents cumulative insight, knowledge and information that bring about
actions to become free from abuse. A spiral suggests tightening and releasing on several orbits at
once, allowing for the backwards and forwards processes which characterise women’s decisionmaking.
Audrey Mullender (1996) also challenged the application of the cyclic system. Mullender was critical
of determinative assumptions made about intergenerational repetition of abuse. She cited empirical
research which correlated wife-beating with abuse in families of origin. In the study to which she
referred, “the sons of the most violent partners have a rate of ‘wife-beating’ of 20%”. Another
interpretation is that the majority of those with violent childhoods (80%) are not violent towards their
partners. A compelling focus for research is what enables those with violent childhoods to refrain from
abuse. Mullender cited findings from Stark and Flitcraft’s 1986 research that current abusers were
more than twice as likely to come from non-violent homes as from violent homes.
The cycle has become a common explanation of violence, showing deepening enmeshment in a
system from which there is little chance of escape. Dobash and Dobash (1992) and Eisikovits and
Buchbinder in Edleson and Eisikovits (1996) critiqued the male-centred ‘cycle’ framework through
which women become pathologised and labelled with terms such as ‘battered woman syndrome’ and
‘learned helplessness’. Such terms have been employed in defence of women – such as in the NZ
Law Commission “Battered Defendants: Victims of Domestic Violence Who Offend” discussion paper
– without an analysis of male violence.
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Feminist Research
The discourses on abuse and violence against women bear testimony to the complexity of the issues
surrounding abuse and corresponding complexity in strategies for prevention and safety. There is not
a single cause or solution; rather, abuse is embedded in material and symbolic systems which form
the web of social structures and cultural meanings. Feminist researchers consistently lay all
expressions of violence at the feet of patriarchy – the systematic, cultural, economic, religious, social
and political systems through which women become subordinated. Luce Irigaray, philosopher of the
feminine, for example, attributes the violence of racism to the splitting and hierarchising mechanisms
of phallocracy – her symbolic term for the domination of women by men (Irigaray, 1996). Similarly,
analyses of violence against women have been extended to correspond with exploitation of theEarth
and destruction of the environment, both by indigenous peoples and by ecological feminists.
Violence by women in heterosexual and lesbian relationships tends to be interpreted by feminist
writers as a distortion of female values and a manifestation of the power of patriarchal discourses to
shape the behaviour of women (Mullender 1996, Kirkwood 1993, Irigaray 1985). Reports of violence
by women often overlook the context of violence initiated by men, where women become ‘violent’ in
defence of themselves or their children (Campbell 2000).
From a feminist perspective it is not surprising that where there is woman abuse there is also likely to
be child abuse, that the severity of the abuse inflicted upon the mother is predictive of the severity of
abuse inflicted upon the child, or that the way in which children are victimised strongly resembles that
experienced by their mothers (Stacey & Shupe 1983). There is also evidence to indicate that some
children are abused by their mothers (Straus 1983). The number of battered women directly
implicated in the abuse of their children remains surprisingly small in light of their own experiences
and their often disproportionate responsibility for child care. In their analysis of mothers of child abuse
victims Stark and Flitcraft (1988) concluded that battering of women is the most common context for
child abuse and that the abusive man is the typical child abuser.
Feminist research has been vigilant in counteracting the ever-insistent tendency to place the blame for
abuse on women and to explain male violence through the device of women’s dependency,
vulnerability, weakness, emotional tendencies, acceptance or other plausible excuses that suggest
that women ‘invite’ violation. Placing responsibility for abuse on women positions women as complicit
in the suffering that is experienced. A characteristic example of feminist interpretation is given in the
shift in questioning from the causal-oriented, women-blaming ‘Why doesn’t she leave?’ or ‘Why does
she stay?’ to “What social factors constrain women from leaving?”
Bograd (Yllö and Bograd, 1990 : 21), and Hoff (1990) showed the limitations of research framed in
terms of causes such as “Why do some men beat their wives?” Hoff regarded such questions as
reductionist, even if they point to a breadth of contributing factors such as drinking, mental illness,
alcoholism and stress. In her critique of social science and clinical research on battered women, she
concluded that emphasis on distressed individuals rather than distressed groups invited responses
which blame victims.
Male researchers have contributed to the challenge to patriarchal violence. Dobash and Dobash
(1990, 1992) have been identified as the first researchers to analyse violence against women in terms
of patriarchal violence (Kirkwood 1993:23). Rebecca Dobash and Russell Dobash are colleagues at
the University of Stirling in Scotland, as are Evan Stark and Ann Flitcraft in Connecticut and Nicola
Gavey, Alison Towns and Peter Adams at the University of Auckland. Jeffrey Edelson and Zvi
Eisikovits have written specifically from an international perspective, and men who have done work
with violent men have been included in feminist anthologies, such as David Adams’ “Treatment
Models of Men Who Batter : A Profeminist Analysis” (Adams in Yllö and Bograd 1990).
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Key research questions which have been raised in the endeavour to stop the abuse of women by
husbands, partners, or men with whom women are in intimate relationships include the challenge to
claims of neutrality and objectivity in social science research. The fallacy of neutrality in research has
been countered by researchers such as Kersti Yllö and Lee Ann Hoff in Yllö and Bograd (1990), Jane
Maslow Cohen (1994) and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1998) and vested interests embedded in so-called
neutral and objective research have been exposed. Feminists, academics and activists have been
explicit in their agenda of challenging patriarchy and of deploying research for advocacy for women. A
number of distinctions have been rallied to the service of this complex and multifaceted task. Feminist
approaches included an analysis of power relationships, usually in contrast to the ‘psychological’
approaches which were prone to individualising the dynamics of abuse, and seeking causes which
obscured the need to implement effective interventions at social and cultural levels.
Investigation of social factors constraining women from living free from abuse revealed a web of abuse
in which women became enmeshed. The different approaches to investigation and agendas of
change have been categorised by Yllö (Yllö and Bograd 1990:43-44) as the “liberal” and the “radical”
approach. The liberal agenda of change in the name of social justice means a better position for
women in a patriarchal system. Research and change in the liberal approach are to enable women to
live safely within social structures that retain liberal and capitalist values and accommodate women
within the paradigms of individualism, private property and competition. In contrast, the radical
approach challenges the patriarchy, resists the split between public and private and rationality and
emotion and seeks to shift the paradigm of dominating power.
The public-private split is symbolic of the split that characterises Western patriarchal cultures, referred
to as a structure of binary opposition, which works in the favour of masculine values and attributes.
Critique of the dominant-subordinate framework originated with Nietzsche and his genealogy of the
master-slave opposition and has been popularised by Foucault as representing a deeper masculinefeminine binary. One of the major contributions of Foucault (1980, 2000) to revolutionary theory and
practice has been to displace simplistic analytic categories – oppressor/oppressed, powerful/
powerless – with more interesting and empowering investigations of power. Foucault shifted our
attention from the top-down centralised model of oppressive power and alerted us to the localised
exercise of power in all manner of places and areas in resistance to domination, to bring about
changes in sexual practices, violence to women, sexual liberation, gay and lesbian rights,
cultural/ethnic rights, penal reform and so on.
There is a considerable body of in-depth feminist critique and creative thought, exemplified by Luce
Irigaray (1993) and often categorised as postmodern feminism, which is seeking to shift the paradigm
of dominating power and to seek reconstitution of social, cultural, linguistic structures and of
subjectivities. Its purpose is to challenge meanings of womanhood and recharge female potency and
creativity.
The rational-emotional separation has been particularly arduous for women. As feelings have been
denigrated and rationality reified, so abuse has been readily minimised and dismissed. Yllö (Yllö and
Bograd 1990) and Dobash and Dobash (1992) analysed positivist research that screened out both the
emotion of those who were ‘objects’ of research and the emotional impact of research such as
investigation of the abuse of women on researchers. “The split between subject and object has other
implications as well. We have seen that the separation of the knower and the known through
methodological screens does not eliminate the subjectivity of the researcher. But further, this sort of
distance results in an objectification of the people we are studying. This is a crucial problem when we
are studying women who have been the objects of violence” (Yllö1994:44).
The absurdity of interviewing women as though there was no personal meaning in terms of social
interaction was also highlighted by Oakley (1998) in her research on motherhood.
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Genealogical Approach
Violence against women in a Western context occurs in societies constituted on systems of binary
opposition, or hostility to the ‘other’. Alongside women as ‘other’, the same hostility has been directed
against racial or ethnic difference. Hostility towards women has resulted in suppression and the
destruction of women-centred values with assimilation of women to male norms. In Western
traditions, the destruction of women’s culture can be identified in multiple ways: the suppression of
symbolic representation of women and the reification of a sovereign father god; linguistic structures in
which women are constituted as objects; the absorption of female genealogies into the male
genealogy when women take a patronym; economic systems which position women as dependent
and splitting public and private domains in socio-cultural structures in which women become confined
to the domestic sphere (Irigaray 1993). The silencing and submission of feminine qualities through
assimilation into a masculine norm are models of domination in which that which is ‘different’ is not
allowed to exist on its own terms; rather difference is reduced to ‘otherness’ by being rendered inferior
and subordinate.
Indigenous Native American, African American, Koori/Australian Aboriginal and other non-white or
minority racial/ethnic groups refer to a double subordination to which women are subjected, as women
and as ethnically ‘other’ (Smith 1992, Huggins 1998). Furthermore, there have been extensive
challenges to Western feminist analyses, particularly for their disregard of ethnic/racial subjection and
the individualised aspirations and liberal assumptions in articulating goals for women (Crenshaw 1994;
Dobash and Dobash 1992).
We see the power of language to define reality dramatically in Rauwhero’s account in Chapter 4 of
women leaving abuse. When she articulates ‘by preserving the whakapapa’ as a means to rebuilding
intergenerational kinship responsibilities and powers and gathering women and men for reintegration
of fragmented whanau, we are taken immediately into a symbolic system that is culturally specific.
Language here is a code for specific understandings of relationships and iwi-centred social systems.
Irigaray’s major thesis in support of women creating new and women-centred ‘subjectivity’ gives preeminent value to the creation of a language to represent women in new ways. This highly symbolic
move may seem far removed from the immediacy of engaging women in practical processes which
will enable them to leave abusive relationships and contexts (Irigaray 1993, 1985). However,
philosophical investigation of the constitutive power of language has activated the need to address
symbolic systems along with material systems of culture (Irigaray 1985, Weedon 1987, Towns and
Adams 2000, Kirkwood 1993).
As Kirkwood said, “This need for language is highly significant to the relation between feminist
theories of woman abuse and those on the gender dynamics of power existing in Western society”
(1993:130). She went on to cite Marilyn Frye: “Definition is another face of power … The powerful
normally determine what is said and what is sayable” … and continued: “The silencing of women’s
experience brought about by a dearth of language is part of the maintenance of women’s power
relation to men. Thus the definition ‘battered women’ as women who are physically attacked or injured
without recognition of the deep destructive nature of emotional abuse, a definition which the women
interviewed confront continually, reflects the presence of male language in the popular definitions of
women’s experiences. When women name their abuse they not only further their opportunity for
healing but they also reclaim their power that has been used by others in creating false images or
concepts about the nature of abuse. They reclaim their power to define and speak their reality”
(Kirkwood, 1993).
Genealogy is a term that resonates in different ways in Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific.
'Genealogy' is usually the interpretation given to 'whakapapa' and refers to connection to the land and
mountains and waters and to the natural world as well as to ancestry and to atua1 (Royal 1998 and 'Te
Whanau Korowai' this report). There are further references to whakapapa and to Pacific ancestral and
kin frameworks in reference to women becoming free from abuse, in the Maori and Pacific reports. In
this section the discussion is oriented to Western notions of genealogy.

1

atua : divine entities.
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Genealogy as a Western Europe term refers to ancestral relations of kin and has also been given
meaning as a method of historical analysis, providing contextual evidence and critique in interpretation
of social structures and power. Genealogy as a historical method has been described as a history of
the present (Foucault 1984), drawing attention to ways of becoming free from the determinative effect,
or inevitable continuation of society as it has been. Historical influence and social context are
important to understanding how situations have come about and how to bring about new conditions –
in this case, conditions that enable women to live free from abuse. Genealogy is an approach that
does not seek origins or causes but focuses on the context that gives rise to certain practices. Seeing
how women (and men) have become constituted through these practices makes it possible to
ascertain what conditions need to change for optimum conditions for women to materialise.
Investigation of violence against women requires reference to historical traditions of male domination.
Genealogy provides a non-linear, contextual approach to the history of male violence, taking account
of the ways in which violence against women is condoned in cultural discourses and of the
mobilisation of multiple disciplinary approaches that have addressed violence.
Through a
genealogical approach a complex web of institutional, ideological and disciplinary practices have been
identified as giving rise to violence against women in families.
The following is a brief overview, selected from research in the area of violence against women. A full
genealogy would mean an investigation into a range of institutional and disciplinary practices, policies
and values to expose the patriarchal and imperialist interests embedded in their discourses. The
institutional focus here is on the churches and the health sector.
A feminist, or woman-centred, approach provides analysis of violence in the context of male control
and dominance in social structures and cultural norms. [However, there is a history of explanations of
the abuse of women, and research, which are not oriented towards addressing patriarchal violence.
Kirkwood (1993) and Dobash and Dobash (1990, 1992) provided an overview of the history of various
‘modes’ of analysis which have emerged]. Psychological analyses and sociological analyses have
both explained abuse in woman-blaming terms – as passive, as masochistic and as victims of family
violence. In the psychological explanations of abused women, masochism was used to explain the
suffering women experienced from abuse. Freud, along with his development of a structure of the
psyche, interpreted women’s memories of sexual abuse as fantasies of desire for the father, which
contributed to his theory of castration and indicated ‘insufficient psychological development’ of women
(Kirkwood 1993:7). Critical engagement with psychoanalysis is now being deployed in French feminist
thought to advance notions of feminine subjectivity to reposition and create a new symbolic eminence
for women.
In the mid 1970s psychological interpretations combined with structural analysis of the position of
women in patriarchal societies popularised the term victim. The notion of victim, while descriptive of
one attacked by controlling power, can position women as objects and entrench passivity. Women
who take on the identity of victim may stand in the way of proactive movement on their own behalf.
Furthermore, positioning women as victims screens out the complex endeavours of women to create
safety for themselves and their children.
Since the 1970s sociological theories framed their studies of violence in terms of ‘family violence’ or
‘domestic violence’ (Kirkwood 1993: 12). Seeking explanations of higher reputed rates of violence in
working-class families researchers investigated social class, with emphasis on economic pressures,
and the detrimental psychological effects of low incomes on men. In the 1970s the notion of the
‘cycle’ of violence became prominent, particularly with reference to intergenerational violence. Studies
correlated childhood experience of abuse and violence with adult experience of violence within
families (Steimmetz and Strauss 1974, cited in Kirkwood 1993). Mullender, however, contesting
assumptions of continuous patterns of cyclic violence, noted that “the majority of current abusers and
victims come from backgrounds defined as non-violent so clearly some other factor or factors in the
past or present must become of more importance” (Mullender 1996: 4).
Contrary to the belief that abuse occurs through loss of control, researchers such as Klein and
Campbell (Klein, Campbell et al 1997) interpreted violence against women partners as an expression
of control. The fact that men restrain themselves from abusing their bosses and from abusing other
people in public contexts testifies to the ability to control abuse.
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In the context of abuse, control refers to the exercise of power in a way that imposes limitations on the
autonomy or freedom of the other person. Control is about overpowering another person, in a way
that it is impossible or difficult to counteract. Controlling behaviour occurs through physical, emotional
and psychological means and may be direct or indirect. Control can be identified when women act in
ways that conform to the desires of their husbands or partners and suppress their own needs.
Women experience reduced effectiveness in being able to act from the perspective of their needs and
the interests of themselves, their families, and those of their children. Kirkwood regarded power as
‘the sum total of personal and external resources brought to bear on the exertion of control’ (Kirkwood
1993:64). ‘External resources’ foregrounds the complex systematic backup to masculine controlling
strategies which are in play in the private space of families but which also constitute the institutional,
material and symbolic structures of patriarchal cultures.
Institutions and social agencies such as churches, medical and health systems, justice, policy and
welfare organisations have the power to respond positively to women. Extensive research has been
undertaken by health professionals, in particular, to expose the abuse of women and seek medical
practices of vigilance and commitment to safety for women. Evidence has been marshalled to
demonstrate that in practice, such institutions have played an important role in controlling women and
in contributing to their entrapment by abusive partners. Feminist theologians such as Brock (1992)
and Welch (1990) have challenged mainstream churches with theological critique and exposés of
ways in which traditional theologies have been complicit in silencing women and preventing exposure
of men in perpetuating violence. This is not the place to present the research in this field, but the
Christian church is significant as the traditional guardian of Western morality. It has upheld “family
values”, imparted through a sacramental view of marriage, and ideologies of permanence and of
women’s subordinate position in the family. This has been extensively critiqued for its complicity with
capitalism with colonial expansion and for its under-girding patriarchal control. Feminist theological
researchers from Western (including New Zealand), Asian and Jewish traditions have reinterpreted
Judaeo-Christian legacies of thought to uphold the significance of women and symbolic female
traditions (Fiorenza 1983). Churches of the many denominations of Christianity continue to be
sources of community and inspiration and centres of moral values.
If we were to locate a symbolic difference between Western cultures and Pacific cultures, we could
look to the creation stories. In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the father god, often represented as
logos, creates by the word. There is no woman present as co-creator. In Maori traditions, Ranginui
and Papatuanuku create life in the world. In iwi traditions it is common to include the narratives of
creation and the mythological accounts of the relations between women and men as sources both of
explanation and wisdom for intervening to counteract violence. Whakapapa as an approach to
stopping abuse and healing whanau derives from the Rangi and Papa creation narratives. (See Te
Whanau Korowai, this report, Royal 1990 and Te Rangiita 2000).
Stark and Flitcraft (1996), themselves physicians based in the United States, have made an
outstanding contribution in their critique of ways in which medical practices have conspired with the
assault of women by men. By the use of tranquillisers and other strategies of avoidance such as
obscure diagnoses, medical practitioners have drawn a veil over their daily, face-to-face encounters
with women and children that evidence injury to women and children as a result of abuse. Countering
the feigned neutrality of medical attention to injury by battering, Stark and Flitcraft gave evidence of
the sexual specificity of abuse. The deliberate, sexual and familial dimensions of abuse were reflected
in the predominance of central injuries to the body, the chest, the breast and the abdomen and by the
rate of violence during pregnancy (1996:11).
They saw battering as a major contributor to the progressive entrapment of women and the treatment
administered through medical care as coercing women into the framework of patriarchal power
relations. When a woman comes for treatment of an injury from battering, the discrete injury will
receive treatment but the cause-neglected. By treatment through drugs, the medical focus shifts
readily to problems with drugs and emotional disorders and the focus of treatment shifts towards
control of the woman rather than her liberation from battering. She becomes pathologised and
conditions which are attendant on battering ranging from neurosis and hysteria to headaches, bowel
and urinary disorders, anorexia and bulimia become the next focus for treatment. While one nonbattered woman in fifty leaves with such labels, one battered woman in four is given tranquillisers,
sleeping medication or further psychiatric care. Medical isolation converges with the partner’s
attempts to isolate the battered woman from family and friends (Stark and Flitcraft 1996:21).
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Describing the process of entrapment they wrote: “The woman’s entire world can now be contained by
her assailant’s definition of reality; she is what he tells her she is and this is the person seen by her
treaters. If the woman’s repeated efforts to get help or, failing that, to escape from the most painful
aspects of her situation through self-destructive behaviour are defined as her primary problem, the
cure typically involves the reimposition of traditional female role behaviour and, more often than not,
within the same supremacist context in which she is being beaten” (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996).
One of the mechanisms of control is that the confidence and competence of women are attacked by
abuse. Feelings of powerlessness, worthlessness and helplessness are often accompanied by
increasing deference to the perspective of the abuser. Resistance, however, may be constantly
present and may even go in tandem with or emerge from apparent submission (Elizabeth 1999).
From the point of view of the focus of this research in identifying the supports and inhibitors to women
leaving abuse and recovering their woman-centred values and behaviour, Kirkwood (1993:66) drew
attention to the feelings and effects attendant on abuse, such as changes of weight and health, fear
and anger combined with the resolve to shift the dynamics of control.
Health Sector Responses in New Zealand
The health sector response to domestic violence in New Zealand was little different to that
encountered in other countries. On an individual level health professionals expressed a reluctance to
become involved, saw women as probably unwilling to help themselves, and were concerned that any
intervention they could make would be highly time consuming and probably ineffective. They were
often afraid to offend by asking about abuse, sometimes unsure whether to believe the women, were
untrained in domestic violence intervention and unsure whether intervention was really part of their
role. At a health care systems level there were similar questions over relevance and whether the size
and seriousness of the problem merited spending much time and money.
However, health sector activity grew through the 1990s with pilot programmes in emergency
departments and for general practice doctors and the growth of community organisations. New
Zealand literature of this period included: Wainohu (1991), Robin (1991), Fanslow and Norton (1992),
Te Puni Kokiri (1995), Hetrick (1996), Flaherty (1996), Adams (1996), Elvidge (1997), Read and Allen
(1998), Mullen and Romans-Clarkson et al (1998), Pocock and Cram (1998), Social Policy Agency
and Te Puni Kokiri (1998) and Coverdale and Turbott (2000).
The University of Auckland Injury Prevention Research Centre presented the evidence for violence
against women as a public health issue in New Zealand (Fanslow and Norton 1992), identified
priorities for research, and trialled and evaluated an Emergency Department protocol. This trial was
reported in Developing and implementing an intervention: evaluation of an emergency department
pilot on partner abuse (Spinola, C., Stewart, L., Fanslow, J., Norton, R. 1998), and Outcome
evaluation of an emergency department protocol of care on partner abuse, (Fanslow, J., Norton, R.,
Robinson, E., Spinola, C 1998).
The first contract for a public health response was negotiated in Auckland in 1995 as part of the
Intentional Injury Contract of Public Health Promotion. This contract enabled a dedicated worker to
work in family violence intervention. This contract was, and remains, the only public health service
contract for work in this area.
In 1994 the visit of Deborah Prothrow Stitt, an emergency department doctor from Boston, organised
by the Peace Foundation galvanised the Auckland general practitioners. Activity was led by Helen
Gardyne, Marion Poore and Faye Clark and co-ordinated by Public Health Promotion and resulted in
the first general practice protocol and pilot training programme in the country. The protocol was
informed by Sarah Hetrick’s study of the experience of women seeking help from general practice
doctors (Hetrick 1996) and evaluated by Marin Adams (Adams 1996). Faye Clark wrote an account of
her experiences in developing the programme, “To Cure Sometimes, to Relieve Often, to Comfort
Always: An Essay on Partner Abuse and the General Practitioner” (Clark 1998).
A literature review of the health effects of partner abuse and intervention models was undertaken by
Public Health Promotion to support policy development (Elvidge 2002).
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The 1996 New Zealand Government Statement on Family Violence led the Ministry of Health to
develop guidelines. Consultation meetings, hui and fono were held throughout the country. A national
Ministry of Health policy, “Family Violence Guidelines for Health Sector Providers to Develop Practice
Protocols”, was released in 1998 and received funding for implementation two years later. The
Ministry of Health Draft Core Elements for Health Care Provider Response to Victims of Partner
Abuse, Child Abuse and Elder Abuse (IPRC) was published in 2001.
Doctors for Sexual Abuse Care organised seminars with Jacqueline Campbell and Angela Taft to
support policies of intervention, and broad responsibility for identifying abuse by doctors, nurses and
health professionals.
The Domestic Violence Centre in Auckland, assisted by Public Health Promotion, was contracted by
the Health Funding Authority (HFA) to provide assistance to victims of abuse who were in health care
settings. This contract was then extended to support a full time worker to assist health care
organisations to develop protocols and training. The Domestic Violence Centre and Public Health
Promotion then collaborated to provide health care protocols and training in National Women’s
Hospital.
In 2001 the New Zealand Medical Association, the New Zealand Nurses Organisation and the New
Zealand College of Midwives all developed policy.
A project to develop policy and procedures for the Auckland Area Health Board in the area of child
abuse care and protection was set up in June 1990 (Auckland Area Health Board 1990). Several
high-profile child deaths towards the end of that decade raised public consciousness of the extent of
violence in families and of the connection between offences against children and offences by men
against women. A ministerial review of the Department of Child, Youth and Family Services was
undertaken by Retired Justice Mick Brown (Brown 2000). The inquiry into the death of James
Whakaruru (Office of the Commissioner for Children 2000) highlighted health-system deficiencies and
deficiencies in health-sector responses to child abuse and family violence. One outcome of this report
was the allocation of $2.8 million for a four-year project (2001-2004) to upgrade and improve healthsector responsiveness to family violence. The project identified emergency departments, general
practice and paediatrics, sexual health, midwifery and well-child services as target areas for action.
The focus is on improved identification, treatment and referral. A significant proportion of this funding
is intended for public health strategies.
Key Government Strategies
Internationally, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations Conventions on
The Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) recognise violence as a violation of human rights, and the United
Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (UN 48/104, 1993) and the
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women link violence to the
inability of women to enjoy human rights and freedoms. Violence against women is seen as a genderbased violation of human rights and as a development issue.
A Government-level response to violence against women has been developed in Australia by the
Government of Victoria (Women’s Safety Strategy, Victoria 2000, www.women.vic.gov.au). This
whole-of-Government approach will be achieved through the following structures :
•

•

An annual meeting of ministers will be convened by the Minister for Women’s Affairs to review
progress in addressing violence against women and set directions and priorities for the coming
year. The ministers to be included will be the Minister for Police and Emergency Services;
Attorney-General; Minister for Community Services; Minister for Housing and Aged Care;
Minister for Health; Minister for Aboriginal Affairs; Minister Assisting the Premier on
Multicultural Affairs; Minister for Workcover; Minister for Industrial Relations; and the Minister
for Women’s Affairs (Chair).
A Women’s Safety Co-ordinating Committee (WSCC) has been formed across Government
agencies, comprising senior executives and officer-level staff appointed by relevant Ministers.
The role of the WSCC is to oversee the whole-of-Government response to violence against
women. It will be chaired and resourced by the Office of Women’s Policy in the Department of
the Premier and Cabinet.
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•

The WSCC will establish effective mechanisms for the involvement of community
representatives and non-government organisations in the development and implementation of
the Women’s Safety Strategy.

This model was designed to achieve high-level accountability, co-ordination of sectors and inclusion of
community action and could be adapted to the New Zealand setting.
In New Zealand, the reduction of family violence has been called a “key Government strategy” and
integrated into Government planning processes (New Zealand Crime Prevention Strategy, Department
of The Prime Minister and Cabinet, 1994). The Domestic Violence Act 1995 provided people who
were being subjected to physical and psychological violence in their place of residence with a
mechanism to establish a safe domestic space. In 1998 91% of the 7195 applications for protection
orders were made by women (Morris 1999:80). More than 90% of those who used the provisions of
this act to protect themselves and their children against the violence of current and former partners
were women.
Reducing family violence was identified as a key component of Stragic Result Area 5 – Community
Security in the 1996/97 financial year. Similarly, the 1997-2000 Strategic Result Area 6 – Safer
Communities – identified enhanced community safety for individuals, families and communities
through inter-agency development of policies and delivery strategies for responding to crime. This
included prevention, management of offenders and support for victims. Strategic result areas were
part of the performance agreements between chief executives and ministersÎ.
The New Zealand Government Statement of Policy on Family Violence released in June 1996
developed some principles to guide the development and implementation of policies and programmes
to address family violence. They are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prevention: The prevention of family violence is a key concern for Government agencies.
Breaking the cycle of violence is a necessary component in preventing ongoing family
violence.
Safety: Safety of the victims should be the paramount concern of all policies and programmes
where family violence is a focus.
Access to Services: Victims require appropriate, timely crisis intervention, ongoing support
and a right to adequate legal protection.
Support to Victims: The response of agencies should support survivors of family violence to
make informed choices, enhance their rate of recovery and maintain their ongoing safety.
Protection of Children: Children have the right to live in families free from violence.
Accountability: Perpetrators will be held accountable and encouraged to accept responsibility
for their use of violence and for changing their behaviour.
Consistent Response: The response of Government agencies should be co-ordinated. A
multi-agency approach is required to avoid duplication and gaps in services and to provide a
clear and consistent message that violence will not be tolerated.
Cultural Relevance: Different cultural backgrounds must be recognised in the development
and delivery of all Government policies and programmes. Maori-designed and managed
services are a priority.
Equality: The response of Government agencies should contribute to a reduction in gender
inequality and improvement in the status of women.
Community Responsibility: The whole community has a responsibility to be involved in
preventing and eliminating family violence.

This statement was the outcome of a collaboration between the Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet, the Crime Prevention Unit and the then Department of Social Welfare. The policy statement
called for united action by the Government and the community to find the solutions to reduce, and
ultimately to eliminate, family violence.

Î The policy priorities for government departments are set by Cabinet as Strategic Result Areas (SRAs). SRAs form part of the
annual performance agreements of departmental chief executives, and underpin the Government’s budgetary and other
decision-making processes. A report is made to the Department of the Prime Minster and Cabinet on departments’ responses
and activities.
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This New Zealand policy statement provides a very useful basis on which to develop action, as well as
a set of principles against which the performance of Government agencies can be reported, and the
sentiments are to be applauded. We agree with the principles above, particularly highlighting the
protection of victims, the holding to account of perpetrators, the acknowledgement of cultural
relevance and the priority given to Maori-designed and managed services.
One of the twelve objectives of the New Zealand Health Strategy 2000 “to be adopted nationwide” and
“reflected within accountability agreements between District Health Boards and the Minister of Health”
is “to reduce violence in interpersonal relationships, families, schools and communities”.
A review of the current status of family violence prevention in New Zealand was undertaken in 2000
(Review of Family Violence Prevention in New Zealand : Plan of Action. Wellington, Ministry of Social
Development, 2000). This review identified five focus areas and goals for a plan of action as follows :
Focus 1:

Attitudes
Goal:

Focus 2:

Responsiveness
Goal:

Focus 3:

To achieve an effective, integrated and co-ordinated response to situations of
violence in families/whanau and to ensure that quality services are available
and accessible to all.

Early Intervention and Prevention
Goal:

Focus 4:

To bring about attitudinal change by encouraging intolerance to violence in
families/whanau and by ensuring members of society understand its
dimensions and manifestations and play their part in preventing it.

To prevent violence in families/whanau by providing children, young people
and their families/whanau with education and support and by identifying
violence early.

Cultural Relevance
Goal:

To ensure that approaches to family violence prevention are culturally
relevant and effective for :
1.
2.

Focus 5:

Whanau, hapu, iwi Maori, and
Pacific peoples and other ethnic populations.

Commitment and Consistency
Goal:

To ensure that there is a consistent and ongoing commitment to family
violence prevention.

We support these goals for a broad focus on violence and for co-ordinated and sustained action. The
Government is now considering how the plan can be implemented.
Conclusion
Local studies in particular were very helpful in assisting our understanding of the contexts within which
the women participants live and the nature of the barriers they face. These were invaluable to a better
understanding of the formal systems of assistance available and of the cultural themes influencing the
procedures of these systems and the strategies women chose. The focus of the genealogical
approach on the context that gives rise to certain practices and on how women and men have become
constituted through the practices makes it possible to ascertain what needs to change to bring about
optimum conditions for women. We believe the approach to have marvellous potential to address
violence against women, to establish social and cultural respect for women and to restore or find a
fecund and regenerative balance between women and men.
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Action in the health sector to provide effective services, prevent violence and promote healthy
relationships is well developed. Public policy and plans to address the issue of violence in general are
also well developed. The sustainability of these activities depends on continued governmental support
and consistent funding.
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Chapter Three
Introducing the Women: Abuse and Moving On
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the women who participated in interviews for the study and
to present some of their experiences and reflections. Their voices and personalities shine through the
printed word as they talk about their lives and share their ideas about becoming free from abuse. The
names used here are not their real names. The chapter ends with a discussion of their present
situations and their hopes and dreams for the future. Following description of the study group and
presentation of some demographic information, the chapter is structured by the women’s accounts of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Experiences of abuse and of violence during pregnancy.
Physical and psychological effects of abuse.
Feelings of death and love.
Intergenerational abuse.
Participants’ explanations for abuse.
Staying and returning / coming and going.
The other side / moving on / hopes and dreams.

There is also a profile of one woman. The story of one woman is included to represent a coherent
biographical sketch, to counterpose the excerpts from the interviews in most of the report.
The Women Interviewed
Forty-five women were interviewed for this research project. All but four were separated from abusive
male partners. Pauline, Lesley, Puriri and Sifa had been living apart from their partners but were living
with them when they were interviewed. At the time of the first interview about half of the women
(n=23) had been separated for less than one year. Fifteen had been separated for six months and
nine of these were interviewed in the first three months. Eight had been separated for twelve months
and five for fifteen months. In addition, the group included participants who had been separated for
some years : that is, five women for two and a half years, two for four years and one for ten years.
Their stories were particularly cogent for understanding the length of time it can take to stop abuse
and the coming and going, one step forward and two backward, spiralling rather than sequential
processes involved.

Cultural Background
Six of the women were Maori – five in the Maori study and one in the general study. Three were
Pacific women. In the general study, five of the women interviewed were from England. Two others
had recently immigrated from other parts of the world. One was Maori. The others were Pakeha or
New Zealand born women of European descent. Fourteen of the partners of these women at the time
of the interviews were Pakeha men, nine were English, Irish or Australian, five were Maori and five
were Pacific men.

Profile of the General Group: Age, Education, Location, Income, Home Ownership
The information in this section refers only to the 37 women in the general study. Information about
women in the Maori and Pacific streams appears in the Maori chapter “Te Whanau Korowai” and the
Pacific chapter, “Family Violence: A Pacific Perspective”. Some material of the Maori and Pacific
women is included in subsequent sections of this chapter.
In the general group, the ages of the women ranged from 25 to 63 and most were in their thirties and
forties. Nineteen women were in their thirties and eleven in their forties. All of those who participated
had children, and a third had children from prior relationships. Twenty-seven were married and the
remainder had been in “living together” partnerships.
Approximately one-third had tertiary-level education and four were currently enrolled in tertiary
educational institutions. Eleven had professional qualifications.
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Geographic Location, Income and Home Ownership
As noted in the introduction, all the women in the general study were from the ‘four winds’ of the
Auckland area, with a slight predominance towards the northern suburbs (n=14) and underrepresentation from Central Auckland (n=5). There is a sociological profile associated with the ‘four’
areas of Auckland – North, South, East and West Auckland, which indicates particularities of
cultural/ethnic make-up, socio-economic resources and life-style preferences. North and Central
Auckland generally represent middle-to-high income levels, and South and West Auckland, lowerincome groups.
Twenty-four women were recipients of the Domestic Purposes Benefit and four received benefits of
other kinds. Four were self-employed and one was receiving temporary spousal maintenance. Three
participants nominated their income level after separation as $50,000 and one as $35,000. Two
others had full-time jobs and two worked part-time. In contrast to the low income levels of women
after separation, fifteen participants prior to separation were in households with incomes over $50,000.
Education, employment and income data was not readily available for ex-partners. However, income
levels reported ranged from two men receiving over $100,000 to three receiving state benefits. About
one-third of the men held executive business or managerial positions. Nine were reported to have
incomes of $50,000-$70,000, five of $30,000-$40,000 and three of $20,000-$30,000 per annum. The
remaining four for whom there is information were reported to have incomes below $20,000 or “low
incomes”.
After separation, ten of the women owned their home, twelve were renting accommodation and the
balance either did not identify their housing situation or were in transition.
Women’s Experiences of Abuse
Leda, Margaret, Vanessa, Ann and Irene reported many years of violence – psychological, physical
and sexual – while Erin, Vicki, Pugsy and Julie had been subjected to violence for shorter periods,
from months to a few years. For Vanessa, Leda, Margaret, Renee, Nina, Erin, Ann, Irene, Ruth,
Sarah, Tara, Carol, Jane and Suzy, one man committed the violence they experienced while Lisa,
Pauline, Sonya and Rebecca had experienced violence at the hands of several different partners.
They described their experiences of different kinds of abuse over time as well as in the context of the
abuse that caused them to leave and incidents that precipitated their final separation.
Ruth, Barbara and Lesley described predominantly verbal violence that was hostile and threatening.
As Ruth said:

And it was verbal, but it was just escalating. Escalating. So there was never, I mean hardly a
word would come out, a sentence would come out, without fuck in it. And he would say, “It’s
the only way I’m going to get a reaction out of you. So I love it. And I don’t mind”. And a lot
of it was increasingly hostile. Like you know, “Why don’t you do us all a big favour and jump
off the roof?” and, “You’d be better off dead”. And a lot of that coming out that was really
quite nasty.
And then of course the whole thing about, that I was a terrible parent. All the time, I’m
wrecking the children’s lives, I’m ruining them, I’m destroying them. They’re wild, they’re
uncontrolled. It’s all my fault. But this is all with f in, but you know – And just really, really
angry.
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Erin and Leda described life-threatening violence.
Erin:

So I must have had about 150 cups of coffee that day and I just went quit … and, er, I was by
the sink getting, washing out a cup for another cup of coffee. He picked up two knives out of
the knife block, big carving knives. And I actually didn’t turn my head. I just turned my eyes
and I thought, “Right, Erin, you’re a goner. You’re going to get that big knife stuck in you”.
And I thought, “Well, Erin, all your Christmases have come at once and you weren’t lying”.
And then all of the last eight months became a truth for me. Do you know what I mean in
terms of -? I had all these people disbelieving me and I began to not believe it myself and this
pulling out of the knife was like confirmation for me that I wasn’t actually mad and that he
was mad.
He got this knife out really slowly and got a cloth in he was wiping them. He said “You won’t
get these. They are mine”. I don’t know why I turned around and I said, “Actually, you
bought them as a gift but that’s fine, you take them”. And he was just looking at me and
wiping. And I just wondered when he was actually going to do it. So then I just realised that
my movements became even slower. Don’t turn my back on him. So I went and got a coffee
and I remember moving backwards so that if these things were going to fly at me I was going
to see them. Duck or do something. Don’t know what was going on in my head at that time.
And I just got past that point of the door and he threw them, right across the kitchen. I would
have been that far away. One got stuck in the wall. One had taken a chip out of the table
where it absolutely bounced. So it was lucky it bounced that way because it could have
bounced and ricocheted off and it would have stuck in there literally because they were big
carving knives. I absolutely freaked. Absolutely. And I turned around and said, “That was
clever”. I don’t know why I said that. Don’t know why. So he went and pulled it out of the
wall and I said, “That was clever because that would be used as evidence”. And he said, “I
can cover that up. They won’t, they won’t see that”. And he said, “And anyway, it’s your
word against mine”. I said, “You’ve taken a big chunk out”. Because at this point I knew I
was going to die so it actually didn’t make any difference what I said.
That’s what was going on in my stuffed up head. Didn’t matter what I said. So this was me
fighting back and saying, “Well, I’m going to die anyway, so just say it”. He got the knives,
put them into a Foodtown bag. I picked up the phone. Phoned the police and said, “I’ve just
had two knives thrown at me”. They were around here in two minutes.
Leda reached “the end of her tether” after 35 years of emotional and physical abuse.

He hit me. And mind you I asked for it. It serves me right in a way. I had come to the end of
my tether. He had been out all night. I had no idea where he was and he was still drunk when
he came home half way through the next day. I asked him where he had been and he got very
aggressive, very abusive …
And a year before that I had given him what we call the treatment, and that’s a glass of cold
water in the face. If anybody gets too out of hand they get cold water on the face. And he had
come home drunk and abusive and I was in my dressing gown and I had given him the
treatment and he just knocked me to the floor and wiped me across the floor. And I really
thought he was going to kill me. And I thought if he ever lays a hand on me again, that’s it. I
don’t know what I’ll do, but I am getting out.
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So this time he hit me. I walked away from him and I stood in the middle of the kitchen and I
just felt like a vase that had been overheated or something and I just felt parts of me were
dropping off, like chunks were and I was surprised there wasn’t a noise as the bits fell on the
floor. And I thought, “I’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got to get out of this situation or it’s
going to kill me”. But I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know what, I didn’t know anything. I
just knew if I didn’t get out that I would die.
Many experienced extreme violence both before and after separation. The violence that Mary was
subjected to began after six months in the relationship and continued beyond separation.

I got the first slap in the head after six months. I was sitting on the toilet and he walked in and
hit me … it was unbelievable because my head hit the toilet wall and I just sat there with my
pants … It is an extremely vulnerable place, position to be in.
Apologies followed, but the violence escalated and when Mary said she would get protection orders he
showed himself to be intractable.

“And what are the police going to do to protect you?”. “Don’t think that bit of paper can
keep you safe, because it can’t”. And that’s what he ruled me with. He also used to tell me
that my children would have a vegetable for a mother and that he would burn my house down
when we were all in it … So I knew he was going to beat my brains out basically. So a series
of quite bad incidents happened that prompted me getting the police.
When they were separated, and she had protection orders:

He came exploding through my bedroom window, glass, wood, that window there, above my
bed at three o’clock in the morning and in the split seconds that followed that I rolled on the
floor. I actually grabbed this [portable phone]. I don’t go anywhere ever without it. It’s with
me in the toilet, it’s with me wherever I go, when I’m in the house on my own. And that’s
something I still do.
She returned to the story of the breaking-in:

I was on the floor and he was standing over me saying, “Where are the cops now?” And I, I
believe he was going to kill me at that point. I was terrified of him actually … I wasn’t talking
suicide, I was thinking it.
Irene had been married for only a week when her partner:

went into a frenzy and his hand shot through the window, grabbed a handful of my hair and
succeeded in pulling me out of the car in the same manner. I was petrified. He had me on the
ground kicking me. I managed to pull away and I was yelling, “Well that’s the end of us, no
one’s ever going to treat me like that”. I managed to pull away from him. I began to walk
away with thoughts racing through my mind as to where I could hide from this man. Then a
beer bottle came sailing past, through the air, just past me, missing my head. And I guess I
should have just run at that moment but I was scared that he would come after me and if I had
kept of going I think the whole course of my life could have changed at that point. I remember
just feeling totally devastated. I had bruises on my arms and his father asked me how I got
them and of course I lied. I spent the day in my room and I remember that particular
afternoon I received a wedding card from my auntie and I remember curling up and crying.
He came in and he came up and hugged me. Of course he cried and told me how sorry he was
and he’d never ever hurt me again like that and I really just wanted to believe him so I
forgave him but of course that wasn’t the end. It was the beginning of a whole abuse,
mentally, physically, verbally and even sexually.
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Irene’s story continues:

When our third child came along we’d been married for four years when I left him for the first
time and he was totally devastated, but I’d just had enough. I guess I just snapped. But I went
back to him, but the abuse continued to me and to the children. We had arguments. He kicked
chairs, he kicked our stereo in, he broke up videos he bought for the kids, video machine. I’ve
been kicked and punched while pregnant. I’ve had my hair pulled. I’ve been put down, yelled
at and watched my children been hit and hurt. The kids have had bruises and stitches and
lived in fear. They weren’t allowed to have friends, go to their places, weren’t allowed to
bring them home, weren’t allowed to stay away even with their grandparents. They weren’t
allowed anything unless he bought it or got it for them and if I got anything I was just buying
them. He took my rights away as a mother. He made them fear him and they rebelled for me
and then he’d tell me I had no control over them. They weren’t allowed to participate in any
sports at school. Our lives were just totally miserable. And I guess I could say that my years
of marriage, as I said to you earlier, was just one of survival.
Violence During Pregnancy
Physical abuse during pregnancy was common, as documented below. Pregnancy did not limit
abuse, and for some signalled the onset of abuse. For Connie, the abuse began:

during my pregnancy. We had been in a relationship for two, maybe two and a half years.
Holly, Larissa, Puriri and Sarah also recalled physical abuse when they were pregnant.
Holly:

I remember him pushing me against the wall when I was pregnant with my daughter.
Larissa:

… And he was hitting me through my pregnancy. It was always in the upper part of my body
or around the head. He would pull my hair or hit me around the head, usually bang my head
into the wall … When I was six months pregnant he pulled me off the sofa and onto the coffee
table and I was really scared, fearing for the baby at that stage.
Puriri:

He’d always punch, punch me in the head, even when I was pregnant – you know, drag me
around by the hair.
Puataua was anguished by being kicked directly in the stomach while she was pregnant, a kick which
started excruciating pain that lasted for days.
For Vicki, the abuse in pregnancy was through her partner’s challenge to ‘custody’ of the child, with
threats that he would take the baby away, even overseas.

He was taking the attitude ‘that’s my child’ … like he could take the baby off me. This is all
through the pregnancy because I’ve got no family and there’s no way I could look after this
baby because I’ve got no family.
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For Vicki, being pregnant and being hit was a defining moment. She believed that her partner saw the
pregnancy as restricting her options, making her dependent and so providing an opportunity to exert
further control over her. She began the process of leaving and temporarily separated. When he hit
her for the second time, she separated permanently. This second time she had been separated for
ten months.

But this second time, I think if I hadn’t of been pregnant I might have let it go. But then I’ve
got the fear that I would have just ended up like my mother and like [my partner’s] sister and
[my partner’s] auntie and they’re all very submissive women. And so I thought, all I could
see, it was like somebody knocking the rose-coloured glasses off me that I’ve had for him.
Because to me he was my Mr Wonderful. You know he was.
… he was, and he still is. Unfortunately, I cannot get past that and I’ve got no intention of
getting past that. I don’t care how much you love somebody, you’ve got to make a choice in
life and I’ve got to make the choice not to be part of that because otherwise all I’m going to do
is bring on the pattern of hate and so that was what was going on in the video [she ran inside
her head about becoming a battered wife the night he hit her for the second time]. All I’m
hearing and that and I’m thinking it must have started somewhere with my mother. It must
start with one hit.
I actually don’t think I would have ever woken up if I hadn’t had a baby. I think I would still
have been cruising along with him, thinking things would get better when and I don’t think it
would have changed … And it’s like “sorry”, and it’s hard to stay strong, but all I can say is if
someone hit me, I don’t really think you’ve got a choice, do you? That’s all I can say of that
incident in the bedroom which might not mean much to anybody else, but to me it was pretty,
it was pretty devastating.
Physical and Psychological Effects of Abuse: Broken Spirits
The “life of tension” and surveillance – becoming “too scared” to do or suggest anything, or conversely
engaging in hated activities – was also graphically described. Vanessa’s view of abuse was:

Not letting me be my own person. Me being afraid to suggest anything in case he said “No”.
I was very scared of his temper. His whole face used to contort and he used to yell. And he
used to get close to you and he used to threaten violence that you just became a blithering
mess. And I became more and more – I could feel this great big thumping, black thumping
going on. And I used to sit there feeling myself getting smaller and smaller and smaller. It
was the yelling, the putdowns, the demeaning remarks. Very hurtful things. “I don’t even
love you enough to hate you”. And he said things like that and then he says he loves you. But
I just couldn’t hack it, so I became indifferent. I became very apathetic.
And then he’d abuse the kids for not sitting properly, not eating properly, for not saying the
right things … There was always him sitting in the background with a frown on his face and
whenever he went out in public he would put me down … My whole life with him was one of
tension.
For Danielle, black eyes, kicks and twisted arms are not the worst effects of abuse.

It’s the emotional and the verbal and the mental abuse that’s worse. And that’s there the
whole time. So what he ended up doing was, um, the violence stopped but the mental abuse
took over. The violence is better. But you know what I’m saying, like the violence is you get it
and it’s over, but the mental abuse it’s just like that’s a lot scarier. And that’s what took over,
that took over … I mean when he’s here I become (pause) I don’t know, I just turn into a
mess.
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It’s all the you know it’s like everything I do I feel I can’t be normal. Like anything that’s
normal is a sign for him to say that I’ve been screwing around. I mean if I sat there and had a
smoke out the window, he’ll start on about that. Because someone’s down there and I’m
talking to them or waiting for them and it becomes like I’m too scared to do anything because
the things he accuses are so far fetched.
Laura, who referred to herself as a recovered alcoholic and who has an only recently identified hearing
disability and whose ex-partner is a gun and pornography collector, said:

He was a bully … He hasn’t changed now – he just doesn’t realise I have changed. Never let
me talk, made me have sex (with other men) – he said it would make me a better person. I was
not allowed to cry. Always had to have everything his way. Made me drink – he would say,
“Don’t think until you have a drink”.
Some women, such as Nina, tried to change themselves in order to stop the abuse, but found this a
strategy that was damaging to themselves and ineffective.

And I followed him and I thought that I actually cared for him. And I was thinking about the
good times we had in the beginning of our marriage. For three years we were doing well.
And I thought about if I will behave in a totally different way, I’d be more like kind of
submissive and I will just listen to what he said and try to make him happy because before, if
he would ask, like something really irrational, I would say no. And things would start from
that point. So, I thought if I would just try to be wiser and say more yes and less no and try to
change myself.
Nina described the year following her return to her partner in the following manner:

I mean we were married, almost nine years, maybe eight years, and six of those eight years
were like from hell, but I was myself. But I think that it was the most destructive year in my
life. He wasn’t physically abusing us that much but it just made me feel like I am really dead.
I just felt that I’ve lost really everything, and it didn’t work at all. He wasn’t happy. We
weren’t happy, we weren’t safe, and most of the damage to me was done in that last year.
The process of progressive loss of self, variously described by participants as turning into a mess /
becoming an alcoholic / going crazy / cracking up, was incisively analysed by Puriri.

I was able to be strong because I followed my instincts. Nine times out of ten, I reckon
women’s instincts are pretty good. So if they get a gut feeling about something, go with it.
See, they can’t, because they get bashed, and they learn (not) to trust their instincts …
because your instincts get you the bash. His instincts keep you safe, and you get the bash, and
he loves you. So you, you start living for that man. And you don’t know who you are any
more. And then you spend years – giving and giving and giving them what they want. And
getting pounded in the head for it, and so that’s how you get your self-esteem, from your
abuser. You, they tell you what to do, you do it – and they love you, and then they’ll look for
something else they want, you do it, and then they’ll love you some more – but then you, you
ask for something … and it’s like – you’re, you’re crucified, for asking, for wanting that, and
the, even thought that you even asked for, is selfish. And you get slapped, and so you learn
very quickly that your intuition, and your wants, are too dangerous to pursue … Your instincts
– you do still have instincts, but they’re his ones. You know, oh what would he want, you
know, what … what will he do if this … How would this make him feel. And those are your
instincts. This will make him feel bad and good, he will really like this, and so you start
carrying out all these … sort of things.
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Some women reflected on spirituality, and how abuse affected or damaged their sense of what is
sacred, their capacity for relationships, their integrity and values, and practices of personal well-being.
Loss of identity and loss of selfhood were expressed by Vanessa:

I never thought of myself as being attractive or nice in any way. I was just me. But
apparently that me was quite nice. I don’t know where she has gone, but she is hidden there
somewhere.
Likewise, Puriri’s insight when recalling her conversation with a counsellor is eloquent:

And then she goes, but what do you want to do? What does Puriri want to do? What? I
didn’t understand that question … what makes you happy? And I didn’t know. I didn’t know.
I had to go right back to when I was single. To find out who I was, and why I was so strong
back then. [Before abuse I knew] that’s who Puriri was.
Mary interpreted her despair in terms of total isolation.

It [abuse] impacted every, in every, every way, physically, emotionally, spiritually because I
did believe God had forsaken me … Not that I am religious but I really did believe I was on
my own and I believed I was being punished because I was a bad person and I deserved all
that happened.
Depression, a sense of inadequacy and a loss of confidence were ongoing effects of being put down,
demeaned and ridiculed. Tara began teaching primary children after she separated. The children and
the parents “loved her”, which she found extraordinary after years of being put down.

I’m still grappling with that. I can’t believe that I can be liked by people. Because all my life
my husband’s been telling me, “You’re not the sort – that people would like you. You’re
proud. You’re a show-off. And you’re self-centred. And you only worry about yourself” …
He kept saying it to me and I started believing it.
For years I believed that I wasn’t good enough to be liked … I had no self-esteem, no
confidence … I never believed I could do anything right.
Sarah made similar comments:

I knew it was wrong. But because you come through this vulnerable time, you are pregnant,
you’re fat, you give birth, and you know, you’ve got no job, and you have this baby that you’re
looking after all the time. I was at very low self-esteem and low confidence. Happy, but low,
very kind of low, to have someone continually on and on at you, you just sort of become very,
you close off.
Abuse produced a difficult dilemma for Ruth. No matter what action she took on behalf of her children,
she risked provoking his anger.

He’d have the child out the door at 7.20 in the morning in time to drop him off at 7.30 … I’d
sit on the stairs crying, thinking, “I should have been stronger, but then maybe I shouldn’t
have … Oh, I’ll be stronger tomorrow” … and I just didn’t know any more.
I let a lot of things go in myself that I should never have let go. And so now when I look back
as a result of doing that I really haven’t been true to myself … For example, I always said I
would never stay in a relationship where someone was abusive.
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There were no time limits on the effects of abuse. Mary was coughing while she spoke during an
interview. She apologised for her coughing, which happened every time she spoke about her
experience. She said she had been sick ever since the abuse started.

I got this, I got the flu like I’ve never had flu and this cough has been with me ever since. And
when I am stressed or things are bad I get the flu and I get this cough and I’ve had this cough
for two years … Since, since all that I get my period three-weekly. I no longer have it fourweekly.
As well as physical effects, there were other expressions of post-traumatic stress.
Mary:

I was working as a sales rep until that time … then I couldn’t work, I couldn’t, I wasn’t
sleeping, I was depressed. I was continually in hyperarousal. I was continually waiting for
the next event and I had to give up work.
Tara and Ruth, after a year of separation, described ongoing battles with their former husbands as
having very detrimental impacts.
Tara:

… It [got] to the point where I was really suicidal. I was. Sarah knows it. I couldn’t take the
fighting. I couldn’t take the strain. I couldn’t take the way it was impacting on my children. I
just couldn’t handle it. I was an absolute mess.
Ruth:

… And I was terribly strong because I knew I had to be but I just thought that was going to be
part of the process but a year on, you know we’ve been through Family Court, we’ve been
through the High Court, we’ve had lawyers letters and God knows what and it’s not over, it’s
not over. And I don’t know what it’s going to be next, but it will be something and I am in no
position emotionally or financially to cope with that right now. I think if I had money behind
me and also had somebody really special that was making me feel good I would feel a lot
stronger and I wouldn’t be worrying. And I am worrying. I am carrying it with me every day.
Phone goes, is it going to be, what’s it going to be this time? That is not a good way to live.
The violence these women were subjected to led to persistent physical and psychological
consequences. Violence after separation was as dangerous as before it.

Feelings
Though all wanted to achieve distance from their partners, few openly expressed hatred. Vicki, for
example, described her father as “a manipulating vicious bastard. He was and still is”, but her expartner as someone she still “loves”.
Vicki:

Because I still look at him and it doesn’t matter what he does, I’ll still think, I still love him. I
don’t want to be with him, I don’t want to live his life, but I still love him and that’s what I
want someone to look at me like. I don’t know whether that’s an unreal expectation. I think it
might be.
Eventually, Nina came to a point where she wished her ex-husband well.

Now I, I really wish him good and I wish that he would be better for himself. Even if he would
be different I would never go back to him. But I wish him to be better as a human being and
as a, hopefully, the father of my children.
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Women expressed a range of feelings and complexities of emotion when speaking about life with and
without their ex-partners, from fear, betrayal, imprisonment, disgust and terror to continuing to be “in
love”. Conflicting feelings were so strong that death, through suicide and murder or chance, was seen
as a resolution. There was a time for Nina when the intractability of her situation made her wish for his
death.
Nina:

At that time I felt kind of responsible again for him. I didn’t want to go back. I was really
clear about that. But at times, I felt really miserable. I felt that I would never be able to get
him out of my system. Whatever happens, I just cannot see him again or live with him again.
But at the same time, I would feel really guilty. And, I would wish that he would die, and be
finished.
There were thoughts of the partner’s death as a release from anxiety and terror. Carol said:

I’d be quite happy until [my partner] walked in the door. Then suddenly this big black cloud
would come over the whole house. I felt like I couldn’t do or say or be any way. I have to
behave in a certain way, I have to not say anything … for the sort of tenseness that came on.
And I actually used to think, “Oh he has had a car accident”. And I actually used to think
things which I wouldn’t think now. But at the time this was another thing I realised in the
group wasn’t uncommon.
Here, Carol was referring to the thought that her partner might die. Mary reiterated the same feelings
of wanting her partner dead.

I went to refuge two weeks after he came through the window and that was when I was
definitely suicidal. I’d actually planned to kill him and I’d gone to the pre-trial hearing … no,
it was in court. I decided I would try and kill him that day. I’d taken a knife with me. I had a
knife in my bag. I was going to rush up and stab him while he was on the stand because I
really believed that was the only … I didn’t care about me.
These women resorted to hoping for an accident, or thought of killing their partners as the only way to
end the hell of abuse.
Love was a compelling discourse in the women’s narratives. Nearly every woman spoke of love.
Love for her partner, for her children, and commitment to the family, the destruction of love, and
manipulative aspects of love. Women said they persisted in the relationship because of love and
hope.
Ivana described how abuse destroyed her love:

He’s abused my, my trust my, my love, my whole person. Everything I was, everything I did I
did for him, everything. I know that sounds really corny but it was just the way my life was.
Everything I did revolved around him.
And he just abused that, he just crushed, crushed all my love. You know I still love him, I still
care for him, but not in the way that I can give it to him. I can’t give myself to him ever again.
Leda’s love goes as far as her children and not further.

… In a way love was reborn but that doesn’t mean to say I want to go back and live with him.
When I left home all I wanted was peace for myself and love, and my actual giving of peace
and love back out into the universe went as far as my children.
She has continued to support her partner but love for him and energy for “the universe” has gone.
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Others asserted continuing love for their ex-partners.
Lisa:

Even though I’d left and I was frightened of him I still loved him as well, Which sounds weird.
But I did and I missed the relationship, the good parts of the relationship.
I still, I still love him heaps, and I just wish he’d be just a normal partner and that.
Denise:

I only want the violence to stop. I don’t want to end the marriage – I still love my husband”.
Renee:

I felt bad because I felt that he still loved me and I still loved him to a point that we still had a
love there, even though, I was still, his behaviour wasn’t, I didn’t accept it.
Vicki:

I mean I still use the word ‘adulate’ him because I still love him and I still think he was my Mr
Wonderful or whatever but I’ve still got a backbone. It doesn’t mean you don’t lose
everything. I hope, but some women do.
For Mary the meaning of love had become confused with terror.
increasing frequency of abuse, she said:

After three separations and

It was getting shorter and shorter each time. So … what scared me was that there wasn’t
going to be any more separations … and I didn’t know how I was going to survive the rest of
my life with him in it. Actually I said to him not long before the final separation that I didn’t
know if I was with him because I was terrified of him or because I loved him. Of course, now
I know perfectly clearly what it was.
Puriri justified staying with her partner in terms of her hope for love.

I know they judge us. Why does she keep going back in there? But they will never know until
they have worn our shoes … And the reasons, a lot of people think foolish and illogical. But –
I don’t think they’re foolish and illogical. I believe that every woman … only wants what is
good for … All women ever really want is to have a – a husband, a partner who loves them,
who loves their children …
They hope that one day this will eventuate for them.
Vicki reflected on love in a different way, acting on the contradiction a woman becomes caught in
between love and hate.

I don’t care how much you love somebody, you’ve got to make a choice in life and I’ve got to
make the choice not to be part [of] that because otherwise all I’m going to do is bring on the
pattern of hate.
The ambiguities around the significance and meaning of love deserve further investigation than was
provided for in this research. The value of love is not always clear. The analysis of Towns and Adams
(2000) problematises and provides critique of the romantic ideology that is a vehicle for making
marriage and relationships but often fails as a means of sustaining intimate relationships.
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Intergenerational Abuse
The risks of intergenerational violence include children witnessing abuse, boys being abused and then
becoming abusive adults, and girls being abused and continuing to be subjected to abuse or
becoming abusive. In this study, there were women who had experienced abuse as children, who had
witnessed their mother being abused by her husband/partner and women who had no personal
experience of violence. Abuse brought immediate response of refusal of further abuse for some
women, and for others, longer processes of extrication, whether they had experienced abuse
previously or not.
Vicki reflected on her parents:

She just loved my Dad, but he was a manipulating, vicious bastard. He was and still is. …
And I had conversations with him last August and he said, “I, I don’t know what you’re
talking about” … He used to batter my brother every Sunday, and batter my sister. He hit me,
when (my partner) hit me, that’s when I realised Dad hit me across the ear.
Vicki’s experience of abuse between her parents, and of childhood abuse, made her adamant about
refusing to tolerate abuse from her partner; the first hit began a process of being apart for a time to
make changes, and when there was no effective change separation followed. Vicki’s story is a
challenge to the determinism of the concept of the transgenerational transmission of violence; Vicki is
an example of a woman who grew up with violence, and refused to live with abuse from her partner.
Rosemary had been in abusive relationships for 34 years, following childhood abuse. She is now not
in an abusing relationship and has systems in place to support her wish to sustain living without
abuse. Her counsellor suggested a linear inevitability of abuse when she invoked a narrative of a
cycle as a way of explaining a pattern of relating. Her counsellor claimed that the emotional abuse
that Rosemary had suffered as a child was worse than the sexual and emotional abuse she suffered
as an adult because ‘it led her into it’. As a child, Rosemary had been emotionally neglected and
abused. Her reflection on subsequent relationships was:

I was given attention and then I was given the physical touching. But the price was sexual
abuse. A lot of the reason why you might go into a relationship with people who are doubtful
is because you are so desperate to have that affirmation.
Louise described a background of emotional abuse as a child and sexual and financial abuse as an
adult. She felt that this background had resulted in “ignorance” or inability to recognise abusive and
‘weird’ behaviour and deep fears of being alone, which might have kept her in an abusive marriage.

I sort of think, Jeepers, would I still be with him … He ended it, and my son said, “Mum, it’s a
blessing in disguise that he’s ended it”. And like it has been a blessing in disguise, it had
really made me face myself. But I was beginning to have to pay a heavy price for not facing it,
and … and I was sort of thinking to myself, God, this is awful, living with this guy. You know,
it’s not easy. Yeah, it’s not worth it. But I don’t know – I mean, he ended it. Whether I would
still be there, putting up with it, God only knows. I don’t know.”
Sonya felt that her son imitated the disrespect he had observed from his father towards her.

He, saw me as a woman … and I felt that he lost respect for me – because he’d seen me being
abused for so many years that he lost his respect … A friend said, “Would you do that to your
father?” and he said, “No I wouldn’t try it on my father, because he’s stronger than me”. He
said ,”But mum lets me get away with anything so I know I can do anything to her” … So he
started to manipulate me in the same ways as those abusive men have.
The evidence of these instances indicates that past experience affects women’s ability to identify the
violence and affects the process of their learning, but does so in ways that cannot be predicted by
their personal intergenerational experience. Neither Ivana nor Margaret nor Barbara had experienced
violence in their families but were abused by their partners .
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Participants’ Explanations for Abuse
Complexity and some bewilderment were expressed as women tried to explain their partner’s abusive
behaviour. They did not understand why the men who professed to love them battered them or
belittled and threatened them, said “sorry” and then did it again. Most women found they could not
account for their partner’s behaviour.
Val, Sarah and Vicki thought “it might be” because of the atmosphere of hostility their partners grew up
in. Vanessa thought that the hostility between her partner’s parents and tensions in his family were
the reasons for his abusiveness. When she first knew him, before she was twenty, she was with him
and his parents in a car. She described the incident:

I tried to stop an argument in the car once between him and his father. And he [future
partner] turned around and backhanded me. I just thought it was an accident.
She continued to talk about his family:

His grandmother wouldn’t speak to his father and would only communicate through my
partner’s sister. So he grew up in an atmosphere of hostility. His mother never used to show
much affection. She couldn’t hug. That is all I can think of as to why he thinks it is right.
Sarah said:

His childhood was really, really very difficult. His mother tried to abort him when he was
young … he was an accident … She told him that. And that played heavily on him.
Vicki attributed her husband’s abusive behaviour to the way in which his parents “pulled him out of
school” when they immigrated to New Zealand. She said:

His father to this day still treats them like, you know I’ve been in his company and he calls
him ‘dick head’. He’s really full of put-downs for his son. His parents prepared him for
going to school in New Zealand. You’re a boy. You’re going to get battered, ribbed, kids are
cruel, you know, real cruel. So he had to become one of the boys.
Puriri similarly thought that violence in her husband’s family explained his violence.

He came … his parents are divorced. He had a traumatic childhood, full of violence. Yeah, it
was just riddled with violence. But it’s affected him and all his brothers and sisters. But his
parents have gone into a state of denial, but just recently his father has finally accepted that
… children … it has actually affected them … Violence was how you faced problems, as
opposed to my father – money solved problems. Which is the lesser of two evils. Money and
violence … I honestly believe that [my partner] and I are the products of our upbringing … So
we’re actually, you know, recycling our upbringing.
Mary and Pauline both commented that they often thought their partner was really hitting their mother
or father when he hit them.
Mele believes her husband was responding to pressures from his family and was “trying to prove
himself” as head of the family.

He was a totally different person before we got married … The violence didn’t start until after
we lived with the family … We had to live with his family in order to save up for a house. I put
pressure on financial expectation and contribution in the end. And also because culturally
I’m not supposed to challenge him on anything … because he’s supposed to be the head of the
family.
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Irene, married to a Pacific man, referred to her husband’s dislocation and alienation from his culture.

And unfortunately I think a lot of his problem was he’d lost his own identity because his
parents would never teach him his own language and his own culture … He had to cope with
them talking in their language but he wasn’t allowed to learn. And he found that really hard.
And actually I feel quite sad for that too because it meant that my kids have lost out on
something very important in their life as well … part of their roots.
Leda, Ann, Irene, Vicki, Ruth, Sonya and Pauline spoke of the way in which alcohol was associated
with abusive behaviour by their partners. Violence was exacerbated by alcohol, with an unleashing of
verbal and physical violence. A closer reading of the interviews reveals the ways in which households
became managed in order to protect drinking practices. Ruth said that she was required to have her
child in bed and asleep by 6.30. Her husband, who was drinking heavily, went to bed by 7.30 or 8
most evenings, saying she was too stupid and uninteresting to stay up with. He demanded that Ruth
did not talk to the children while they were eating, and if they didn’t eat fast enough he took the food
away.
Alcohol was associated with the escalation of abuse. Pauline said that alcohol and drugs were the
cause of violence:

He was becoming more dangerous … He attacked me in the pub in the open, and unbeknown
to me he’d taken magic mushrooms and because his violence came through alcohol and
smoking marijuana, violent sober or straight, and I was co-dependent with alcohol.
Pauline’s analysis of her “co-dependence” with alcohol is to be carefully interpreted with care not to
pathologise women who experience abuse. Pauline realised that alcohol was becoming a thin
disguise for abuse.

… We went shopping. We had a couple of jugs, not a lot of alcohol. By that stage, he was not
needing a lot of alcohol to attack me. And he was being bolder, whereas he’d attack me in
front of his own family. So it was coming out more in the open … So anyway I called the
police.
Women who spoke of the influence of alcohol were not so much blaming alcohol as associating it with
the removal of inhibitions to violence. Their views on the influence of alcohol were equivocal. This is
consistent with Mullender’s conclusion that ‘he drinks to feed violence he has already chosen to
pursue’ (Mullender 1996:43) and with Sonya’s interpretation :

I actually still cared about [my partner] a lot when I left. And I felt (pause) once again, that
he might have changed. That he might have … I gave him an ultimatum, I said, “Get sober”.
Because I really felt that all his problems stem from alcohol, which I know now, that perhaps
it’s not really true, because … he already had unresolved issues with his wife and a lot of
other stuff, and I blamed the alcohol. But I feel the alcohol just probably exaggerated
circumstances more. But yes, I gave him an ultimatum. I said get sober. I said prove to me,
show me that you can get a full-time job, get out of your mother’s house, and get your own
place. And get sober and stay sober. And so far he’s done none of them. Not any of them.
Staying and Returning / Coming and Going
Women were motivated to continue their relationships for many reasons. Mary and Danielle recalled
being too terrified to insist that their partners leave permanently.
Mary:

… He actually moved back in at one point and I’m very close with his mother. His mother has
been an incredible source of support for me right through the whole thing and I think that was
the only reason he didn’t, like I wouldn’t let him bring his clothes here but he was here day
and night, every day. He just wouldn’t not come, he wouldn’t go and it was easier to let him
stay because I was terrified of him.
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Danielle:

… Then I became very scared of him and … it was that fear that even when he wasn’t there he
was – I’d be caught if I tried to get away from him. That went on for quite a while. And my
mother kept on saying, “Look get out, get out”. And I was like, “No, I’m staying”, I wouldn’t
leave. And then when it was my choice, I needed them I came up here. And that I went back
to him though. But that was the first time I left him. (Later in the interview). I used to be
really scared of him … I don’t know what’s changed that but I used to be like the fear would
keep me because I was scared of him. It was like easier for him to be here than looking over
my back sort of thing. Whereas now I am like if he turned up now I’d be scared but I don’t
live in fear like I used to.
Louise stayed both because of “the good times” and fear of the alternatives. Louise felt that “the good
times” combined with her “ignorance”, “low self-esteem” and fear of being alone could have resulted in
her staying in the marriage if he had not ended it.

I think the major change was when he hit me. I think it shook me to the core. I realised that
my marriage was just not very good, it was not very stable, and … and I was desperately
hoping to God that things would come right. My fear of being on my own was so overriding
and so terrifying that I desperately wanted everything to be OK because … to face the fear of
being on my own was worse than being with him … and … so … I desperately wanted to keep
things together, because anything was better than facing that fear. Anything.
I mean looking at it now, he’s very emotionally unstable. But it was easy to get sucked in
because the lapses will be once every three months or so and then it would blow up and then
he would be all lovely for three months and quite charming and entertaining and all. I had
quite low self-esteem. And he’s got money and he would spend it on me. And he took me for
an overseas holiday. We had some amazingly good times together. We really did. I sort of
just discounted the disquieting, disquieting behaviour that he displayed because there was sort
of lots of goodies as well.
Larissa, Vanessa, Tara, Nina and Jane returned because they believed their partner’s promises that
he had changed, and that he realised what he stood to lose and would no longer engage in abusive
behaviours. His promises rekindled their hopes that a non-violent relationship and a normal family life
might be achievable after all.
In Renee’s case, the discovery that she was pregnant with their first child and an underestimation of
the significance of her partner’s problem with drugs led to hope for change:

After that incident [in which he trashed the house, destroying many of her sentimental
objects], I said, “I really think you should go. Big time” … And then I found out I was
pregnant. And I sort of said to him, you know, if he wanted to get his act together, then we’ll
make a go of it, you know. And he said he would. I really didn’t believe that he had that
much of a problem. I just put that down to being too wasted, you know. And I guess I sort of
fell for his promises a lot.
A sense of guilt and responsibility for their partner’s welfare and the welfare of their children prompted
other women such as Vanessa, Nina, Tara and Julie to return. Nina had been separated for two years
when she was first interviewed.

So I was feeling, I was pitying him. I felt responsible in a way. I felt maybe it was my fault
after all because I was too busy [working three jobs and] keeping the family … So I blamed
myself for that also. I thought I didn’t give real attention to him and maybe if I would start in
a different way this time, away from my family and friends and everything, maybe if I start to
be the sort of woman he wants, maybe it will work. I also felt guilty because I felt that I
hadn’t done enough maybe.
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The sense of responsibility and the pervasiveness of women-blaming led some women to believe that
if they were, as Sonya put it, “better” then “everything would be all right”.

My mother … sent me to a psychiatrist … You ring up your mother and you say “he’s beating
me up”, my mother would say, “Well, what have you done to make him do that?” And that
riled me. And the more people said that, the more I believed that I must have done something.
In order to make him hurt me. And I believed that I … if I could be a better wife, or a better
cook, or a better – anything, better mother, that everything would be all right. And it wasn’t.
And yet everyone around me kept reinforcing these ideas that yes, I must have done
something. I must have provoked him, didn’t have his dinner ready on time, or whatever it
was, and so therefore he got drunk and, and abused me …There was an incident, and I went to
an Al-Anon meeting, and I came home at two o’clock in the morning and he was waiting there
with the kitchen knife.
Individualising responsibility onto women overlooks the reality for them that their responsibilities do not
allow them to function in ways that conform to individualistic norms. Many women assess their
situation on the basis of the well-being of others, in particular children.
Margaret:

The thing is, you’ve got to question yourself, “Why did I stay?” … I think I did it because I
was blackmailed, you know, emotionally blackmailed, that if I left, something would happen to
my daughters … [My daughter] was in the last year of primary school. And he said, “If you
leave”, he said, “she stays” he says. “You can take one and the other stays”, he said. “If I
can’t have her, nobody will have her”. When I’ve left the situation, then you’re told, “You
should have gone to the police”. But who do you tell? I mean, you know, he threatens he’s
going to kill our daughter.
Fearing for her children, Margaret arranged with the school that only certain people could pick the
daughter up from school.
Helen spoke of feeling under a great deal of pressure to make everyone happy and return in spite of
her own reservations:

And then we were also going to joint counselling together with a new lady. And she was very
good and he (my partner) seemed to work well with her and so we sort of decided on what
were the key issues for the relationship to be sorted out. And we made a game plan and I also
said to him, well I wanted to do a positive parenting class before we got back together …
And what happened was by the end of June all of these things all sort of came together at once
and I wasn’t really ready in myself to have him come back, but he started, “Well look, I have
done everything that you’ve asked, everything that you wanted has been done. Can I come
home?” And I’m saying, “Oh no I’m not ready for you to come home”. And the counsellor
said to him, “Well don’t put any pressure on Helen. Leave her alone”. So that was fine. He
left me alone. But I felt pressured and it would be silly little things like decisions that needed
to be done jointly and stuff like that.
So about the beginning of July I crumpled under the pressure. Yeah I look back now. I wasn’t
really ready to make the right decision and I’d gone back into not sleeping again and I was
back on the same cycle as before. And I think, I just thought I couldn’t take the pressure any
more. I’m going to make the decision that will make everybody happy.
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Helen continued to discuss the pressure she felt to satisfy the expectations of her family and
counsellor:

I think that right from the beginning, I had felt a considerable pressure not just from my
partner, but mostly from him, but from everywhere else, my parents, the counsellor,
particularly that he needed to be given a chance kind of thing. So I took him back when I
wasn’t ready to take him back. I hadn’t gone through the processes myself. I had a lot of the
same feelings that were around when I was living with him, fear feelings, and things like that,
and the anxiety. And I had really enjoyed being by myself with the children. And so I took
him back really against my better judgement, sort of in a weak moment. I said, “You can
come home …”
The counsellor, she dealt with things in a very logical kind of way right from the first
interview and set out the goals that I needed for him to do before he moved home and when he
completed them, of course she sat there and it was like she was expecting for it all to happen
and maybe part of that was my feelings on it coming into it as well. And in the end, I just had
this overwhelming feeling of being pressured from all – I wasn’t really able to pinpoint who
was pushing the hardest kind of thing, it was just what everybody else wanted.
Women stayed in abusive relationships because of fear, love and a sense of responsibility. They
returned to abusive men in the hope that they were about to change. Many now feel that
understanding of the mechanisms and patterns of abuse and knowledge of alternatives by families,
communities, some service providers and by themselves could have assisted them and their partner.
The general lack of understanding instead contributed to their entrapment. For example, social
pressures worked both to make them return and to vilify them when they did return. Louise felt that
the difficulties were such that a woman might rationally decide to stay. There were good reasons to
go and good reasons to stay.

If a woman can make it work for her, well good luck. Yeah, I wouldn’t be dogmatic and say
that there is only one way you’ve got to do it and that’s to get out. I just … I don’t think I
could say that anymore. I think when I was in the marriage, if I ever heard of a woman that
was putting up with it, I thought stupid bitch, you know, oh they’re ridiculous, going back to it
… but I guess I’m, I suppose I’m more compassionate now, and I can really see the difficulties
and I can see it hasn’t been easier, and I’ve been lucky … and … I’ve had wonderful
supportive friends that – let me stay with them for months. And my Dad’s helped me out, and
my brother. But say you haven’t got that help. I think it would be – terrifying, it could be
really terrifying.
Reflecting on the process of leaving and other people’s expectations that women should separate
once and for all time, Larissa had this to say:

I had a good lawyer who actually got frustrated with me trying to reverse things a lot and
going back to her all the time, but really, I understand now from counselling that it’s a
common thing for a woman to keep going back. So, really she shouldn’t have been too hard
on me for that because it is a kind of natural thing that tends to happen.
Interviewer: What happens when you’re part of the abuse process is that you’re going to be
pulled back in.

Because they keep saying, they keep making promises as well. You think it is going to work.
It is such a relief. It is all over. And then it comes back at you again. And I think it takes
maybe a few cycles, or a lot of those cycles, to finally dawn that it’s not ever going to change.
Interviewer: To finally give up …

Yeah, yeah, to lose hope.
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Interviewer: Which is actually a hard thing, to lose hope.

Yeah. You grieve over it.
That women do lose hope, and finally separate, indicates that there is a complex process of leaving
and changing underlying the “natural” coming and going. Further analysis of this process appears in
the discussion of leaving, emotional distancing and separation in Chapter Six.
Profile of One Woman – Story of Holly
This overview of Holly’s experience of extracting herself and her children from an abusive relationship
demonstrates the process of entrapment and trauma even after physical separation. When Holly
separated from her partner they had been married for fourteen years and her children were five and
seven-and-a-half years of age. She was interviewed 15 months after the separation. Holly’s story
provides an insight into violence, abuse of children, money, alcohol, use of services and the
importance of friends. Her story also shows the way in which her ex-partner was able to continue to
abuse her after separation through legal disputes, contests over custody and access, housing
pressures and the loss of her employment.
Holly began going out with the man who became her partner when she was seventeen. They married
when she was in her early twenties. Holly spoke of her marriage as one that was marred by a variety
of mechanisms of control. She was not allowed friends.

I, I was never allowed friends. They used to come round when he wasn’t there. I was very
afraid of him. I remember at 7 o’clock at night we used to shake in our boots. All of us. “Oh,
Daddy would be home soon. Oh, quick! Go to bed”. I would tell the kids to go to bed.
“Hurry up. Hurry up”. You know. Make sure the house is tidy and …
She had worked in a restaurant/conference centre, mostly full-time, all the way through their
relationship except for short times when the children were born. She was not allowed access to the
money she earned, and after they separated he took $13,000 out of their bank account.

We had $20,000 in the bank and he wriggled out $13,000.
Holly was not allowed to handle money independently and was often forced to hand over her eftpos
card.

One day I was at work and he rung me and he said, “I’ve got an eftpos card ticket out of your
bag”. I said, “Pardon?” He said, “What the hell are you doing, buying bras and underwear
for yourself? When did you buy those? You’re not supposed to buy anything like that”. … I
wasn’t allowed to buy any underwear or anything like that. He would go out, he would go out
and he’d buy it. You know. People said to me, “How did you ever let that happen?” And I
say, “Well, it happened really slowly”. And that’s how I’ve learnt it. Over the last fifteen
months, I’ve learnt to, um, I’ve been taught that that’s how it happened. … I can tell people
that he wouldn’t give me money or wouldn’t let me buy clothes and they go, “What! How did
you, you know, why didn’t you say something?” Because it happened so gently when I wasn’t
watching. It just was …
A friend and neighbour she walked with told her later that he had noticed marks on her arms and back.
Her partner had also assaulted her when she was pregnant.

I’ve blocked a lot of it out. You know. I used to go walking with a friend of mine two doors
down. He told me that there would always be bruises on my arms and back … But I just
thought that was sort of like normal.
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I remember him [ex partner] pushing me against the wall when I was pregnant with my
daughter and that was a bit shocking … Well, it was because he was late for, we were going
to ante-natal classes and, you know, first baby syndrome. I was all sort of, you know, up in
the air. Loved it. He was late and, you know, I said, “You know, you’re late”. So there was a
big argument about that and so he made it all out to be my fault and threw me against the
wall. Whenever he and I had an argument, it was really funny, whenever there was anything
wrong in the house I sort of said something to him. He always put it back that it was my fault.
… And I would be the one that would end up saying sorry … I walked away from that thinking
how did that happen?
Holly also spoke about being constantly put down.

I was never good enough … He always called me fat and ugly.
In the months leading up to their separation, he had begun a very conspicuous affair. He frequently
spent nights away from home, returning in the early hours of the morning, which prompted the children
to ask about his absence. But because Holly lacked the necessary cash, she was unable to react to
these absences as she wished:

I hated him. I remember ringing the locksmith to get the locks changed, but of course I never
had money on me. They require cash at that time of night … It was ripping my heart out. Not
coming home. He wouldn’t tell me he wasn’t coming home.
On the night before they separated, he issued Holly with an ultimatum if she wanted to save their
marriage :

If I would do four things it would save the marriage and they were very humiliating sorts of
things.
They were one, to become a prostitute. Two, to have sex with another man while he was
watching, to have sex with two men while he was watching, and have sex with a woman while
he was watching, and then he would leave.
Recalling that night, Holly describes experiencing continual violence:

It was continual violence. It wasn’t one hit. [He hit a] a lot. Throwing me around the room
and throwing and he hit me and he knew I had my period so he did something else to me as
well.
At one point during the night Holly attempted to stop her partner, who was very drunk, from driving
their car. He retaliated violently, pulling her hair, hitting and kicking her :

… Then I couldn’t see where he’d gone and I ran inside and something told me, “Oh, no, this
is terrible” and I had to make it stop. So I rang the police and then he came at me with a
stake. We had a stake in the garden … and then he smashed the glass door down to come
inside. I came back into the house. I had to make it stop and then I hung up and the police
weren’t coming and he was still doing it. You know, banging on the door, “Let me in. How
could you do this to me? Let me in.” So I rung the police back again.
Interviewer: So how long was that before the police arrived?

I don’t know. I don’t know. Probably only minutes, but it seemed like hours. And the last
thing was, “Oh, my God, the police are here”. He goes, “How could you do that to me?
What have I done?”
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So after that the police came … I told them about my head [the back of her head was swollen].
They got the domestic violence people to come and see me and they didn’t come for a long
time, and I was sitting on the couch feeling really shocked … I remember going to sleep and
then I remember at 3 o’clock in the morning, oh, nobody’s still here. I remember calling my
neighbour.
The next day, thinking that keeping her children to their regular pattern of activities would lessen the
trauma of the previous night’s events, Holly sent them to school. However, when the police arrived
later that morning to investigate the assault, they said:

… they didn’t know what time he would be bailed from jail and he could come home and get
the kids out of school, you know. So they went and got the kids and I had to go to the lawyers
to get the protection order. Then to the police station for an interview … They had to
photograph every bruise on my body … Then I had to go across the Shore to the police doctor
… [to measure the bruises]. It took three hours …
What they were all worried about was that when he smashed me round the back here, my head
was really big. Actually, he actually held me down and did it. Whacked! You know. And as I
was going down, he then decided to kick me in the stomach and I had a big haematoma here.
And that was massive on my hip. It was just. It didn’t go for weeks. I couldn’t walk properly
for about two weeks. Because it got infected and then the layers of the skin had gone down a
bit. But it was all bruised and all down there. At school they thought I had been in a car
accident. I had a black eye and … when I was pushed in there, I landed on that side of my
face.
It was in the aftermath of their separation that Holly acquired new information about her partner. He
often had responsibility for the children when she was at work and left them alone when he collected
her from work.
She found he didn’t feed them when she was out. He hit their son, whacking him around the head,
and swore at him and their daughter, punching her in the tummy on one occasion. After she
separated, a neighbour also told her that they knew he used to visit prostitutes and that in an upstairs
room he would parade naked in front of the open window.
She and the children were at risk once he was released. The police wanted Holly to go to refuge or to
friends, and she went to friends. There was no food in the house.

He’d pinched all my money out of the eftpos machine that week. So it was like it was planned.
I had no money, nothing. It was terrible …
There’s not one person you can go to and say, “What are my options, what can I do?” … You
just need help at this stage. But there isn’t anything. There’s so many things I didn’t realise
that I was entitled to … I had to wait three weeks. Um, they said it is just tough. You will just
have to get people to help you.
And then from then on … it was just the onslaught of the lawyers.
Her partner had his passport confiscated and was required to live at his mother’s, but he lived at his
girlfriend’s house.

He got a private eye on me … A private eye detective [was] asking all my neighbours to keep
an eye on me, watch me, do I have lots of men coming and going … He employed someone
else to do what he can’t.
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Holly was also immediately caught up in a number of legal processes. The Family Court delayed the
protection order hearing while criminal charges against her partner were pending :

… Everything was drawn out … It came to the criminal court in June and then he had to put it
off because then he went and got another set of lawyers. It got put off till August. So I …
that’s why the protection order couldn’t happen till September.
The Family Court did it that way because there were criminal charges and they wanted to see
the criminal outcome first before they would do the defended hearing on the protection order.
In fact, it took nine months before her partner was finally convicted of “male assaults female” and
another month before Holly’s protection order was finalised.
Despite the extreme stress Holly was under, her family did not come to her aid:

My mother thinks I made my bed and I should lie in it. My sister lives in a white house with a
white picket fence and … she doesn’t understand.
Nor did Holly’s sister assist her when she was sick with a kidney infection and couldn’t get out of bed:

And the worst thing is my sister knew I was sick but she didn’t come and have the kids.
At the same time, her partner instigated a sale of the family home. Laid up in bed with the kidney
infection, Holly discovered that the real estate agent wanted to hold an open home. She refused.
This refusal prompted him once again to resort to Court mandated powers to ensure Holly’s
compliance with the real estate agent’s request. No sooner had the house been sold than her partner
was before the courts again:

Another reason he took me to court on Friday was that he wants me out of this house … I said,
“Well, I’ll sign the amount that’s to be sold at”, but I said I needed more than nine days to get
out of the house. I need more than nine days to get out of the house. They were only going to
give me nine days. And the buyers are quite happy to give me six weeks. The buyers are very
happy for that. They said, that’s fine. But he just won’t. He wants me out on the Friday.
Disputes over custody and access were also part of this period. Initially the Family Court denied her
partner access to the children. Holly described the behaviour of the children during this period of time
as good. After six months he was granted supervised access and within a very short period gained
unsupervised access visits. Shortly after these visits began, her son started to display behavioural
problems at school. As a result the public health nurse became involved with the family, and both she
and the class teacher noted that his behaviour in the class was more disruptive immediately after
contact with his father.
Her partner went to court to gain weekend access, and then for two weeks at Christmas, to which the
court said no. He went to another lawyer, and there was another letter and affidavit saying that he had
the symptoms of battered husband’s syndrome and accusing Holly of numerous affairs. She went on
to reflect on the difference in their treatment, in the context of recalling that he had left work and
become a sickness beneficiary.

I got a month off work. That’s all my doctor would give me. And he got six months being
depressed and I got a month off for being beaten up.
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She felt he was:

… using the legal system to just batter me down. He is still on and on and on at me. Full
time, you know. Sometimes he lets me go … like for the month of November last year, I didn’t
hear from him. I was so lucky. And then December, January, this month, it’s just been full on
again. He is just attacking me through the lawyers. It’s like, it’s it’s like the protection order
is just pooh. He’s just getting at me in another way. Through lawyers. He’s getting at me in
the way he’s allowed to.
The multiple rounds of court hearings have had a cumulative effect on Holly:

And I found that I haven’t been able to work, to be quite honest. I went back to work full-time
and I just couldn’t cope with the lawyers and work and counselling. I just couldn’t work. I
just burnt myself out.
As a result, Holly has been receiving the domestic purposes benefit, a situation that she does not like :

And being on the benefit is horrible. It’s the most degrading thing in my life, to have to say
that I’m on a benefit.
Throughout the long-drawn-out separation process, the sympathy extended to her partner by family
members and some individuals, his ability to use the courts and counselling in contrast with her
experiences with services such as WINZ, the bank and the real estate agent, have all operated to
confirm her belief that “it’s a man’s world”. She feels “that is so unfair. They look at him as though he
is a good guy”.
She has received some ACC counselling and help from a school public health nurse, and sees her
personal doctor frequently. Her children are now receiving counselling, though “they have had to wait
a long time”, and she intends to return to a support group. She describes her friends as “really nice.
They’re like my family”. She lived with one couple instead of going to refuge and a friend constantly
accompanied her to court hearings. She described this friend as “more like a Dad to me”. He was the
one who said that it was wrong for her to support her partner in court. She talked to him nearly every
day.
She liked her work and continued with reduced hours there.

The work is really nice … I just cut right back … and they’ve been really good about that, too.
They understood. They really like having me there and I really like being there …
In spite of the difficulties she has encountered and the losses she has suffered, Holly nevertheless
pointed to a life that was better.

I was always scared of what was going to be on the other side. There was going to be
nothing, nothing for me. … And as it turns out, I’ve lost the house, you know. I still have the
children. There’s no money. I was right (laugh), but it’s better than staying with him. I’ve
noticed that. It is really really better than staying with him, because there is, there’s life out
there. I don’t have to be afraid when it’s 7 o’clock at night. 7 o’clock just comes and goes for
me now. There is no significance. It is really good. Before I was shaking. And I wasn’t
allowed to watch TV programmes that I wanted to watch. We always had to watch what he
wanted to watch. So I can finally watch what I want to watch. So I suppose that is it.
Use of Services: “From Twelve to None”
A full discussion of services appears in Chapter Nine. In this snapshot it is sufficient to note the
variability in the use of services, the widely ranging views of their helpfulness, and the fact that some
women in the study did not receive any formal services until they joined a support group after they had
separated.

43

All the women interviewed in the general study had been in contact with, or were current members of,
support groups and most had contact with lawyers and the Family Court following separation. We do
not know about women who leave without support, women who separate with only help from a legal
service or women, like the first wife of Laura’s husband, who walked away from husband and children.
We do not know the proportion of women who separate with no assistance.
Holly had accessed police, Family Court, legal, health and counselling services. Lisa identified using
twelve different services in the process of leaving an abusive partner. These services were police,
Victim Support, doctor, psychologist, budget advice, alcohol and drug services, refuge, women’s
support group, WINZ, friends, lawyer, mission (for emergency food). Women used services over
many years. Rosemary had been abused by four partners, and by a doctor, counsellor and minister.
She had been given tranquillisers since she was a child “because she was thought to be unruly and
angry” (Rosemary Int. 1:11), and attempted suicide at age fourteen. Doctors had diagnosed her as
having a ‘personality disorder’ and as manic depressive. She attended programmes such as Tihei
Mauriora, and counselling at Presbyterian Support, and drew on mental health services.
A few women went only to a lawyer for advice on how to proceed with separation with maximum
protection. One woman was advised by a lawyer to get her and her children’s birth certificates, her
passport and to take half of the money in their bank account, which she thought was ‘good advice’.
Once separated Suzy used medical and disability services and contacted women’s support services.
Another woman used no agencies or advice. She got on a bus with her three-month-old baby in
Hamilton, arrived in Auckland with $20, and responded to an advertisement for a job which she agreed
to take if the advertiser came for her at the bus stop. She later used a lawyer through whom she was
able to access maintenance support.
The Other Side / Moving On
When Larissa was asked, “Now that you’re out, what do you think of your decision?” she said:

Great, I am my own person. I am in charge of my life again. I can make my own decisions.
And I was constantly being told before that I can’t make decisions.
The abuse is still going on … I am trying not to let it affect me because I need to put it all
behind me now. I just want to close it all off. Put a seal on it and yes, I’ve had that
experience. It obviously affected me but I’m a new person now and I am moving on. And I
don’t want to keep dipping back into it all the time.
At the same time there was a need for ongoing support and services.
realities:

Vicky indicated the hard

And I can understand how women return really easily because it is bloody hard financially,
emotionally, spiritually, everything. It is just, because you have got all the encouragement to
leave and, “Oh yeah, you are doing the right thing”. And, “Oh be good yeah, you don’t want
to live in a relationship like that”. And then when you do it, “Oh well it was your choice …”
Once you have done it there is an absence of (pause) well you have done it now. And it is
your decision. That is the end of the story, once you have left him. Oh you just get on with
your life now. You just move on. Well you don’t. Because that is actually the beginning, that
is when the hard stuff really starts. You are on your own. You have a baby (pause) the
financial side of it …
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Moving on for Pugsy encompassed sadness, support from her friends and her mother and invigoration
through dance.

And then I moved up here, and oh, I didn’t stop crying for about three months, it was just
terrible, it was really awful, thinking about it, but I had, I had one good friend up here and my
Mum, and the sister of a good friend of mine is living up here too, with her family, so she sort
of took me under her wing and um and she was just brilliant. She would ask me there for
dinner, and she invited me out to things and they’d come and pick me up, and deliver me
home. And um I spent a lot of time walking and I joined a dance club after about a month or
six weeks, and that was fantastic, that, that just really kept me going … Well it was because it
was physical as well as social, it was very invigorating, you know, that mind/body/music
movement thing, it was wonderful, so healing and the beach thing. I walked as much as
possible and then I started doing yoga again after not having done it for a year or two, and
that was about a year ago.
Louise experienced great energy for herself and her family.

I have been really going for it, it’s a bit like I’m wanting to clean up the past and just move
on, and so I can actually have my own life – I’m sick to death of being captive to the past, and,
and consequently I’m wanting to fix up relationships that are not that satisfying to me, and
that are important to me, and my son is really important. Yeah, so … I have. I’ve been
working flat out. So in many ways, that’s what I have been doing, yeah, sort of in between
running a job and socialising and going off and having therapy, and of course that’s forced
me – to really look at issues, so I’ve been busy, busy, busy.
She was also intending to involve herself in local politics and in issues affecting women.
Holly’s desire for a “quiet life” and freedom to “watch what I want to watch” was shared by other
women who talked about the simple joys of liberation from abuse, like a quiet cup of tea after work,
planning for a holiday, the achievement of doing things just for themselves. The “little victories” were
very important.
Vanessa planned to visit her parents at New Year, and said:

I’m just so looking forward to it and it’d be just as exciting … because I’ve known it’s
happening for so long, and nobody can stop me.
She also described her happiness and relief at “just being”.

My little victories like – what makes me happy is when someone says, “Vanessa shall we go to
the movies next week?” I don’t have to – my first thought used to be “How am I going to tell
[my partner]?” “What will he say?” And I worry about it. And I worry about it. And now I
can just say, “Yes”. And that is the biggest victory to me.
Another one is relaxation. I can come home from work and I can sit down with a cup of tea
and nurse the cat and if I don’t start cooking tea until half past six at night, who cares? And
that is what my son says, “Who cares? I am not going to complain, Mum”. Because that was
it. I couldn’t sit down and relax. I couldn’t just sit down and be. So that is what I am liking,
just being.
Ivana said:

Little things that I do now that I do for me just because I like doing them and that’s one of my
biggest achievements … just being me, and just doing things I like to do without having to ask
permission or without having to worry if somebody is going to get angry at me or if it is going
to be accepted or anything.
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She enjoyed lighting candles. Her husband interpreted candle-light as a sexual invitation, whereas for
her the light of the candle signified another kind of space.

I just felt so unhappy and I realised I was so happy when he wasn’t there, I was so relaxed. I
like candles. When he wasn’t home I’d put candles on cause when he was home and I’d put
candles on that was, “Oh you want sex”. As for me, I just like having candles on. I can be by
myself and I can sit by candle light and I just think it’s really nice but when he was home I
couldn’t put on the candles unless I was prepared to have sex with him.
Symbolically, her flame had been smothered. When women are abused, the values and unique
capacities of women are being trampled. The tragedy of women’s coercion to masculine will is that
family and social life are deprived of the qualities, values and work of women.
While Larissa felt like a “new person”, Sifa, Kowhai and Barbara focused on reconnection with family
and community. Sifa’s hope lay in the restoration of relationship with her husband. At the time she
was interviewed, Sifa had been separated, she had been in a refuge, and she had stayed with her
mother. She and her partner had been to counselling, and she had decided to return to him. Her
feelings, and their love, and the desire for her children to ‘have a father’ guided her to ‘give it one more
chance’. Sifa was brought up with the value:

to be at home with my family. Nothing else apart from that. No career. The only thing I was
taught was when you grow up how many children will you have? Will you be good to your
husband?
When she spoke about returning to him, she said:

Otherwise I will have to live with that for the rest of my life not knowing what I have done. I
suppose it’s selfish reasons … I always think now that there’ll never be a right or wrong
decision I … [and] Yes, I do have hopes and fears. I have fears he will start hitting me again
… I am more educated into the area of families and educating myself on what I should be
doing for myself and for my children … and my hopes are that we will work things out.
Kowhai expressed the process of restoration of whanau and rebuilding of whakapapa connections in
her new closeness to her sister.

Nobody else. There’s just been us, and we’ve built a family – a real whanau unit all around
that. It’s – just now, I’ve been getting really close with my big sister and I have got a real
close relationship now … and that’s probably the closest we’ve had in years. And we have
this funny talk and that goes back to Mum and Dad.
Five years after separation, Barbara moved to Australia, where her sister lived, so that her children
could grow up with a family around them.
For some women, reconnection was not possible and isolation could be overcome only through new
relationships. For example, women who were immigrants could avoid isolation only by forming new
connections. Nina was a migrant, had no family in New Zealand, was denied the opportunity to
practise her profession and could not draw on the full support of her cultural community because some
were pressuring her to return to her ex-husband. Her priorities were “security and love”. She had
friends, was seeking work and she and her two sons had “started feeling like family”.
When asked about the future, women responded either with hope for another relationship or that
another relationship might be welcome in the future or with disinterest in another relationship with a
man. Danielle said:

Having a man used to be a really important thing to me but that’s not, it’s not now. I really
don’t care if I’m on my own.
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She reflected on the way in which she had changed:

There’s that little bit of hope, I know. I’ve changed, I’ve changed, I’ve changed. Last time he
turned up I felt nothing. It’s so good to feel like that.
For Sonya:

And about future relationships, I don’t know that I’ll ever remarry. I’d like to have a parttime … lover. But not a committed marriage or a relationship, but just someone that’s a good
friend …
Women commented on restored strength and self-confidence. Larissa, for example, said:

That is one thing that I have really come to learn about myself, that I am really strong. I
never realised that before. I thought I was quite a weak person. But now I have come through
this I think, “Oh (a lot of people) couldn’t have come through it”. (I’ve managed) to turn
around a position of weakness into a position of strength.
A sense of belonging and connection to communities of women was expressed by those women who
were active in public arenas. Ann, for example, described a source of strength through linking with
women’s groups which promote women’s rights, and advocacy through writing to MPs and heads of
departments, and staying in touch with the stories of women.
Puriri said she would like to support women, in particular Maori women, become free from violence:

I would like to help Maori women in my situation, because I really think they’re the
foundation, the only hope of Maori people going forward as a strong race. But they need a
lot of support. And before any of that can eventuate they really need to realise that it is not a
selfish thing to take care of themselves. They sell their soul for love. For their children. And
they have nothing.
Mary said:

I would like to be training them. I would like to be contracted to the police and I would like to
be running their training on domestic violence.
Some looked forward to training and studying or taking courses. For Sonya:

My hope, my dream would be – to go to law school and become a lawyer and work … with
women, as a family solicitor …
As can be seen, moving on does not ensure freedom from abuse, and it brings engagement with
social systems and public services which at times bring relief and at times bring further distress.
Issues of physical separation and emotional leaving, the availability and practices of services and the
importance of finance are discussed in the following chapters.
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Chapter Four
Te Whanau Korowai
Introduction
Te Whanau Korowai1 research is part of the research project “From Abuse to Strength” published as
“Becoming Free From Abuse, What Women Say, What Can Be Done”. The research was funded by
the Health Research Council and based in the Public Health Promotion Service of the Auckland
District Health Board. The project was centred around women who were abused and the factors that
enabled them to stop living with abuse. The study comprised three streams, Maori, Pacific Peoples
and Pakeha2, with the research in each cultural stream being carried out autonomously. Translations
of Maori words appear in footnotes.
This research is a contribution to reducing violence in whanau ake3, through tikanga4, which creates
pathways for healing abuse. The approach is iwi5-centred, and focuses on building whanau support
through whakapapa6 to enable freedom from violence and to explore positive options to restore
identity and fulfil the aspirations of families where violence has occurred.
The emphasis on whakapapa is supported by cultural frameworks developed by Mason Durie (1995,
1998), Rose Pere (1988), Moana Jackson (1993), and Paparangi Reid (1995). Acknowledgement is
also given to Tania Pouwhare (1999), Maynard Gilgen (1991) and Joseph McFarlane (1997), whose
studies emphasise tikanga as a source of intervention and programme delivery and acknowledge the
relevance of the social and economic context in their analysis of violence in whanau.
Whakapapa is a representation of genealogies of wahine7 and tane8, which is communicated through
recitations, waiata9, haka10, whakairo11, writing and other artistic forms, in which ancestors and divine
connections are invoked. The visualisation is of gathering the past towards the present, and on into
the future. Whakapapa includes not just the genealogies but the many spiritual, mythological and
human stories that give flesh to the genealogical backbone, the uri12. The spiritual journey that one
takes based on whakapapa means always being in touch, really knowing who you are and where you
have come from. The strength of whakapapa is in the saying, “I belong therefore I am”. Ancestry and
tribal affiliations generate the strength of belonging and identify contributions to whanau, hapu13 and
iwi.
Whakapapa is closely identified with whanau, which is where the growth of tribal society occurs.
Whanau is the principal social, living and learning unit of hapu and iwi. Material and spiritual
nourishment ensures the flourishing of whanau and the continuity of whakapapa. Whanau, as
depicted in the harakeke14, is the growing centre which spreads out to hapu and then to iwi. The
person is the rito, the new shoot at the centre to nurture and grow, and in this sense is tapu15 : a child
is the kaitiaki16 of lineage and is therefore tapu, or to be safeguarded. Surrounding the new shoot are
parents, cousins, aunts and uncles, grandparents, great-grandparents. A whanau, represented by
living people, is the manifestation of whakapapa and the physical reality of tapu, as well as intangible
connection to ancestors, to the natural environment, to atua17. It is in the responsibility to forebears
that those who are living are tapu.
1

Te Whanau Korowai – “those under the mantel of” an ornamental chiefly cloak.
pakeha – person not Maori, European descent.
whanau – nuclear family.
4
tikanga – value of just and right.
5
iwi – tribe.
6
Whakapapa – genealogy/cultural identity/recite in proper order of layers one’s genealogy and legends.
7
wahine – woman/women.
8
tane – man/male.
9
waiata – song of Maori tradition.
10
haka – dance accompanied by song or chant – traditionally a dance of challenge.
11
whakairo – carving/decorative patterns in carving, tattooing, painting, weaving.
12
uri – descendant.
13
hapu – subtribe.
14
harakeke/korari – New Zealand native flax plant.
15
tapu – complex Maori concept – sacred.
16
kaitiaki – guardian/protector/trustee – a person who keeps/guards/protects/a guardian of a treasure.
17
atua – divine authority.
2
3
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Whakapapa commences from common ancestors and follows through to the person who is manifest
now. It is the realisation of experience across the generations, and expresses the spiritual fabric of a
whanau. The cadence and rhythm of whakapapa reach across time so that the recitation becomes a
time tunnel of experience across the generations. Time and experience come into the present
moment to inspire and evolve and regenerate whanau, hapu and iwi for the creative and responsible
work of the present day. Where there has been conflict or damage, spiritual healing can be done
through invocations of atua (Te Rangiita 2000). The person is the culmination of the generations and
deities and entities which have been identified in the whakapapa.
To know where we are from, why we are here and where we are heading are human questions.
Whanau, hapu and iwi make up the extended family system which is embraced by whakapapa. The
way in which people are related through whakapapa is the most treasured form of knowledge that one
can acquire. Great effort is made to preserve it. Knowing immediate ancestors is highly valued, and
passing on this information to children enables them to develop pride and a sense of belonging
through their heritage. Nurture, learning and growth within whanau are the sources of iwi vitality and
keys to the power of whakapapa.
This report seeks to generate discussion on whakapapa as a contribution to preventing and healing
family violence alongside other models of whanau interaction. The basis of this report is the stories of
women who have experienced violence, as well as information from marae18 representatives, advisors
and service providers.
A paramount principle for the project was to ensure that tikanga was established as a base to guide
the research. The immediate guides and advisors on tikanga, whanau, and whakapapa of this project
were kuia19 and koroua20, from marae within Tainui21. Beyond these marae, support and guidance
were given from many areas including Taranaki, Tuwharetoa and Raukawa Ki Te Tonga. Marae
where consultations were held were Kaiatamata and Rukumoana at Morrinsville; Hinerangi Tawhaki
and Tamapango at Matamata; Ngatira at Putaruru; Te Kohikohinga at Waharoa; and Pukaki ki te
Akitai and Ihumatao within Tamaki Makaurau22.
The research project was discussed with the following Maori organisations : Te Kohikohinga Trust,
located at Waharoa; Wairere O Te Ora O Haua at Morrinsville; Te Whanau Rangimarie O Tamaki
Makaurau. Particular acknowledgement and appreciation are given to Te Whanau Rangimarie for
their support and advisory role in this research.
There were whakapapa links between the researcher, the women who shared their stories, the people
of the marae where the consultations took place, the service providers and the areas where the
research was located. The research experience highlighted the importance of whakapapa in breaking
down barriers, raising awareness and obtaining support for research projects about Maori.
Maori who contributed to this research project expect that their contribution will be heard and actioned,
and that whanau, hapu and iwi will have input into changing processes and access to decision makers
and resources that will enable them to determine and shape their own future in addressing family
abuse. “First and foremost the principle is to take responsibility and allow for self-empowerment (tino
rangatiratanga) by whanau/hapu/iwi. Marae community development is an important ingredient for
participation, for some it is a journey of recognising and acknowledging suffering” (Durie, E., 1995).
The research itself drew out a great deal of sadness and tears caused by the pain of violence. The
tears related not only to the abuse of women but to social conditions including inadequate housing,
unemployment and fragmentation within whanau. This report is written amidst intense media attention
to abuse in whanau and the death of children.

18

marae – meeting area of whanau iwi. Focal point of settlement.
kuia - older Maori woman.
koroua – older Maori man.
21
Tainui – name of a tribe and tribal district, people descended from the waka/canoe named ‘Tainui’.
22
Tamaki Makaurau – place name/district/area of Auckland, New Zealand. Tr. “Tamaki of a hundred lovers”.
19
20
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Te Whanau Korowai begins with discussion of the poster Te Kotahitanga o te Whakapapa23, and of
how it can be used to raise awareness of the issue of abuse in families and communities. This is
followed by the researcher’s story, discussion of the research process and methodology, the stories of
women interviewed, a discussion of whanau responsibility, a summary of findings and
recommendations.
The Poster
The poster, Te Kotahitanga O Te Whakapapa, demonstrates whakapapa in its beauty and its violation.
The researcher worked with James Webster (Kawhia), who created a picture which inspired the
research and provided a pictorial image of the consequences of family violence and of remedial
actions that Maori are familiar with and can relate to.
This poster is an artistic expression of the interdependency and connections between Papatuanuku24
and whanau/hapu/iwi and of the vitality that comes through whakapapa.

“The placenta that nurtures us before birth, and then
is returned to the land, that provides nourishment in life,
are both whenua25” (Jackson, 1993:71).
The beauty of our heritage is shown in these connections and represented by the natural beauty of the
sacred landmark of the Wairere Falls. Wairere, and the surrounding native bush, connect Te Whare
Tapu O Te Tangata26 and the traditional spiritual healing and substance principles.
Uenuku, the rainbow, is the mantle and the colourful expression of the promise from the atua, to
protect all that is within its influence. The sunlight shines through the spray and the colours of Uenuku
appear. One can taste the spray that jets out. The power of the fall is so great that you wonder how
the vegetation holds up to this kind of heaviness. Wairere is harmless to vegetation that is well rooted,
has sunlight and is nourished by the spray. The water at Wairere hits the bottom and flows over and
around large rocks and goes on its way. It bounces up and forms froth. The spray hits to remind us
that this is a time of making renewed peace and drawing strength. All kinds of shapes and sizes of
rocks that are below are the secrets of the awa27. The bending over of the kowhai, te rauriki, te
manuka ponga and many other trees line the banks, outlining shadows of darkness, and the mysteries
in the darkness below.
Pikopiko28 is shown winding, disappearing and reconnecting, symbolising life in all its manifestations.
The young uncurled shoots of this pikopiko (Skinner 1981) were sought after, as they are today.
These shoots were collected for kai29 and are gathered in late October. The falls and the bush around
are traditionally associated with healing and sustenance. The spiral represents and embraces the
growth and development, reflection, connection and action. Pikopiko is a source of kai, a source from
which medicinal cures are obtained and the plant itself provides shade for new growth. In this context
pikopiko is acknowledged and aligned with the whanau concepts of nurturing that are expressed in the
whakatauaki30.

Te oranga o te tangata, he whenua
Te marire o te tangata, he ngahere
Te kopuu o te tangata, he kai.
The land ensures the welfare of the people
The forest shade provides the peace
And the food from both replenishes the body.
(Jackson, 1993:70).
23

Te Kotahitanga O Te Whakapapa – title/name of poster – tr. “Preservation of Whanau”
papatuanuku – earth mother.
25
whenua – land/placenta/afterbirth, Maori word meaning both these things, denotes the strong connection from one to the
other.
26
Te Whare Tapu O Te Tangata – the birthing house of humankind. Womb.
27
awa – creek, river, stream.
28
pikopiko – fern shoots (Polystichum richardi) – the new growth of the plant.
29
kai – food to eat
30
whakatauaki – proverb/saying.
24
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The poster also identifies the breaks in the beauty of awhi31 and the fragmentation that comes from
disconnection from land and separation between people.
The natural environment and the Wairere Falls described in the poster form the boundary between
Raukawa Ki Te Kaokaoroa Patetere32 and Ngati Haua33. The researcher is descended from both
tupuna34. Stories of ancestors are evoked by the artist’s drawing, including Te Puea and Tarore,
women who continue to inspire whanau healing and restoration.
To Tarore

Protected by the aroha35 of her people
In time of disrepute
There came into her life
A time of new beginnings
The whakaaro36 of what it was
Was strange but not alarming
To bring this to an understanding
Within the bounds of caring
I may be small and invisible
But beyond there was unknown vision
That would flow throughout the land.
(Composer : Hinengaru Rauwhero).
The Researcher’s Story : Hine Rauwhero
In June 1996 Donna Puao Richards, a member of Pukaki ki Te Akitai and Kaitiaki of Auckland Health
Promotion, phoned Te Whanau Rangimarie, a Maori community agency where I was working at the
time, to invite me to attend a hui at Health Promotion, Auckland Central. The project “From Abuse to
Family Strength” was introduced at that hui.
As I listened I thought, “what again, we are going to be researched, haven’t they already got enough
on us without me getting involved?” “This time, I’m the one being asked to do this mahi37 but, well, I’ll
listen before I give an answer”. Karakia38, mihimihi39, whanaungatanga40 was the order for me to take.
Then I gave a brief outline of the work I was involved in, what I was doing for the safety of our women
and tamariki41, the work within our “time out” house for men and my marae work. I spoke of my
training, which has assisted in the above work, and ended with a waiata.
On arriving back at Te Whanau Rangimarie, I shared what had taken place with the manager, the
administrator, the community workers, the social workers and the facilitator. They had many
questions and I had few answers – questions such as: Who is it for? What good is it to whanau and
hapu? If I was to do the research, I should talk to other Maori women who have worked in this area.
Since hearing about this project, I felt I had to go home to my own people to share this kaupapa42 with
them and to seek guidance on how to approach the project.

31

awhi – embrace/foster/draw near to.
Raukawa Ki Te Kaokaoroa Patetere – The long armpit of Raukawa (tr.). Description of the location of the tribe, Raukawa.
33
Ngati Haua – name of tribe/tribal area.
34
tupuna – ancestors.
35
aroha – love/care for/compassion/affectionate regard.
36
whakaaro – intention/plan/thought/concept.
37
mahi – work/job/task.
38
karakia – prayer/incantation/an ancient Maori rite, prayer to every important matter.
39
mihimihi – acknowledgement of an obligation/expression.
40
whanaungatanga – acknowledgement of blood relative relationships (and their connection to the writer/speaker) – a Maori
concept of “interconnectness”.
41
tamariki – children, someone small.
42
kaupapa – topic/subject/plan or scheme/proposal.
32
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The experience of requesting approval from the Northern Regional Health Authority Ethics Committee
was not a welcoming experience from a Maori perspective and, worse still, it was in direct conflict with
Maori tikanga. It meant sitting before a panel, where there was no karakia and no protocols of tangata
whenua43, which raised concerns about whether this would be “Maori” research.
“Are the people involved tuturu44 or is the process just tokenism?” “What role will supervisors have,
and what is the difference when doing whanau hapu iwi mahi?” “Should the relationship with a
supervisor be more ongoing rather than bracketed into monthly meetings, and limited to the research
project?” “How do they determine what is good and what is not?” “Does there need to be an Iwi
panellist?”
Having to search libraries and other avenues to expand my knowledge and to gather information for
the research project, I felt, was daunting.
These were the questions and the fears that came to mind at the beginning.
The Research Process
The sequence of actions taken has been used to describe the methodological approach of the
research. It should be noted, though, that consultation and interaction occurred at various times with
various people throughout the period of the research and that some aspects of the research were
carried out in tandem with others.
There has been full support from the Public Health Promotion Service for activities associated with
research, and the Maori roopu45 “Tuhauora” within Health Promotion has given strength, advice and
encouragement.
The research involved working with Pakeha researchers where there was
experience and training to support the kaupapa of the work.
The research method is identified as by whanau/hapu, for whanau/hapu. Research by “whanau and
hapu, for whanau and hapu” brings questions about participants, supervision, ethics approval,
literature to be used. Whanau and hapu research means rangatiratanga46 in decision-making and
whanau and hapu autonomy in procedures, methods and design of service provision.

Maori Sources for Whanau Research
A literature review was undertaken and it was noted that research methods which have integrity with
Te Ao Maori47 have been gathering momentum for many years. Models that emphasise holistic
approaches to health, education and social life include Mason Durie’s “four cornerstones”, showing the
inter-relatedness of taha wairua48, taha hinengaro49, taha tinana50, taha whanau51 (Durie 1984). Durie
has continued to bring inspiration to Maori research with the more recent Te Pae Mahutonga52,
exemplifying a cosmological orientation for health and whanau revitalisation (1999 and 2000). Te
Ahukaramu Charles Royal has written about developing a theory of matauranga Maori53 in which he
explores whakapapa as a research methodology (1998).
Other academic writings that were a source of guidance in the research include Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s

Decolonising Methodologies (1998), and Fiona Cram et al (1997), whose work ensured a critical and
reflective approach for Maori researchers and brought alertness to colonising practices in research.
Issues for women were brought to the fore by writers such as Annie Mikaere (1999), Linda Smith
(1992), Kuni Jenkins (2000) and Rose Pere (1988).

43

tangata whenua – people belonging to the land/hosts/native peoples.
tuturu – permanent/standing strongly upright/fixed.
45
Maori roopu – group of people.
46
rangatiratanga – Chiefly authority.
47
Te Ao Maori – the Maori world view.
48
taha wairua – spiritual well-being
49
taha hinengaro – mental well-being
50
taha tinana – physical well-being
51
taha whanau – family well-being
52
Te Pae Mahutonga – “A Model for Maori Health Promotion”. Presentations to Public Health Association Conferences 1999
and 2000. The title of the paper, referring to place, in reference to the stars of the Southern Cross.
53
Matauranga Maori – traditional or iwi sourced Maori knowledge.
44
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MacFarlane’s paper (1997) on men developing respectful, non-violent attitudes towards women and
children emphasised the relational and culturally integrated approach to building men’s healthy
participation in whanau. Whanau research is distinct from research which involves Maori and Pakeha,
where intercultural ethical protocols and accountabilities need to be developed. A paper by David
Thomas, “Bicultural Research Strategies” (2000), which drew on research from Chris Cunningham
and Mason Durie (1998), provided reflection on methods. One section of Thomas’ paper on “research
involving Maori” stimulated thought about the Maori research in this study, and prompted questions
about the extent to which “mainstream analysis” was applied to the Maori interview material. There
was a concern as to whether the Maori research will enhance knowledge for Maori or produce
“mainstream knowledge of Maori?” (Thomas 2000 : 3).
Maynard Gilgen provided an excellent account of research methods which rely on whanau
relationships and whakapapa ties and focused on the responsibility of the researcher to make change.
“Maori who do research with our people are granted permission to do so on the basis of whakapapa
and trust. Our people need us to treat their taonga54 with respect and to do research in a manner
which will benefit them. This has not been our experience with past research, which generally only
benefits the researchers, either academically or financially, and in some instances has disadvantaged
Maori leaving us worse off”. (Gilgen, 1991:51).
Research that requires practical obligations for improving the lives of participants is different from
Western methods of research, where knowledge can be separated from practice. The role and the
responsibility of the researcher for this project included bringing a healing quality. The researcher’s
view was as follows:

You don’t just go there and take a story, you give something back and need to be involved in
ongoing support. In the relationship, there would be an expectation that guidelines could be
provided to assist in ensuring safety of the woman, protection of children or intervention for
the wahine or tane in ways that will bring an end to exposure to violence or assist with
entering programmes for stopping abuse. These are whanau and hapu responsibilities that
emanate from being involved.
Marae Questions and Directions
Although the hui were held at different marae, the questions and the ensuing broad directions were
basically similar. They are summarised as:
Who is the research for?
Who is going to benefit?
How is the project going to help us?
How can the whakawhanaungatanga55 relationships support abused women, in connecting
past with the present and to safeguard the future?
Where are you going to store this information?
How can we help the researcher and the research?
People gave direction, based on Maori concepts, such as:
Look to the past to understand the present and the direction for the future will become clear.
Make use of our whakatauaki to guide the pathways that may be taken.
Would you think carefully of using the pikopiko as a process for whatever purpose you may
see fit?
Your method of gathering information is to place it in the kete56; it may assist with decision
making.
Always use karakia, for your safety and the safety of those you will be working with.
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taonga – treasure inherited of value.
whakawhanaungatanga – interconnected relationships.
56
kete – flax basket.
55
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The researcher was also made aware that gathering data from participants meant looking at the
individual and at the collective. Responsibility to protect participants extended to whanau collectively,
and included the spiritual dimension of whanau and whakapapa. Working with women cannot be
separated from working with men, children and grandparents, aunts and uncles.

Interviews
The stories of the women who participated in the research were drawn from networks with which the
researcher has been associated as a Family Court counsellor, facilitator of programmes under the
Domestic Violence Act 1986, and as a marae community worker in safe homes. The participating
women knew of her work and recognised her as a person in whom there would be wisdom, guidance
and experience. Iwi relationships between the interviewed participants and the researcher meant that
their connections would be a basis for trust and there would be a commitment to the healing of women
and working with the wider whanau.
Data was collected in formal interviews and informal meetings with women who were battered by men.
Interviews took place with six women as agreed participants in the research, with formal procedures of
consent and confidentiality. When other women heard of the research, many volunteered their stories
and information. Four transcribed interviews and three written communications are included in the
“Women’s Stories” section. Two of the participants gave written reports as well as being interviewed.
The women chose the meeting places and the times, to accommodate their whanau. The choices
included being interviewed near water and bush, for the healing qualities of the environment, and
within the marae, and in the home. The interview time was not restricted. It took into account the
sensitivity of moments and whether the women were relaxed, tired, hungry or energised. There were
occasions when it was appropriate to stay overnight, to support the participant after the traumatic
experience of having to relive and recall a life experience of pain.
Karakia and manaakitanga57 at the beginning of interviews and research meetings ensured respect for
wairua58 and tinana59, paving the way for giving and receiving in all things. Karakia acknowledges and
gives respect to the person who will share her story, or whitiwhiti korero60. A gift as an expression of
manaakitanga was given in appreciation for the individuals’ contribution to the project.
The Women’s Stories
The stories of the women refer to economic hardship, to support given sometimes by whanau and
sometimes by friends in practical and enduring ways, and sometimes services. The interviews
revealed women who were tenacious in finding work, extremely resourceful about saving money and
providing housing and adamant about bringing up their children in safe, stable and optimum home
conditions.
Themes drawn from the stories are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Whakapapa
Transience
Violence
Intergenerational violence and effects on children
Whanau support
Work, housing, poverty, hardship
Support services

manaakitanga – appropriate process of support.
wairua – spirituality.
59
tinana – physical.
60
korero – talk, speech.
58
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Whakapapa
The beginning of the interviews showed the significance of whakapapa for identity and belonging.
Pohutukawa began with giving her connections to marae and to iwi on her mother’s and father’s sides.

My Dad is from … The marae that he is from is … My Mum is from … I knew where the
family comes from.
In contrast, Puataua began with where her family had lived, rather than with her whakapapa.

I was born into a hydro family in Town A, and then moved to Town B, and from there we
moved to Town C.
In opening the interview in this way she was covering her whakapapa. Later in the interview she gave
her connections, and for reasons of privacy asked for the tape to be turned off. She agreed to being
interviewed only because she knew of the researcher’s work and because she was connected to her
through whakapapa.
Although Kowhai had been brought up knowing her whakapapa connections, the abuse that she had
endured had the effect of distancing her from her whanau.

I’d been – had such erratic belonging, back home, like I was always transient, or was kept
away – through those real abusive stages – you didn’t take me – no one moved me close to my
family, that was losing control of me. I was always living away – so – at the time, when
perhaps I needed it, that base, back home – it wasn’t there for me, you know? The break for
me and the split, and things – happened back then – and I’m still going, I’m going back now
… [I]n the last few years, I’ve started going back – heading back to my marae and stuff. My
mother had good teachings. I know that.
My Dad was the one who fought for us to have a strong belonging back to our marae.
In the following excerpt, it can be seen that she is building her whanau relationships again.

I mean, I go home now, and I can actually talk openly down at the marae, when we’re all in
the kitchen or whatever. And I’m not seen as this warped-up know-all person from Auckland
coming back home. I mean, at the beginning, that was the hardest struggle of surviving the
abuse, was … when my thinking and values and teaching started changing for my own little
family. My daughters, and myself. And even my own … that I became an alien to my family.
Pohutukawa was adopted and in turn adopted her eldest daughter and son, and had a son of her own.
Pohutukawa frequently returned to the theme of whakapapa and keeping her children connected to
their roots. She reflected on the importance of ensuring her children know where they are from.

But one of the things I do for my children there, cousin, over the past five years … was to take
them back to their roots. My daughter’s from …, from … way. And her mother and father are
from … I’ve taken my big boy back to meet his family. He met up with his grandmother, his
mother’s mother, who didn’t know him.
… But my baby wanted to meet his father, so I took him home …
One of the things that I’ve never, ever denied my kids – access or knowledge of who they were.
I think it might have been because of me. And my Mum and Dad kept everything to
themselves.
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When talking about her son’s twenty-first birthday, it was the whakapapa of the whanau that was the
greatest consideration, including the whakapapa of her natural parents.

They did not want to know my family. My family that made me. As far as they were
concerned I was … However that was my roots. And my son said to me – by hook or by crook
Mum, they will come. Via me to your people.
Whakapapa is continuity, and includes a way of living with wairua that is a spiritual strand of
whakapapa. Pohutukawa refers to stopping at Taupiri61 several times during her interviews and often
makes reference to the influence and manifestation of wairua.
Once when travelling from Tainui to another rohe62, Pohutukawa and the roopu she was with stopped
at the Taupiri mountain urupa63, to acknowledge and pay tribute to the tupuna who are buried there, to
seek protection for the journey and spiritual guidance for issues of concern.
This was also the time when she was really concerned for her son’s life, as he had converted a gang
member’s car and she knew that retribution would be swift and could be life-threatening if he was
caught. She was calling on everyone in her power to ensure his safety, until he returned home.
Pohutukawa:

And man, did I call on my tupuna. I called on them … man, did I call on them. I never knew
how to do that but I did.
Transience
Abusive relationships led to transience, both in rural and in urban situations. It was characteristic for
women to move to avoid being found. Women associated in any way with gangs were particularly
vulnerable.
The interviews of Puataua portrayed continual movement between towns in the central North Island,
and between there and South Auckland. When married, a town in the central Tainui area was the
base to which she returned, but she also went to towns to the north, south, east and west.
Pohutukawa said that while she was being ‘worked over’ (abused) she wanted no part of their
whanau. It was a way of protecting whanau from further harm. That made her seek safety right out of
her home area. For this reason, she remained in hiding until the time was safe for her and her
children to come out. When that happened they had to be very wary of whom they became friends
with, and they were always looking over their shoulders. In one case, this went on for over two years
before there was any contact with whanau.
Puriri used safe houses in three locations in the North Island when the violence became extreme. As
well as moving from place to place, Kowhai and Puataua also sought refuge in safe houses. The
father-in-law of Puriri advised her to get away, to her own people.

Go up to your own people, he won’t touch you there. So I did … The safe house helped me to
get there and [we] lived there for … years and built a home from nothing up there …
Eventually he moved up there with me. Lost his job you see, so he came up there. We lived
there for the remainder of the years, although we did have a lot of violence and he was
arrested for assault and we split up. Three occasions.
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Taupiri – the name of a sacred mountain of the Taiunui people.
rohe – area/boundary/district.
63
urupa – a sacred place, burial ground or place of customary significance.
62
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Violence
Extensive descriptions of abuse in domestic situations were given. One of the effects of abuse is that
women can be rendered incapable of acting on their own behalf and getting to safety.
Puataua:

My whole mind was just … numb. There was … nothing. My body was numb, my feelings
were numb. I just couldn’t make any decisions. And I think … when Dad finally said … come
on, I’ve rung a lawyer, you’re coming back with me … I felt … oh … at last, someone’s made
a decision.
In the case of Puataua, she was severely kicked in the stomach when she was pregnant, and her
partner wouldn’t let her get help, even though she was in agonising pain.

He ended up sort of twisting my arm back. I remember that from the force of him twisting my
arm back and he ended up kicking me and he kicked me in the stomach, and man I’ve never
felt such pain because I was hapu and all I could think of was the baby … It was a horrible
feeling … and then he just kept pushing me outside and said, “Get in the car” and I said,
“What about the kids?” and he said, “Never mind about the kids”.
… I was so scared of losing my baby, I wanted to go straight away but he wouldn’t let me. He
wouldn’t let me go. He made me get in the car – and he drove – fast, he drove reckless – he
drove carelessly – and yet he had control of the car … It was like – he wanted me scared.
Thinking gosh, we’re going to crash. Going out to … and … it’s all windey. Winding roads,
sharp corners, and you don’t know what’s around the corners – at some stages it’s just cliff,
drop. You know – all native bush – if, at any time, we had gone over the bank – and down, noone would have known, at all – because of the bush.
After talking about this experience, Puataua said:

I was totally drained … like I was burnt out. I had no strength to … carry on any more.
Kowhai was in an urban situation in South Auckland during the time she was in abusive relationships.
Hard work and isolation marked the years of bringing up her three children. She felt:

I had made mistakes and I had to pay for them. And my paying for them was at a young age,
becoming hardened – to hard work and having to survive and struggle.
Kowhai had been in two violent relationships. She described her first relationship:

[I had] a warped idea about what love was all about, I guess, by then. Must have been pretty
screwed up by then myself. … But the marriage lasted two years … and I actually married
that person, and … lived, probably, a total life of hell – in such a short space of time. Most of
those two years would have been abuse. From being shot, to being stabbed … to having my
husband put me in the car and drive me head first into an oncoming car deliberately. To see if
I would squirm, and … it was from that, that I’d got down so low.
Kowhai separated because of the violence, but the violence was much worse after they separated.

I think my worst … my really bad violence was from him when we had separated. We’d
actually separated, and he’d come back to demand the baby. And I refused to give him, and I
ended up unconscious on the side of the road … [I]t was only a railway car, jigger fella, going
along doing the tracks that saw me – rang the ambulance to get me to hospital.
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Pohutukawa spoke of the division that had come about from sexual abuse and incest – of herself and
her sister, by an uncle.

As I said, one of my uncles had tied up my little sister. He wanted to make love to me … so he
tied her up and he said he was going to belt her with the harakeke64 … He was threatening to
belt her with this harakeke. And in my … whole nine years of my little life I had to do
something to save her … and I said yes, to untie her. When he got back into the house I put
her into the room, and I got a butcher knife, and I told her to put the knife in the door.
Because I locked the window.
That anger was there eh? … And one of the things that I said to myself, as I was growing up
… I hope you die, you bastard. Him and his sister. Going back to the time when I used to see
them making love to each other. I knew it was wrong because they were brother and sister.
In the story of Pohutukawa the physical and psychological abuse affected her health. She could
remember when she felt beautiful.

You know cousin when I had my long hair, I was twelve stone. And I was – yeah I suppose the
boys would say OK – I mean, I used to get wolf whistles, but it didn’t worry me … But when
my tane started hurting me … maybe my physical means, my body – I started to make myself
ugly. I ate and ate and ate and got bigger and bigger and bigger. I went right up to twentysix stones. And I couldn’t even wipe my tero65. … But I used to hear him say to me, “Oh,
you’re fucking ugly, no bastard will want to look at you, you’re too fat, too ugly” … It took a
while for me to break eh? But by crikey, I made that break.
It was believing the names that she was called that made her become ugly; her fatness became a
protection against closeness to men.
Of first importance to Puriri was completing her college degree. Her husband had beaten her again,
but she did not want to involve the police, even though she had done so previously, as she did not
want the disruptive consequences, the legal processes, imprisonment of her husband, and loss of
financial support from him. Puriri said that most of the violence to her was over money issues. Early
on in her marriage she decided that “I’m never going to rely on any man to provide for me”. When she
went to do her degree it was the first time she had to rely on her husband financially.

I had to rely on my husband financially, and of course he couldn’t handle it. We broke up.
On another occasion Puriri had resisted her husband going to jail, and had gone to many lengths to
ensure that he was not imprisoned, to the extent of allowing him to have the care of the children, to
forestall imprisonment – an act which broke the trust she had always kept with her children.
Another contributor to the study, Tia, wrote in an affidavit of the violence she experienced. On this
occasion, at home, her children were finishing their costumes for a school play. Their father arrived
home and Tia called to their son to show his father the costumes.

Without anything else being said … [father] … lashed out at me verbally and said, “Do you
always let the fucken kids outside at this time?” When I tried to explain that … [son] was
showing off his costume to his mates he punched me in the face and I fell back into the door
and smashed the window. By then … [my children] were standing behind [their father]
witnessing [him] brutally punching me … The police were called, I went to the doctor. [He]
was sentenced again and got a few months then was released again in …
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harakeke/koraki – New Zealand native flax plant.
tero – rectum, anus.
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The effects for women were often long term. Hana (personal communication):

[T]here’s a lot of walking time-bombs out there … and the slightest thing, be it good, bad or
ugly, can trigger them off and it can be any one of us when they do, and back to the ones who
can’t shake it off, who take weeks, months, even years to get on with life, without the pain, the
anger, the hate that became a gloomy shroud for them.
Some eventually recover, some retaliate and eventually end up in prison too, and some take
the shrouds of gloom to the grave with them, and there’s no hope for the living in the dead …
The only hope for the living is the living, and unless we are the walking dead then can you
people remember we too are alive and we are not stupid people … In fact most of us are
intelligent enough to see the wrong in the right you are doing.
One woman, who wanted to be anonymous, wrote of the brutal consequences of state intervention
into her whanau.
Hana:

On top of that a lot of people in prison now should not be there; most of them just needed to
go to rehabs for counselling and such because prison locks them away from their families and
lowers their self-esteem as people. … So people [want] to get on with their lives too without
the bitterness and grief that was caused to them through the system being the Government and
its governmental departments who caused families to be separated from each other – of whom
only needed help, not thrown into mental hospitals for depression and just for drinking, my
father from his job, my mother from our home and us shattered, made wards of the state and
shattered with the memory of my mother being dragged out the door in front of me by two
police officers. … And I was six then and for ten years I was under state care where none of
my sisters or myself came out as virgins. From happiness, a home and family into a bitterness
and loneliness, being abused and used and eventually into wrong …
Intergenerational Violence and the Effects on Children
There are no conclusive determinative effects of intergenerational violence although violence is a risk
factor for ongoing effects in the next generation. Puataua said that there was no domestic violence in
her family that she knew of. Puriri said there was no violence in her family, which was in contrast to
[her husband’s] family, where there was violence from his father to his mother. Kowhai spoke of her
mother leaving the family when they were young because of her father’s abuse of her mother.
The father of Pohutukawa had been abused. Sexual abuse of children and intergenerational abuse
was the major focus of the interview with Pohutukawa. The abuse of the children was in the 1960s.
Although there were measures to protect the children the uncle was also protected. He was the
father’s brother and to hide the shame of abuse there was no exposure of the uncle.
The eldest child of Kowhai was sexually abused by her stepfather. The abuse came out after the
stepfather died, and it was dealt with in the family :

And that came out. And so we had to deal through all of that. But we dealt through as a little
family of our own meeting. Big sister’s idea, that was … Don’t let it get you down, I’m not
going to let you.

59

Puataua goes through a painful comparison of her sense of well-being and strength prior to abuse;
she could see the difference that abuse made to her children – she contrasted what they were like
before with the change that abuse brought on:

I’m going to be thirty years old and I’m back in the gutter. From where I was six years ago.
And I thought about where I was six years ago. And I had no money, no job. I had two
children to raise, yet I was happy. My children were happy. And we were a family. … And I
thought about what happened since then, in six years. Oh, I had a good job. I had a lot of
money. I could have done a lot of things. And when I also think about it, having that man in
my life … my children’s happiness went downhill. And my happiness went downhill – and I
gave up a damn good job. And I’m back in the gutter. That’s what opened my eyes. That I’d
wasted six years on somebody else. And I think too – that my – other kids are – are gone. But
they also left because of … They couldn’t watch any more.
Kowhai spoke about the signs of abuse she sees:

I hear it amongst our rangatahi66 – when they come in with different trademarks of abuse.
They are not from a normal, physical – have a punch-up in a school yard stuff – they are real
signs of abuse.
Puriri had spoken to her children about violence, counselling them against it:

You do not hit or punch and kick people when you’re angry. You talk or you walk away, or –
but never, never hit another human being. I don’t like it when he kicks, punches, fights, yells,
swears …
[They] need to be listened to, they need to be encouraged to talk … They need reassurance
that things will be all right. They will be kept safe. … So you need to reassure them that –
violence that they’re watching isn’t going to come over to them.
They stopped trusting me when I kept taking their father back. And eventually when I let him
take them, they stopped trusting me with their lives, with their love … and they’ve never done
that before. I’ve never ever let him take them.
Whanau Support
One of the main interests of the research was to analyse the relationships to whanau. What becomes
evident from the women’s stories is the primary reference to their families – their parents, their sisters,
the parents of their husband and the grandparents. The women used support services to various
degrees, but as they told their stories of being abused and of finding ways to control abuse or become
free of it, they spoke of their whanau connections. Kowhai spoke of her parents’ relationship with her
first child.

I started my life as a working mother – at 15. And I’ve worked ever since … I still remember
my Mum and Dad being there, and offering different kinds of things to my son … They
actually became the kind of parents to him that I couldn’t be. He was the oldest mokopuna67,
the first mokopuna, regardless of how he came.
She referred to the “stigma” of being pregnant at fifteen and having to leave school, even though she
was known as a bright student.
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rangatahi – youth.
mokopuna – grandchild/descendant.

60

The mother of Kowhai was Pakeha and her father Maori, and her mother had left her father when the
children were young, because of violence. A difference in their advice to her can be seen in the
comments made by Kowhai:

For Mum it was easier to say go, leave town, you know, get away. For Dad it was the
opposite. You can’t, you know – don’t go away.
In the interviews she often acknowledged learning from her mother about working hard and from her
father about belonging.
Kowhai talked extensively of her father’s love and the way he reached out to her. One time, when she
was in a refuge, her father contacted her for a tangi68. He wasn’t allowed to visit, but arrangements
were made for them to meet.

And my Dad came up, and we met – and I wasn’t ready to go home to him then. But he said to
me, that it – it was like breaking, cutting his heart when he didn’t know whether I was alive or
dead. He took that responsibility for me not feeling safe enough to go to him.
Kowhai built very close relationships with her daughters. She was no longer living with abuse, and
she had chosen to stay out of relationships with men until her children left home. Her growing
closeness to her sister showed the rebuilding of whanau had begun.

Nobody else. There’s just been us, and we’ve built a family – a real whanau unit all around
that. It’s – just now, I’ve been getting really close with my big sister and I have got a real
close relationship now. … And that’s probably the closest we’ve had in years. And we have
this funny talk and that goes back to Mum and Dad.
Puriri had been with her husband for fourteen years; he had begun hitting her soon after they were
married. At the time of the interviews, they were still married, although there had been many
separations and breaks, due to the violence. Both her own and her husband’s families were involved
at various times, but the interventions were not necessarily effective at stopping violence. Her fatherin-law and his family took on a protective role.

His Dad said, and his whole family have said, if this ever happens again, they’ll put him in jail
themselves … and they told their reasons why they will do what they will do, because of the
impact on their children, on the nieces and nephews and the grandchildren.
At other times her family intervened to protect her. She often referred to her family:

Family is important. Family – for me personally for me, if I didn’t have my family, I’d be in
the nuthouse. And the kind of support I got from my family was – it went through different
stages. At first they were all up in arms and they were very very angry and upset … Then as
the years went by they became more tolerant of it, after they realised I was just going to keep
going back into the relationship, for whatever reasons I had … The support is unconditional
… And yet when this happens, the first people I have … are my family. In terms of emotional
support.
And then, so my father helped me get on – he took me to Social Welfare, and they said to me,
“You know, he’s … abandoned you, and that’s against the law, and you should take, you
know, legal action.” But I said ,”No, … I just want to have my baby, as long as I can get food
in the cupboards, and get ready to have this baby”.
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tangi – Maori funeral process/ritual for burial.
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In the end, she felt it was the family who she felt would be the only enduring influence on him. She
said:

I know he needs to be held accountable for what he’s done. But I don’t think jail is going to
help him. Will you agree to a family group conference and he will stand accountable to the
members of his family, all the members of his family, and my family.
For Pohutukawa, whanau were her support as well as her experience of abuse. Pohutukawa trusted
only her father and would speak only to him after she and her sister had been sexually abused by an
uncle.

I said to my mother to go and get my father … She said, “No, I’ll take you home first”, and I
said, “No, I want my father now.” She took me home … He came in and I told my Dad
everything. But he swore that no more pain would come to us.
Years later, when Pohutukawa was pregnant, she began to reject her baby because of the
circumstances of abuse, but it was her whanau that brought healing:

I didn’t like what I was carrying. I started to reject what I was carrying too. I started to
reject my baby … My whanau had been over in … they entered a spiritual [agreement] … they
knew it was time to come and look after me. Never knew about my side, not that side anyway.
The main support for Pohutukawa came from her family and her friends. The following occasions of
violence show that it was her father whom she turned to for help, and on another occasion her sisterin-law.

… It was pushing and shoving and flinging me on the couch, and on the floor and I cut myself,
on the nose somewhere … My daughter and her girlfriend came running in and saw, and I
told them to get out because he was calming down. But she raced in the room and rung Dad.
And Dad couldn’t get down from the City – so he rang …, he actually tried …, but they
couldn’t find … number, so they rang … and … and her husband came down.
… By this time, Dad had rung … and [ was on her way from another town]. So [ ] arrived
and … [The partner of Pohutukawa] had gone and she wanted to know what was happening
and I said … I just threw wood at him and he started throwing me around the room. … And
the next day I was at work and he turned up at work. And you know, he apologised again …
never do it again … But I remember in those early years, if he was angry, he would – he had a
car at the time, so he would hop in his car and go to his mum’s. And stay at his mother’s.
Work, Housing, Poverty, Hardship
The stories of women and the marae consultations exposed conditions of poverty, trauma and
isolation. The women in this study defy the stereotypes of young women with children, on the
domestic purposes benefit. These women worked and saved to ensure provision for their children and
families and to avoid dependence on the state – or even on their husbands.
Kowhai spoke of her determination to provide for her children:

I was always taught by my mother that the harder you worked, the more you get – in money.
So … you worked hard, you worked damn hard. I bought my first house, then … I worked
three jobs, with two children. I used to pedal with my babies on a bike – to my babysitter, and
go to work … And that’s the grounding that I think my parents gave me …
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Kowhai sold her house and said that even though the house was hers:

It was my hard-earned money; when it was sold, became his. The money became his and he
had nice cars and friends, and girlfriends, and all those things, and – the kids and I had
nothing again, so it was years and years of hard work and I ended up with nothing … I’d lost
control of that.
… I actually went back and carried on working and got whatever job I could get, just to keep
paying the bills … I made a vow to myself that I would never ever – put myself in a position
where I would have to be reliant on my parents and to look after me or my children. So, I just
went back to work – found the places, transient and renting and anything else that went past.
Then I got into the worst relationship that I could ever have got into.
Puataua also bought her own house:

I had this money stashed in my account and I thought you’re not getting my money, so I went
looking for houses and I saw one in … and it had a big enough section for the kids to run
around on it … 1990, that was a hard year, that was the hardest year we ever had. We lived
on mutton chops (every night) – they were cheap.
Puataua asserted, “I am not a solo mother, I am a working parent”, refusing any stereotyping and
asserting her resourcefulness. Hardship seemed unrelenting. The stories showed the ongoing
struggle to make ends meet, combined with resourcefulness in taking control of money.

Me and my baby just hopped on the bus … I had twenty dollars on me. Caught the bus …
Hopped on the bus, we got to the main terminal there … My baby was on my breast, OK? He
was three months old … I hopped off the bus – this is ten o’clock at night … it was just me and
my clothes in a little bag. My baby and his clothes …
She saw an advertisement for a job as a maid at a motel. When she rang the moteliers agreed to her
starting work straight away. She asked them:

How about coming and picking me up at the bus terminal right now? I stayed there [in the
job] for two months.
Pohutukawa was able to keep her baby with her at the motel, where she worked for $5.00 per hour.
The interviewer commented on the way Pohutukawa “made things happen herself”:

I’m a fucking survivor, my cousin. Yes, I had to.
Support Services
The stories reveal varied use of services, from sustained use of a wide range of services to little
knowledge of services and perceptions that services were not supportive to Maori. Pohutukawa found
her lawyer to be helpful, but she did not avail herself of other services. One woman did not use
services.
Kowhai makes the following observation :

… You hear about maatua whangau69 within the courts. But you don’t know what they do, or
who they are. I’ve never seen them.
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matua whangai – children raised outside nuclear family structure.
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Refuge had provided Kowhai and her children with support on a number of occasions. She spoke
repeatedly of the kindness she and her children received there. When she recollected her very happy
memories of refuge, she was talking about places where she and her daughters found peace.

But … [daughter] will still head to refuge. And when we looked at getting this new refuge
started, I said to baby, ”Let’s go back to the whare70”. It was empty … it was still up for sale.
So we walked around it, remembering the different times in it, and looked at the trees and
everything that we’d planted, and different things, and the memories of the swings with the
girls, and we … I said … “Now let’s go back, and what do you think we need to offer in a
refuge today?” She said, “Why me?” I said, “Because you are a young girl that went
through refuge.”
They became our whanau, because I’d isolated myself – for whatever reasons. I’d kept myself
away from family and they became our family. They became the girl’s aunties. They’re still
part of our whanau … They never pressured us, they just kept us warm – made sure we had
kai.
The experience for Puataua was that the refuge was not welcoming; when she arrived she was told:

You’ve got to pay to stay here and I said yeah okay I said but after what I’ve been through do
you think that’s the first thing I want to [hear]? [Where] else am I going to stay, I can’t go
home, I said I can’t stay at my girlfriend’s, she’s worried about her kids.
Puataua had protection orders, and she called the police when abuse escalated, but she had repeated
experiences of the police not taking her partner away, in spite of her being seriously assaulted and
being taken to hospital for treatment of injuries.
In the second interview, Puataua talked about her experiences with the police:

Even when I was taken to the police station, to report the car missing. The police were
blaming things on me – that I wasn’t tough enough to stick by my guns, and enforce the orders
… But when you think about it … the state I was in.
She was asked about the justice system and women’s support groups or support that was available,
and her experience was of no support.

I mean, we have a Maori Women’s Welfare League in our area – and I do know who the
woman is, who’s in charge of it … Now, OK, it doesn’t have to be the Welfare League, but I
was never told about Victim Support.
She commented about maatua whangai:

Why shouldn’t Maatua Whangai just – come through, push themselves more, let themselves be
known to their own … As I said, the first people you see are the police, right? First contact
with the legal system is the police. So they should actually say … they should get hold of
Matua Whangai, whoever the agency is, and say this is the situation we have. Could you
please get hold of this person … they should make themselves known.
Puriri cited the church as a major influence in the family staying together:

We got married because I was brought up in the church and I had all these ideals about …
how it should be when you have a baby … Church played a significant role in our relationship
… When I married him I said, “You have to join the church so we can get married.” Yeah, so
that’s been a help to him. He honestly believes that as long as he stays in the church, and as
long as he’s doing everything that he should be doing, he knows that the family and the
children and our relationship runs smoothly.
70
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The advice from Puriri to anyone in abusive situations was to tell everyone and to do something:

Until you tell somebody, you’re at high risk.
She had turned to neighbours for safety, and family were often the means to access services. She
said:

Tell your mother, your father, especially tell your in-laws … just to let them know what’s
happening to you. Tell … get the phone book. Women’s Refuge is really helpful … you don’t
have to go into a safe house to contact them, but they’ll give you all the information you need
to know – to keep you safe. Whether or not you choose to stay in that relationship or leave.
She had extensively called on services in order to protect herself and stop the abuse. She had found
non-molestation orders ineffective because her husband tore up the papers. Going to a women’s
support group had been a significant influence in starting the process of caring for herself.

But the only reason I went to women’s group this time was because I finally realised that …
before … I could do anything, I had to do something for myself. Because the last time this
happened I felt really ripped off. Ripped off by my husband, I felt ripped off from my kids.
Yeah, because that was … my life. I lived for those two groups. And they turned round and
they lied and betrayed me. My children and my husband lied and betrayed me. I was really
angry. And I decided to go to them (the women’s group) because for the first time in my life I
realised that it’s not a bad thing to be self-indulgent and to take care of yourself … A lot of
Maori women feel that to do something for yourself is selfish. But it’s not.
The women’s support group was influencing her to take responsibility for herself as a person.
Whanau Responsibility
Who is responsible for rebuilding? It is the role of whanau and hapu to be responsible and supportive.
In traditional Maori society, children were considered tama-ariki, the future generation, the means of
ensuring future survival and the continuation of te reo71, rangatiratanga and tikanga. It was
recognised that tama-ariki not only needed food and shelter to care for their physical needs, but the
strong societal structures of whanau, hapu and iwi to reinforce their belonging. Children were taken
care of, nurtured and treated with a great deal of respect, especially by the elderly. The continuation
of any tribal group lay in the hands of the children, as their future legacy, and so it is not surprising to
note the traditional importance of whanau. Grandparents were responsible for whanau and were great
role models and so children were called mokopuna, derived from the words moko, meaning identity,
and puna, meaning spring.
These traditions are the source of the value of whanau responsibility and “kin-based care” (Tariana
Turia, Education Seminar 2000), which often challenges policies of state welfare intervention. Hana,
in her letter, points to the integrity and the economic sense of whanau care.

Well, a lot of taxpayer’s money would have been saved if she brought up her own children.
Beneficiaries are made to cope on the little they get with their young and old and homes and
old and homes and selves etc. as does working parents and families most of which need time
out from the world, from the system, from pressures that come with it. I hated all the worlds
you placed me in and deprived of my own, where I learned for ten years how to steal and just
be plain miserable with all the anger, hate and pain that was going on around me, to me and
through me was all blocked off by a shield of love, warmth and comfort. My Mum was to and
for me, and no counsellor, doctor or whatever can help me. [Only you can by listening as I
am speaking … of what is mine, my children, my family, my home, people and country where I
don’t need your records of my existence under state care] …
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te reo – Maori language.
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Sometimes those who help take care of the children will decide to intervene where a woman is being
abused. Enough is enough. If need be act, and remove the children and place them with whanau.
Provision for this to happen is to ensure that no further abuse occurs to these mokopuna. Whanau
need to get the support that is often spoken about, whakapiri72 (share) the work load and whatever
resources that are available to the whanau. Whanau members may have to ensure they get the
support they need, and not be ashamed. whakama73 is powerful and words like “hitting” and “kino
patua”74, and “whakama anui”75 have to be spoken. Confront the issue, take action, do something
about it, get involved, get help from those within if this is what it takes, move into the hapu. Don’t wait
until it’s too late, or when you may have a death at your doorstep. Act at the beginning. Some
whanau do support and are always ready, others do not. The consequences for whakapapa, for Te
Ao Maori either way are great. Action is essential in the Maori community today.
The trauma begins in whanau when children see, hear, feel the effects of violence of all descriptions.
There is no distinction between being responsible for children and the concern for whakapapa.
The interviews bore testimony to belonging to land, to whanau and to whakapapa as central to these
women. It might have been anguish of separation from whanau and from land that brought trauma; in
the stories drawn on in this report, abuse of women was the focus of the trauma. Healing was often
described in terms of reconnection, although it relies on people with knowledge to mediate and rebuild
the relationships.
Interviewing women who have been abused does not end with the interview. Bringing the trauma to
the surface brings a responsibility for healing, and healing begins with restoration of whanau. Korero
has taken place as part of this research, suggesting that there is a responsibility to reconnect
participants with whanau. The persons assisting with making the connections will need to have the
connections themselves, to be able to join up those who have been isolated or detached. “Never let a
problem to be solved become more important than a person to be loved; words are beautiful but
deeds of whakapapa are precious. He Mokopuna he taonga, me hoki ki to Ukaipo”. (Rotorua, Iwi
Social Service Hui 25th September 2000).
Findings
The following findings are drawn from the many sources referred to, including service providers,
marae hui on korero violence within whanau, research seminars, conferences and the interviews. The
stories of women exposed conditions of poverty, trauma, isolation, lack of information and a dearth of
support services.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

72

Women who have been abused become dislocated. Abuse frequently leads to alienation from
whanau.
Abuse separates women and men from whanau and weakens knowledge of belonging and
identity through whakapapa.
High prevalence of displacement – no sustained home base and homelessness. The stories
of women show that abuse leads to transience.
Whanau support is of primary significance and interventions are often mediated through
whanau – parents and grandparents. However, whanau may be unable to respond
adequately.
Abuse appears across generations, but it is not the only factor in abuse.
Many women continue to ‘manage’ violence rather than separate.
Abuse may continue, or escalate, after separation.
Public/state welfare services are alienating for whanau, hapu and iwi. Historic memory of
institutional abuse continues as a deterrent to accessing provision of support where it might be
beneficial. Child, Youth and Family Services (CYFS) is an example.
There is discrepancy in the resourcing of national services and hapu-based services. Hapu
services are seriously under-resourced.

whakapiri – to unite.
whakama – shame, feeling ashamed/shy.
74
kino patua – severe assault. Grievous bodily harm.
75
whakama anui – shame, embarrassment.
73
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•

•

Credentialling for provision of services such as safe houses, refuge, men’s programmes and
women’s support groups is arduous. Organisations continue on a voluntary basis (with or
without provider credentials), even though credentialling is the means to access funding.
There is inadequate support to enable successful access to the Credentialling process and
funding.
There is no provision of administrative and infrastructural support, yet administration is
necessary to access funding, to meet Community Funding Agency criteria and to interface with
the community. In policies for funding criteria there is a Treaty of Waitangi provision, the
requirements of which are not met by the Crown side of the agreement.

Recommendations
The following recommendations for action are offered as part of the reciprocal obligation of the
research to assist the whanau and hapu concerned.
•
•

•

Discussion is necessary among whanau, hapu and iwi on the place of whakapapa and whanau
in recovery and healing of abuse.
Violence in whanau is a specific area for education to increase knowledge of programmes for
whanau, including kaumatua76, whaea77, matua78, wahine79, tamawahine80, tamatane81,
tamariki82 and monokpuna83. Ensure that whanau, hapu and iwi are actively involved
throughout all stages of the design and delivery of any interventions or programmes delivered
by the state or community agencies.
Adequately resourced initiatives by Maori, for the benefit of Maori, are to be a priority in work
on domestic violence with Maori whanau. Funding must include infrastructural, training and
administrative costs.

Recommendations for Research
Follow-up research needs to be done on ways in which whanau can support women and the children
who have been violently abused, and deepen discussion of ways to prevent wahine returning to
violent men, with ways that whanau can be more protective, responsible and supportive.
Research on the provision of hapu and iwi services would be beneficial.
Further whanau studies on the effects of violence on the next generation need to be undertaken to
investigate social conditions which give rise to abuse, what enables women to refuse to live with
abuse and to identify interventions to eliminate abuse now and in future generations. The research
would need to be inclusive of the social conditions that ensure optimum support for women and men.

76

kaumatua – elders.
whaea – elder woman/women.
78
matua – parents.
79
wahine – woman/women.
80
tamawahine - young female.
81
tamatane – young male.
82
tamariki – children.
83
mokopuna – grandchild/descendent.
77
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Chapter Five
Family Violence : A Pacific Perspective
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Introduction
We hope that this chapter will generate ongoing discussion in the Pacific communities and encourage
more support for the groups and people who work in the area of family violence. This chapter was
written in consultation and close collaboration with the mainstream and Maori teams of the research
project, Public Health Promotion, Auckland Healthcare Services Ltd (now Auckland District Health
Board), a series of community consultations, two focus group interviews, a series of in-depth
interviews with three Pacific women who left abusive relationships, and literature. The authors are
Lanuola Asiasiga, Luisa Falanitule, Sione Tu’itahi and Yvette Guttenbeil.

1

A sincere and heartfelt thanks is extended to our grandmothers, mothers, daughters and friends.
Thank you very much to our treasured older women (tr. Niuean)
3
A big thank you for the good work (tr. Niuean)
2
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The Pacific Peoples Who Took Part In The Study
The Pacific research component of the project “From Abuse to Strength” was led by Luisa Falanitule.
She has a social work background and has worked in the Pacific community and is a member of the
Public Health Promotion Service of Auckland District Health Board.
All the Pacific fieldwork for this research was carried out by Luisa, who consulted agencies and key
informants within the Pacific communities about the research process and how the information was to
be disseminated back to the communities. In March 1998, a consultation meeting was held with
Pacific representatives of social support agencies working in the area of family violence and this was
followed by a series of smaller meetings throughout the research process. Participants in the
consultation were concerned that the different Pacific perspectives be acknowledged and incorporated
into the research and that the way research was reported back was appropriate to Pacific peoples.
Participants wanted research that was relevant to all Pacific communities and that empowered Pacific
peoples. Concern about Luisa working on her own and the need for her to have support from other
Pacific communities besides her own led to the setting up of a Pacific advisory team.
Two focus group interviews and the interviews with the three Pacific women were carried out by Luisa
over a period of two years. One community focus group was made up of Pacific women who worked
in the area of family violence, social support and health services. The other focus group was with
community women during the annual 1999 P.A.S.I.F.I.K.A conference held in Auckland. These were
older Pacific women, in all cases born and raised in their respective Island nations. There were also a
series of smaller meetings throughout the research with Pacific women working in the area of family
violence.
Three women were interviewed: Sifa, who is Niuean, Mele, who is Tongan, and Ana, who is Samoan.
Confidentiality was promised and these are not the real names of the women interviewed. All the
women were Pacific-born: one migrated with her parents when she was twelve years old, one when
she was 18-20 years old, and one arrived with her husband when she was 26 years old. To follow
their journey, Luisa visited Sifa, Mele and Ana two to three times over three years.
While the findings from the interviews with Pacific peoples have been incorporated into the main
document, this separate chapter about the Pacific research was written to present an Aotearoa New
Zealand Pacific perspective. A framework for writing up the findings for the Pacific chapter was
developed by a Pacific advisory team made up of Luisa Falanitule, Sione Tu’itahi and Yvette
Guttenbeil of the Pacific team at Public Health Promotion, Auckland District Health Board, and
Lanuola Asiasiga of the Pacific Health Research Centre, Whitireia Community Polytechnic, Wellington.
The Pacific chapter, while acknowledging the differing perspectives of Tuvaluan, Tokelauan, Fijian,
Niuean, Tongan, Cook Islands and Samoan cultures, emphasises the commonality amongst these
Pacific communities of the importance of family / kinship / genealogy, of the value of respect and the
concept of collective responsibility.
The framework presented here reflects only the views of those in the team who contributed, and
cannot be seen as representative of all Pacific peoples. We hope that it reflects accurately the lives
and journeys of the women who took part in the focus groups and the individual interviews.
Aotearoa New Zealand Context Of Pacific Peoples

Pacific Identity
Pacific peoples make up 6% of the total population of Aotearoa New Zealand, with about two-thirds of
Pacific peoples living in Auckland. Pacific peoples did not identify themselves as “Pacific/Islanders”
until they came to Aotearoa New Zealand. Identification was made by connections to the extended
family group, village, atoll/island. The term “Pacific/Islands” is an imposed term/definition used to
describe people from the different island nations in the Pacific. Historically, the term “Pacific Island”
was a political definition which made addressing Pacific peoples convenient and economically
feasible. It is unique to Aotearoa New Zealand although its use is spreading globally.
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There are seven main Pacific communities represented in Aotearoa New Zealand: Tuvalu, Tokelau,
Fiji, Niue, Tonga, the Cook Islands and Samoa. Tokelau, Niue and Cook Islands people have
automatic right of entry to Aotearoa New Zealand. Tuvalu, Fiji, Tonga and Samoa have restricted
entry through a permit system.
Niuean, Cook Islands and Samoan people were probably the earliest migrants, coming in the 1930s1950s, followed by the Tokelauan people in the 1960s. However, the bulk of Samoan migration was
in the 1960s-1970s, and the bulk of Tongan migration increased in the 1970s. Fiji has always had
small groups of people coming through on short–term work schemes but has had a small, established
population since the 1960s-1970s. Tuvaluan people are the most recent migrants.

Migration
“Research points to the breakdown of family structure when people migrate. People moving to a new
country often attempt to hold on to their familiar ways of being and doing but those ways are not
always successful in the new environment. Perhaps one of the most significant points about migration
for Pacific families is the break in kinship ties and the loss of collective support” (Asiasiga and Gray,
1998).
When migrants leave their home islands “new relationships are forged and others reshaped … the
cultural identity of migrants is therefore judged by three significant groups: the host society, the
members of their own migrant community, their families that remain in the islands” (Mitaera, 1997).
Coming to a new country means reshaping a new identity. New migrants still have a connection with
their home country but their children who are born/raised in Aotearoa New Zealand have a link only
through their parents. Children’s perceptions of “back home” and cultural traditions are formed by
their parents’ interpretations/stories and those of the migrant community.
A Ministry of Justice consultation with a Samoan group in South Auckland saw the causes of violence
related to: lack of communication and understanding between parents and children; poor relationships
between partners; unemployment and poverty; culture, cultural misperceptions and cultural clash; and
fitting into the Aotearoa New Zealand environment.
The group was especially concerned about how fa’a Samoa4 was being translated into the Aotearoa
New Zealand setting and about the way young people who were born/raised in Aotearoa New Zealand
interpreted fa’a Samoa. Young people often had a negative perspective of fa’a Samoa because they
associated it with fa’alavelave5 and their perception of fa’alavelave was that it diverted money meant
for the essential/basic living requirements of the family. The group was also concerned about cultural
misperceptions of the role of the father as head of the family. As head of the family, the father had a
role of responsibility and obligation to its members. The group thought this role was sometimes being
interpreted in a negative way: as being “boss” and having ultimate power and control over members.
The group reported that poor understanding of fa’a Samoa also led people to wrongly believe that the
“Samoan way” was a justification for violence. The group’s participants called for Samoan people to
“revisit old ways of thinking and assess them in the new/local context” (Ministry of Justice facsimile,
1997).
The group recommended that effective programmes would “work with families to address the differing
pressures” that had the potential to lead to violence. Effective programmes would also “recognise
differences in cultures and ages and refrain from imposing Palagi6 (or other) notions of correct ways of
thinking”. Such programmes would also have to recognise the role of the churches and the risks and
benefits of church involvement.

4
5

fa’a Samoa – Samoan way

fa’alavelave – An occasion such as a wedding or a funeral where the aiga (family) contributes with goods (in Aotearoa New
Zealand especially with food and money) and labour. Fairbairn-Dunlop, 1996.
6
palagi – European (Tr. Common Pacific term for Pakeha/European, although not all Pacific nations use this term)
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Schoeffel et al’s study found a similar reaction in the participants. Their parents were concerned about
how to pass on their own cultural values and beliefs to their children in the new setting. “Many Pacific
Islands parents see their family life as being dominated by a struggle for control over the hearts and
minds of their children. The struggle is against unfamiliar libertarian values about choices and
freedom which they fear may encourage their children to think they can disobey their parents, adopt
new lifestyles, abandon church-going (or take up new religions), reject their obligation to serve their
parents and respect their teachers, and repudiate other cherished cultural values and practices”
(Schoeffel et al 1996).

Socio-economic Circumstances
The majority of Pacific peoples are low-income earners, with many receiving social welfare benefits.
The Mental Health (Bathgate and Pulotu-Endemann 1997) report found an increase in violence in
homes and associated it with rising unemployment for men, and women being the main income
earners: “Anecdotal evidence collected by Pulotu-Endemann suggests violence in the home has
increased in recent years. It is not uncommon to meet middle-aged women who have experienced
violent acts from their husbands recently, for the first time in their married life, and who attribute them
first and foremost to the rise in unemployment and the diminished self-esteem of their husbands”
(Bathgate and Pulotu-Endemann, 1997). However, while unemployment increases stress and tension
within the home, violence still occurs in homes where males are employed and on high incomes.
Important Concepts For Pacific People
The following discussion is drawn from meetings held with some members of the Pacific team and
available literature.

Respect
Respect is the overarching value emphasised and striven for in Pacific cultures. In Niue, this is
referred to as fakalilifu7. Respect for one another is the guiding/governing principle in how people
relate to each other. For example, the bond between brother and sister and their children is very
strong. Traditionally in some Pacific societies, brothers and sisters were kept apart and brother/sister
avoidance was practised. In Samoa this relationship has been formalised as feagaiga8. In Samoa …
“a boy was not even supposed to touch his sister’s personal possessions, particularly her clothing or
the mat upon which she slept. This rule was still observed by some households in the 1970s, and it is
certainly recognised, if not enforced, by most older people. The old belief was that intimate contact
between sister and brother would have supernaturally dangerous consequences to the brother”
(Schoeffel, 1995).
While some of those traditions may not be adhered to today, the mutual support between brother and
sister and the respect given by a brother to his sister remains such that she is deferred to in certain
situations. In some circumstances a man will take more notice of his sister than his wife, who may be
seen as an outsider to the family. This perception occurs when the man has familial obligations he
must fulfil to his sister. Fulfilling the kinship obligations of the brother/sister relationship may be seen
as the brother taking the side of his sister over the needs of his wife and immediate family.
In families where the understanding of culture and mutual fulfilling of obligations or cultural roles are
being observed there is a level of understanding. However, with inter-marriages and generational/
migrational experiences these structures and practices become ambiguous, although the intent and
cultural value often remain intact. The practice of these obligations shifts and familial structures and
relationships change from family to family.

7
8

fakalilifu – Respect. (tr. Niuean)
feagaiga – Government. (tr. Samoan)
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In Tongan societies the language used to describe family members is inclusive rather than exclusive.
Relationships are pulled closer to the family unit rather than ‘once, twice removed’. For example, a
woman married into a family will not only be described as the mali (wife) of her husband but will also
be described as the mali (wife) of her husband’s brother/s. The relationship is not the same nor are
the responsibilities transferable, but the description remains the same. She will be described as the
‘ofefine (daughter) of her husband’s parents and they also become her tamai (father) and fa’e
(mother). There is no ‘in-law’ distinction. Her children will be referred to as tuonga’ane/tokoua
(brother) and/or tuofefine/tokoua (sister) by their cousins.

Family
“Where are you from?” rather than “Who are you?” is a common greeting/opening for Pacific peoples.
Being able to make connections in some way, for example through genealogical lines, through coming
from the same village or district or knowing someone in common, is important. Making connections
establishes belonging to a/the group/collective and in Pacific societies, to be acceptable, one has to
belong.
“The Pacific Island family is the lifeline of its members. The Pacific Island concepts of aiga9, anau10,
magafoa11, kaiga12, kainga13 and yavusa14 are fundamental to the ways of life and being of Pacific
Island people. Preservation of the Pacific Island family and its values is the responsibility of every
Pacific Island person.” (Pacific Island Task Force, 1993).
The Pacific concept of family refers to extended family. In theory, a blood connection, through birth or
marriage, no matter how far removed makes one a family member. How this is practised differs from
family to family. Family violence refers to abuse between any members of the extended family.
Where a person stands in their family, for example, whether they are an eldest brother/sister or a
youngest brother/sister or if their father/mother is the eldest child, means they have a specific role with
accompanying obligations/responsibilities. Likewise, when a woman marries into a particular family
structure she is not only affected by her partner’s rank/status but is also required and expected to help
her partner fulfil his obligations and responsibilities to family, village and so forth.

Collective Responsibility
Families, that is, extended families, are collectives.
Within each Pacific group, the roles,
responsibilities and obligations differ slightly. Furthermore, the structure of the family and its
accompanying roles, responsibilities and obligations differ in Aotearoa New Zealand from what they
would be in the Pacific. Collective responsibility is a strength when each member has a clear
understanding about his/her own status, role and obligation and is able to fulfil that. Part of a Pacific
person’s socialisation is to know that he/she belongs to/is part of a group/collective and has
obligations and responsibilities to the group just as the group has obligations and responsibilities to its
members.
While the group/collective is important, it can function effectively only if each member is supported and
taken care of.
Collective responsibility means being responsible for one another from birth till death – for example,
the socialisation of children and support in childcare and the care of elders.
Collective responsibility includes family obligations whereby a member is expected to respond to
certain situations/circumstances in a specific way. Obligations can be both a strength and a burden.
When obligations are able to be met there is a sense of fulfilment but unmet obligations trigger a
feeling of failure and worthlessness.
9

aiga – Family (tr. Samoan)
anau – Family (tr. Cook Island)
11
magafoa – Family (tr. Niuean)
12
kaiga – Extended family (tr. Tokelauan)
13
kainga – Extended family (tr. Tongan)
14
yavusa – Family (tr. Fijian)
10
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Brief Overview Of Family Violence Amongst Pacific Families In Aotearoa New Zealand
The “From Abuse to Family Strength” Project focuses on the abuse of women by male partners but for
the Pacific chapter we have extended the discussion to family violence. Through the consultations for
this project and other workshops and consultations run by other agencies about violence, the
discussion has always come back to the family home and the violence which is happening there. In
August 1999, the New Zealand Herald ran a week-long series of articles about violence. It covered
topics such as school bullying, television violence and family violence. One of the headlines was:
“The most violent place in New Zealand is not under an All Black ruck or late at night in a dangerous
bar. It is the family home.” (Stone, 1999).

What is Violence?
For the purposes of this chapter, violence is defined as abusive behaviour. The terms abuse and
violence are used interchangeably. Because violence is culturally defined and situationally
contextualised, Pacific people migrating to Aotearoa New Zealand bring their own concepts of
violence which may conflict with the legal definition. What is considered abusive behaviour in
Aotearoa New Zealand may not be regarded as abusive in Tonga, Fiji, Niue or Samoa and vice versa:
“… if we are to understand the nature of family violence in other societies, the perceptions of the
people we study must take precedence over definitions derived from Western experience” (Counts,
1990).
Each society decides the level at which behaviour becomes “abusive”.
Legislation has tended to focus on physical violence. For example, the Ministry of Education sent out
a circular to school boards of trustees advising that “… the use of force towards a child or young
person, by way of correction or punishment, is prohibited by any person employed by a board of a
school or the management of an early childhood centre. Any use of force is an assault under the
Crimes Act 1961” (Ministry of Education Circular, 1997/12).
The concept of violence was extended beyond physical force in the Children Young Persons and their
Families Act 1989 and in the Domestic Violence Act 1995. In former, child abuse is: “ … the harming
(whether physically, emotionally, or sexually), ill-treatment, abuse, neglect, or deprivation of any child
or young person.” The Domestic Violence Act 1995 defines violence as “Physical abuse, sexual
abuse and psychological abuse”. Psychological abuse includes: intimidation, harassment, damage to
property, threats of physical/sexual/psychological abuse as well as psychological abuse of a child.
What this highlights is that the definition of violence has shifted over time. What was acceptable
behaviour in the 1950s in Aotearoa New Zealand and called discipline is now considered
unacceptable and named abuse. For example, changing mores has led to the banning of corporal
punishment in schools. The 1989 Children Young Persons and their Families Act was a public
acknowledgement that abuse could be more than physical force.
Within the Pacific communities in Aotearoa New Zealand and in the Pacific there has also been
debate over the fine line that divides acceptable and non-acceptable behaviour.

Discipline vs Abuse
An example of the fine line between acceptable and non-acceptable behaviour is the debate over what
is discipline and what is abuse.
Keene’s research found Samoan “parents provide the models for aggression by spanking children
whenever they engage in irritating behaviour and then quickly following this up with displays of
affection” (Keene, 1978). Howard thought this spanking/affectionate behaviour would make a child
associate pain with love and violence with pleasure (Howard, 1986).
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Although Pakeha researchers find the previously mentioned behaviour illogical, many Samoan people
would agree with the following perspective: “Some mothers are growling mothers and others are
cuddling mothers. Samoan mothers growl and cuddle at the same time. Hence, coining the famous
words of our mothers ‘O lo'u alofa ia te oe lea e alai ona fasi oe’. ‘I'm hitting you because I love you’
(Autagavaia, 2000. Personal comment via email).
Duituturaga’s study (Duituturaga, 1988) found children were hit as a form of discipline “to remind them
to be obedient and respectful to parents.” Schoeffel also found parents believed hitting was an
effective way of teaching children proper behaviour, that is, obedience and respect (Schoeffel et al
1996).
Some Pacific parents will say that this discipline of “I hit you because I love you” is traditional. But it is
difficult to know whose tradition is being followed – that of pre-contact times or that of the missionaries’
Victorian England. “There are some remarkable similarities between the ideology and practice of child
discipline in modern Tonga and eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, for example in the
association between punishment and love, in the expectation of children’s absolute obedience, and in
the emphasis on controlling emotion in the context of punishment, for both parent and child”
(Kavapalu, 1993).
Biblical justification of harsh disciplinary practice is often called upon by referring to the phrase “spare
the rod spoil the child”.
Duituturaga’s participants spoke of wives being hit as a disciplinary measure “ … back in the Islands, if
I did not hit my wife, I would be seen by both her family and mine as weak and not able to control her.
Other men would joke about my lack of disciplining my wife. It is seen as part of the marriage
relationship”. This man made a distinction between hitting and beating : “ … if I beat her up, her
brothers and uncles are bound to take revenge or retaliate and so I would be careful that I did not
physically hurt her unless she did something very bad” (Duituturaga 1988:106).
Violence or discipline involved factors of motive, context and consequence. If the motive was to cause
injury then that was violence but if the motive was to discipline then that was not violence. “The
consequences of disciplinary action can also determine the difference from violence. Minor bruises
can be accepted as a reminder of the lesson to be learnt whereas black bruises, cuts, burns, broken
bones and serious injuries are often considered as unacceptable consequences” (Duituturaga
1988:111).
Links have been drawn between violence in the home and aggressive young adults.
“A harsh, physical, unloving home seems to produce children who turn to crime. Those that are
nurtured and are not brought up to regard violence as normal are much less likely themselves to be
violent” (Boshier, 1999).
The Papua New Guinea Law Reform Commission found that people’s beginning experience of
violence was in the home : “ … violent homes tend to breed violent adults, and these help to create a
violent society in which people (particularly men) turn to violence as a way of solving their problems
instead of using peaceful and lawful means” (Law Reform Commission of Papua New Guinea, 1987).
The research presented in the 1990 Pacific Studies report of domestic violence in the Pacific seemed
to support the two previous views and found that “Societies where conciliation, gentleness, and selfcontrol are valued … have little or no family violence. In contrast, in societies where warfare was
prevalent and violence is an acceptable expression of anger, domestic violence also seems to be
common” (Counts, 1990).

76

Previous Research
In 1988, a research project looking at attitudes to family violence was carried out across Maori, Pacific
and Pakeha people. The Pacific component was co-ordinated by Emele Duituturaga and carried out
by the Pacific Island Women’s Health Project. When asked about the causes of family violence, half
the respondents attributed violence to poor communication between family members. Not being able
to communicate effectively led to arguments and violence. Other causes were pressure from
unemployment, other family members, cross-cultural misunderstanding, male attitudes and alcohol.
Respondents who worked in social support agencies “saw the role of the media” as influencing
people’s attitudes to violence. Television, film and video could influence the level of acceptable
violence.
The respondents identified the following areas where they needed help: communication skills;
counselling; assertiveness training for women; parenting programmes; employment; alcohol
management; and community education about family violence. Some male respondents spoke of
needing help but not knowing where to go“… if there was someone I could go to who would
understand me as a Pacific Island man and the pressures on me in this society, I would not hesitate to
go to that person. Sometimes it is just a matter of talking things over because if I talked to my family
and friends, they would see me as a failure.” This man also said: “As a Pacific Island man, I only
know how to deal with things that I am not happy with by exploding and getting it out of my system –
then I am fine again”. (Duituturaga, 1988:115).
The following common features about violent abusers were identified by Duituturaga:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Usually male.
Has been abused himself.
Moved from home to home or put in foster care.
Has low self esteem.
Unemployed.
Always afraid and full of guilt and fear.
Has a drinking problem.
Experiences uncontrolled feelings of anger.
Lacks support from family members.

Jo Cribb (Cribb, 1997) reported on a study she carried out in Christchurch with 30 Samoan women
looking at their attitudes to domestic violence. Two-thirds of her women participants did not accept
domestic violence. These women tended to be under 40 years of age and to have done five or more
years of secondary schooling in Aotearoa New Zealand. While being involved in Samoan church
activities they did not acknowledge a matai15 as head of their family. These women were
knowledgeable of both fa’a Samoa16 and fa’a Palagi17 and knew how to access support services. The
remaining women, who seemed to accept domestic violence, were mostly over 40 years of age,
Samoa-born and acknowledged a matai as head of their family. These women moved mostly within
Samoan circles and had limited knowledge of fa’a Palagi and therefore were not knowledgeable
about accessing mainstream support services. Cribb concluded that acceptance of domestic violence
was linked to the women’s “perceived inability to access “westernised” support services and the limited
support traditional Western Samoan social structures can provide when operating in an urban context”
(Cribb 1997:164).



In 1983, Carmel Peteru organised a Pacific Women’s Workshop at the YWCA’s conference on rape and sexual violence
against women and children. As a result of that workshop the Pacific Island Women’s Health Project was set up as a project of
the YWCA. The Project became an independent body in 1987.
15
matai – Samoan chief.
16
fa’a Samoa – Samoan way.
17
fa’a Palagi – European way (tr. Samoan)
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Cribb recommended the “delivery of social services through Samoan community networks. The
boosting and support of the traditional social welfare functions already existing within Western
Samoan communities, but shown by this research to be seen by some women as ineffective, should
be one strategy to better target government social services” (Cribb 1997:168). Furthermore, Cribb
suggested educating church ministers so that they could recognise violence and targeting church
groups with awareness programmes about existing social support services. Policies that supported
extended families such as appropriate housing were also encouraged.

The Situation Now
The National Statistics Collective of Independent Women’s Refuge reported that between 1 July 1998
and 30 June 1999, 434 Pacific women and 711 Pacific children entered refuges nationally (National
Statistics Collective of Independent Women’s Refuge, 2000). It is not clear whether this included
repeat visits.
There has been a growing awareness in Pacific communities throughout the Pacific that violence is
unacceptable. This has been brought about through Pacific women speaking out about violence and
through media coverage highlighting violent offending and child abuse by Pacific peoples.
The Pacific Women’s Network Against Violence Against Women produces a regional newsletter called
Pacific Women Against Violence which covers issues of violence throughout the Pacific. In 1999, a
research project about domestic violence in the Pacific was funded by the United Nations. A film
documentary has been made about domestic violence in Tonga. Peggy Fairbairn-Dunlop presented a
paper at the Pacific Vision International Conference in 1999 about a programme running in Samoa
which aims to reduce and eliminate the use of physical violence and harsh words against children.
Findings

The Focus Group Interviews
The following discussion is drawn from the two focus group interviews held. From consultations for
this and other studies, e.g., the Public Health Commission Community Consultations in 1994, and the
Ministry of Justice consultations with Tongan and Samoan communities in South Auckland in 1997,
there seemed to be a perception among Pacific peoples that a certain level of violence was normal in
Pacific families.

Pacific People’s Perceptions/Beliefs About Violence
Family violence was seen as being part of family life. New Zealand-born/raised Pacific peoples were
more likely to name the violence as ‘family violence’ or ‘abuse’. Mostly, though, family violence was
not named or spoken about. Instead people would make jokes about violent incidents/acts of
violence. For example, if a woman went to church with a black eye, she would become the focus of
jokes but this would be done in a warm manner. The women would share their own stories with her
and comically re-enact their own episodes of being hit. This would make the woman who was the
focus of the joking feel relaxed and not alone. This was the women’s way of comforting her.
Some of the agencies spoke of how they were set up to deal with violence between partners but were
finding that they were dealing with family violence.

I’ve had incidents where a mother will come in with her children where she’s been beaten up
by her sister or sister-in-law because she wasn’t performing well at home.
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Of particular importance was participants’ discussion of how perceptions of accepted beliefs and
practices from the Pacific home islands are interpreted/translated into an Aotearoa New Zealand
setting. One participant in one of the focus groups spoke about her mother giving her a ‘hiding’. In the
mind-set of her mother she was disciplining her daughter because she loved her. By using physical
discipline the mother felt it was her duty (out of love) to show her daughter the ‘right way’. This would
be accepted in the Pacific community as a mother doing her ‘duty’. The daughter however, felt she
was being violated and that her mother hated her. She had thoughts of going to Social Welfare and
running away. She defined the hiding as abuse. To translate this into her mother’s language would
mean that her mother did not love her and that her mother wanted to hurt her. The daughter’s
interpretation of her mother’s behaviour would be hurtful to her mother.
If a sibling tried to intervene he/she would be hit also. However, another adult in the family could
intervene but only after there had been ‘sufficient’ disciplinary action. The mother would not feel
insulted or embarrassed by this as she would have completed her task as a loving mother and the
aunt, by stopping the ‘hiding’, would have fulfilled her role as a loving aunt. All these actions
contribute to the overall good of the family. Loving mother, loving aunt and the child who is being
disciplined will become a better person and a loving member of the family. Communal families will
discipline together and each person’s role will be different depending on who is being disciplined and
who is doing the disciplining as well as the motive for the discipline. The person who intervenes plays
an important role in acts of discipline.
In a series of seminars for Tongan Catholic Community Leaders (May 2000) discussions on the future
of children revealed some of these frustrations. Parents voiced the difficulties in developing
understanding between themselves and their children born and raised in Aotearoa New Zealand. At
the same seminar the children/youth present also voiced the same concern. They did not understand
the reasons or the values which framed the actions and decisions their parents made. Without any
knowledge of these values or reasons the children’s interpretation of their parents’ action/s was often
incorrect or confused.

In-depth Interviews: Sifa, Mele and Ana’s Journeys
Sifa, Ana and Mele have all turned their lives around. They have all come from a point in their lives
where they did not feel good about themselves, where they were vulnerable, to a place/point where
they feel in control of their lives – a place of strength. Each woman has taken a different path and
resolved issues in different ways.

Leaving
For Mele and Sifa, to reach the stage of leaving took a long time. The circumstances that led to
leaving had been building up gradually over time until each woman felt she had reached a point where
she could no longer continue the relationship. Ana was different in that she had been separated for 19
years and she felt her separation had come about quite suddenly.
Separation was difficult because unless their own family was supportive, leaving a partner also meant
leaving the family. Sifa and Ana found it necessary to stay away from their families for a while.

Building Up To Going
All three women spoke of despair at their loss of identity in their relationship with their partner. Ana
felt she was losing herself in the marriage because she was always defined in terms of her husband
rather than herself.
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Sifa thought the violence began when they moved out of her mother’s home into a place of their own.
There was the financial stress of having to cope on their own and not having the support of others.
Away from her family, her partner could do as he pleased without anyone to stop him. In the time
leading up to Sifa leaving, he became more and more abusive. The violence began as a “hit from
behind” which was more like a “tap” but the taps became harder and more frequent.

Well for me that was just normal. We were brought up like that if we married somebody we
have got to take all the bad and the good that comes to you. I am brought up to think that
once you are married then you have got to stay in that relationship. And we don’t think much
into anything else except ‘how can we handle it?’ We don’t know anything else. We don’t
know any other ways to handle it. So we just go on everyday, living everyday life, day by day.
There came a time when she started to think that all was not normal:

When I started not feeling good about myself, that I was quite unhappy about things. The, just
the whole environment, my children, my home. I didn’t see any, that there was anything for
me. I didn’t have an outside life, no social life. I didn’t have any friends. And when family
came around, I didn’t even have family because when they leave he would always find
something to complain about my family. So there was nothing really for me apart from I had
to do it because I am married to him. That was the way it was . . .
The final incident for Sifa happened when her husband was hitting her and her daughter stepped in to
defend her:

While he was hitting me, my daughter came up behind and started hitting him from the back
and he turned around and started whacking her around the head.
Sifa realised:

That it was our problems and we should sort it out ourselves instead of, er, involving our
children.
. . . most of Saturday afternoon and Sunday I spent in bed and he kept annoying me, coming to
get me up to get dinner, or apologising, you know. Everything. Trying to get me out of bed so
I can go and involve myself with the rest of the family. But I just sat in bed and planned and,
… what I came up with, the plan I came up with was to leave him in the morning when I go
and drop him off at six in the morning when he worked, starts early. And I’ll come back home
and wake my children – I won’t tell my children beforehand, but I’ll explain to them as I come
and wake them up in the morning, . . . what my plan was.
Yeah. I was pretty scared. It was scary for me because I was planning all these things. I was
the only one involved. There was me and my children and how am I going to be out of there
safe. You know, safety. And . . . all through the rest of the week and I was pretty scared. I
was crying quite emotionally. And leading up to the time I was really shaking. Scared when I
dropped him off that he might turn around and, and figure out what I was thinking.
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Ana had been married three years when her husband hit her. He used to threaten her but she would
reply that if he ever touched her then that would be the end of their relationship. The event that led to
Ana leaving happened on a Thursday night when she went off to do the grocery shopping. She had
arranged for her husband to pick her up at the shops at 9 o’clock when the shops closed. What she
did not know was that her husband and children had come early, could not find her and assumed that
she had gone somewhere else. She waited for half an hour after the shops closed and then started
walking home. She ended up accepting a ride from a man she recognised worked in one of the
shops. When she got home she was angry about not being picked up and her husband was angry
about not finding her at the shops and was suspicious about where she might have been.

When you are so loyal in a relationship and somebody continues to get suspicious of you it
doesn’t make me feel – you know – it makes me wondering whether it’s something wrong with
me or is it wrong with him. What have I done to deserve this kind of treatment?
They started arguing and fighting and she fell. He then beat her. That was when she called the police
and the doctor and told her husband to go.
For Mele, the violence began when they moved in with her husband’s family. They had lived together
in rented accommodation for three years but wanted to save for their own house. When they lived on
their own, Mele’s husband shared the household chores and was caring and supportive. As soon as
they moved in with his family, he stopped helping. From Mele’s perspective, in order to fulfil his
family’s expectations of him, Mele’s husband had to assert control over her. The very qualities that
had attracted him to her, her independence and strength, did not fit his family’s criteria of suitable
wifely attributes for their eldest son. She was expected to be obedient and to know her place.
After 13 years of marriage and two children, the event that finally pushed Mele into going was:

. . . it was on a Saturday morning . . . and I reminded him of a trip that I was supposed to go
to through work on the next day and he just turned me down flat and said No, he’s changed
his mind . . . I’m not going and that developed into an argument . . .
It was then that Mele realised that she could not live anymore with her husband always controlling her
life, deciding what she could and could not do. It occurred to her that she had another 20 years of
working life left and that time was precious. When he hit her this time she realised that he could kill or
maim her. To stay would be to put her own life at risk. Mele had also reached the conclusion that
being exposed to this type of violence was not a healthy environment for her children to be living in.
All three women feared they themselves might return the violence done to them by their partners.
Mele:

. . . like violence triggers off violence type of thing and I hated to think that I might lose it and
do it right back to him . . . so I left.
Ana:

and to be quite honest I was too scared to go back to the relationship. The fact that I feel if I
ever take him back and if that thing ever happens again I will honestly say that I will kill him
and I did not want that and I was that strong about not accepting people beating women that I
will end up killing somebody and I was scared – scared for myself and scared for the people
that I so-called loved but I will end up doing something back.
Sifa:

I even thought of planning to kill him the weekend that I left. How to plan to kill him. Yeah.
Because I was so upset and so angry. And I didn’t know, um how else to deal with the
situation apart from thinking all these bad things and to do to myself or to my husband.
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Family Support/Attitude
Mele’s family wanted her to leave the first time the violence happened but at the same time they
respected her and did not want to force her to do anything that she did not want to do. She knew they
were there to support her should she need it.

I knew they were there but the decision had to come from me so it really was my own selfesteem that helped me to get out . . . and I knew that friends and relations would be there if I
needed their help.
As soon as she left, her family (including family from overseas) rallied around to support her. Once
she had left her husband, her family felt free to say openly what they had always wanted to say. By
comparison her husband’s family seemed to collude with the violence, which had started under their
roof while Mele and her husband were living with them.

I had to leave because I did not see the situation getting any better, and I, cause I did not see
his family’s attitude changing around violence . . . because when it happened the family knew
that he had hit me and they had never done anything to challenge my husband about why he’s
doing it and if they talked amongst themselves I’m quite confident that they believed that I
deserved to be hit, that it was my fault.
Sifa did not know who to go to for support. She turned to her family but they said, “Oh you just hang in
there” and “That’s how life is”.

I felt very isolated because there was no support for me. I think I expected Mum to give me
some support in some ways, but at that time I felt and I knew she wasn’t supporting me in
what I think was right for me. Because she thought of everybody else, because that is the way,
that is always the way I was brought up. You are always thinking of everybody else around
us.
Sifa’s sisters were in similar situations so found it difficult to see that there was a problem.
Ana’s family wanted her to reconcile with her husband. They could see what he was able to offer her
materially but Ana wanted more than material support. Ana’s family and her Samoan friends saw her
husband as a well educated, well-off Palagi who was the sort of man every woman would dream of
having as a husband.
Sifa and Ana’s families both put pressure on them to go back to their husbands and there were
external pressures on the women and their families as to what the church and their respective
communities would say. Consequently when Sifa and Ana separated from their husbands, they both
stayed away from their families. Sifa went into a women’s refuge for six months. Ana felt her family
would put pressure on her to return and if she ended up going back into the relationship she would
blame her family for putting her back into a situation where she could see no change happening.

Effect On Children
Sifa and Mele were also concerned at the amount of violence their children were witnessing and what
effect that would have on them.
During the first interview, Sifa’s eyes were full of tears as she described how much her children had
hurt during the break-up of Sifa’s relationship with their father. While at the refuge, one of Sifa’s
children who was hyperactive was diagnosed as needing treatment. Another son went back to stay
with his father because he would have had to change schools if he stayed at the refuge. That was
what brought Sifa back into contact with her husband.
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Ana too did not recognise at the time how her older children were affected by the break-up.
Sometimes the children did not want to stay with their father but she had not realised this. Ana was
also plagued by doubts as to whether she had made the right decision. People were critical of her
decision and said she was thinking of herself instead of the children. Ana knew she could not be with
someone she did not respect and she could not respect a man who by his actions did not respect her.

Cultural Tradition
Sifa spoke about her family:

Within our family in Niue . . . you don’t have a say as an individual, and the whole family
makes the decisions . . . When you come over here they don’t see you as individuals or give
you that space as individuals, still the whole family gets involved in what goes [on] and how
they see things should be happening at home.
For Sifa, respect for her mother and family made it difficult for her to speak out even though she
disagreed with the stand they took. As far as she could see, violence appeared to be normal in
Niuean society and so no one would intervene. Sifa thought that adapting to Aotearoa New Zealand
ways was difficult for migrants and took time.
Tied into this were her family’s expectations of what life held for her as a woman:

My thinking is that I was brought up to be at home with a family. Nothing else apart from
that. No career. I wasn’t taught that. The only thing I was taught was when you grow up
how many children will you have? Will you be good to your husband? You will listen to your
husband. That’s all.
In Mele’s case, there was conflict between her family’s expectations and her husband’s family’s
expectations. Mele’s husband’s family held quite traditional values and a wife was not supposed to
challenge her husband, who was the head of the family. Her role was to be as supportive as possible
to both him and his family. As well, because her husband was the eldest son, he held a special status
and his parents and family had specific expectations of him. If she did not behave in the way
expected of her then she would embarrass her husband. In his family’s eyes, she needed to be
disciplined and he needed to show her who was boss.
Ana’s Palagi husband was told by his Samoan male friends that it was acceptable to beat up Samoan
women so that was his perception of Samoan women, especially village women. He used to say to
her that since she was from the village she should respect her man. Ana, like Mele, had never seen
her father “lay a hand” on her mother so she would not accept her partner’s threats when he made
them. She could not respect a man who hit women because a man who did that did not respect
women.
Ana was very close to her parents and would visit them nearly every day, which her husband could not
understand. His attitude made her angry as she felt he was replaceable but her parents were not.
When Ana’s father was seriously ill, she took over caring for him so that her two sisters who had
Palagi husbands would not have their marriages put at risk. Ana’s expectations seem to have been
that their husbands would react in the same way that hers did.
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Finance
All three women went on the domestic purposes benefit at some stage during their separation.
At first Ana worked part-time but ended up on the benefit because her husband threatened to take her
to court to get custody of the children if she did not stay home and look after them. She found going
on the benefit a frustrating process. Her benefit was reduced because her husband was paying for
different items such as the mortgage. Ana was not told about her entitlements. She would hear
about these from someone else and then go in and ask. When her children were young, and the
family were struggling to survive financially, Ana often found she questioned herself as to whether she
had made the right decision by separating. Because her husband was well off, he would take the
children away on holidays that she would not have been able to afford and the children would often
come back asking:

Why are we so poor? . . . we don’t want to live with you because you’re so poor – we want to
live with Dad – he’s so good.
To which she would reply:

I may be poor with money but I am the richest woman in the world with love and you are
blessed to have that love unconditionally.
Partner/Husband’s Need To Control
All the women spoke of the ways their partners/husbands sought to control them.
husband was due home from work.

When Sifa’s

The children and myself would rush around like mad to fix the home because we don’t want
any of the arguments when he comes home and yeah little things he’d say to me – “Come
straight home right now” or “You’re not allowed to go to the shops or friends’ places” …
During this time Sifa was quite isolated. Her family did not understand what she was going through
and “I had no friends because he kept it that way”. Sifa’s husband controlled the family finances and
the bank accounts were in his name. Sifa had to ask him for money and give him details of how she
had spent the money.

To a Place of Strength
Sifa returned to her husband after being away for 14 months. They were seeing each other regularly
because of the children and she was wondering if the relationship could work. Sifa moved back on the
conditions that she would leave again if he ever hit her and that they had to work together at the
relationship.

He always wanted us to go back because for the sake of the children and he always said he
loved me. . . so I told myself that I’d give it one more chance in getting back together with him
again. Otherwise I will have to live with that for the rest of my life not knowing what I have
not done.
She is working and studying, both of which she would not have seen as possible in her former life, and
her husband is supportive. She recognises that his support helps to make this possible.

If I say I’m going to the library this morning and can you take care of the children, fine he’ll
take care of the children, I ask for time out when I do my studies, can you take the children out
somewhere to the park give me two hours he does that, yeah, and he’s also supportive of my
studies at night. We sit down now and talk about things. You know I’m not able to make it if I
don’t receive that support at home.
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She and her husband now communicate with each other.

When we are happy at home, it’s a really good feeling to be at home, so you know, at times we
are unhappy but at least we can talk through things and work through things.
Sifa came back to the relationship a much stronger person than the person who left the relationship.

Now I have a voice, I can speak for myself, I have enough courage to say how it is for me.
Sifa and her husband now share financial responsibilities. She controls the money she earns and,
while helping to pay the bills, she decides how she will spend her money.
Mele has been apart from her husband for two and a half years. She and her children have regular
contact with her husband and he is still keen that they get back together again. For Mele, though, she
is now in control of her own life:

It’s exhilarating that I’m in control of my own life.
Mele feels she is claiming back her own identity. She is working and studying and looking after the
children.

I just threw myself into keeping busy so I don’t have time to dwell on anything in the past.
Ana has been separated for 19 years. Since leaving her husband, she has continued her career and
brought her three children up on her own. Her children tell her how proud they are of her and what
she has achieved.

So that gives me satisfaction and a feeling that I have done the best not for myself but for the
children.
Discussion
Sifa’s sisters were in a similar situation to her so found it difficult to see that her being abused was a
problem. This came up in the consultation also where workers in the area of violence pointed out that
some of them had not perceived violence as abusive or a problem till they heard it defined as “abuse”.
Mele pointed out that Pacific peoples tended to consider violence as abuse only when there were
serious injuries. Where violence is considered normal, it is not likely to be seen as a problem. What
forces people to look at violence as abuse is when it stops being a private matter behind closed doors
and is brought into the public arena, such as when the police are called or the media highlight a case
of abuse.
As highlighted in the focus groups, a situation in an Aotearoa New Zealand setting may need a
different solution to previously held beliefs and practices. Sifa left her extended family to stand up for
herself and her children, an option that would not have been available in Niue. She came back a
stronger person which was recognised by her family and her husband.

Why Do Women Stay With Abusive Partners?
Mele and Sifa both stayed in their relationships enduring the abuse till they could no longer take it
anymore. Ana’s perception was that there was only one incident of abuse in her relationship – that
was when he hit her. When they separated she and her husband kept trying to work the relationship
out.
The women’s stories point to women staying because they hope/have faith that the relationship will be
able to be worked out. All had children to their partners and for the sake of their children they were
prepared to keep trying.
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Mele:

I always believed in the two-parent family.
Mele came from a “strong family background with two parents” and she wanted the same for her own
children. She thought she could “overlook the violence” by concentrating on the importance of having
two parents for her children and by reminding herself of her husband’s good qualities.

I kept thinking that things would change, that something would happen, and because I like to
believe, cause I always believed and I still do in the institution of marriage and I’ve got a very
strong belief that marriage is a good thing and it works.
She had fallen in love with her husband because “he came across as a really nice gentle person”. He
was caring and supportive of her during her first pregnancy and she felt that he had proven that he
would be a good husband and father. Mele held on to this love and continued to have faith that the
violence would stop.

I kept thinking because I wanted my marriage to work, I thought it was going to be different
the next time, and the promises that go with it.
Because of this hope that all will be resolved, women have to gather evidence to prove to themselves
that there is no other option but to leave and they have to build up strength to leave. Mele spoke of :

“trying to psyche myself into loving him less”
Children
While Ana, Mele and Sifa were concerned about the effect of the separation on their children, they
were also concerned about the effect of violence on their children. One reason for staying in an
abusive relationship or for trying to work out the relationship was the children, and the effect of the
abuse on the children was also a reason for leaving.
While Mele and Ana had never seen their fathers hit their mothers, their husbands grew up with
abusive fathers. Ana’s husband told her how as a child he had hidden under the bed while his father
beat his mother in a drunken rage. For Ana, Sifa and Mele, there was the risk of their own sons
repeating this pattern.

Psychological Abuse
People tend to focus on physical violence because it is more easily seen. Psychological and
emotional abuse are often harder to identify. Mele and Sifa’s lives were controlled by their husbands,
who decided who they could see and where they could go. For a long time Sifa thought this was
normal behaviour till she realised she was not feeling good about herself. She became isolated
because she was not allowed friends and when she turned to her family, because of their own
situations they were not able to recognise her distress.

Discipline and Abuse
The concept of discipline in Pacific families seems to be not just confined to children but extends to all
adult members. However, there is a power hierarchy. Duituturaga’s participants referred to
disciplining wives by hitting. Mele’s perception of her in-laws was that they thought she deserved to
be hit. Husbands then may discipline their wives but wives do not discipline husbands. In the same
way adults discipline children but not vice versa.
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Family, Respect and Collective Responsibility
At the beginning of this chapter, we spoke of the need for a framework that was based on concepts
considered important by Pacific peoples and that incorporated Pacific perspectives. This project
focused on women who left abusive partners to bring about change for themselves and their children.
In the ideal world, our concepts of family, respect and collective responsibility would have prevented
an abusive situation ever starting but only if abuse was not acceptable. In our own Pacific
communities, we need to examine the place/role of family violence in the context of yavusa / kainga/
kaiga / magafoa / anau and aiga, and ask what has happened to respect and collective responsibility.
Where To From Here?
Pacific peoples need help to define violence or to recognise forms of violence as abuse. Mele said
being pushed around or hit was often not recognised as violence/abuse because people interpreted
physical abuse as something extreme such as “bleeding to death”. Psychological abuse was often not
recognised at all. Possibly more research into the definitions or frameworks of Pacific peoples
regarding family violence/violence/abuse is needed
Awareness about family violence needs to be raised across Pacific communities. In particular, church
and community leaders need to be involved and offered awareness training. Pacific men, women and
children need to recognise violence and encourage one another to take responsibility and speak out
against it. Awareness packages for women and for men need to developed.
To help this happen, suitable educational and promotional resources and workshops have to be
developed for the community. This will help open the door for the issue of family violence to be
discussed in the community in a culturally appropriate or acceptable way.
Most importantly, issues of family violence/violence/abuse need to be included in training courses for
Pacific community workers or social, health and crime service workers.
Poor communication skills can lead to frustration and acts of violence. Previous research has pointed
to the need for better communication between family members. A thorough analysis of the various
Pacific communication styles and contexts can contribute significantly to the forming of communication
frameworks that are appropriate for Pacific families in the Aotearoa New Zealand context.
Having said this, one of the difficulties Pacific communities have with health promotion programmes is
their fragmentation: one person comes in and talks about glue ear for children, another person comes
and talks about breast-screening for women and yet another person talks about diabetes or smoking
or mental health. All these issues are seen as separate entities as though they have no connection
with one another. We would suggest the need for a more holistic approach where the health package
targeted, for example, “respect for life”, and promoted this to the whole family. This could be an
integrated package which combined for example, mental health, physical health, violence and safety
and alcohol.
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Chapter Six
Leaving and Separation
If I didn’t have to carry your burdens, I should walk more lightly toward my time.
And if I didn’t have to bear your ills, how I should dance! (Irigaray 1991: 24)
Introduction
It is commonplace to speak about separation as if it is a single act accomplished in one stroke. Yet
many of the women’s stories in this study show that physical separation is, as one woman said, the
culmination of many hours of “leaving in one’s head” and just as many hours of emotionally separating
over months or years afterwards. The women’s stories suggest a distinction between leaving as a
process of emotional distancing or moving away from an abusing husband or partner, and separation
as permanent living apart. We are emphasising leaving as a distancing process through which
women remove themselves from an abusive man psychically, physically, emotionally, spiritually and
relationally.
Separation, where the woman moves physically away and lives apart from the abuser, can be
conceptualised as a movement out of the private domestic space of marriage into public space, in that
public institutions usually have to be encountered when couples separate. Separation has a legal
status and brings entitlements to income support. Various degrees of involvement with legal systems,
police, welfare agencies, schools and health systems are part of the reality of separation.
Separation seldom ends abuse. Even though there has been increased information about abuse, and
changes in public and social consciousness that support safety for women, abuse often continues. In
what has been called ‘separation assault’, violent men react to separation with further violence or
deploy legal and court processes such as access disputes and aggressive custody challenges. The
systems which have to be confronted can be experienced as further forms of power which dominate
and suppress women.
Women are often struggling against effective control by a man who is doing everything possible to
prevent her leaving or formally separating. These entrapping tactics include threats to kill; threats to
leave her with nothing, disabled, alone and unloved; threats to harm or take children; apologies and
promises to change; accusations of insanity; belittling and cutting her off from friends and family. The
effects of abuse render women likely to blame themselves as they take on the meanings of the
abuser. The effects of objectification that accompany abuse make them feel worthless and
undermined with a loss of self-respect and ability to act. Puataua said that she had become ‘numb’
and incapable of making any decisions, and it was only when her father said, ‘Come on, I’m taking you
to a lawyer’ that she began to make decisions towards separation. She needed someone to make a
decision for her.
While women themselves spoke extensively of the difficulties of leaving and separating from abusive
partners, they also spoke of relief and even excitement when there was reprieve from abuse.
Suzy:

I was just so excited – we left. We escaped. One day.
Connie’s advice to women who are thinking about leaving an abusive partner was:

They really need to think about what’s best for them and their children. And not focus on
their partners … focus more on themselves and what they’re going through. … Cause a lot of
them are afraid to leave. Not only because of their husbands but they’re actually afraid to get
out there and do everything on their own, and believe me it’s not as bad as they think it is. In
fact it’s bloody good.
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This chapter discusses the following:
•

Why Doesn’t He Leave.

•

Leaving : Processes of Spiralling In and Out.
¾
Effects on children.
¾
Pressure to reconcile.
¾
Standing strong.
¾
Plans to leave.

•

Separation.
¾
Separation leads to escalation of violence from a partner.
¾
Further distancing after separation.
¾
Grief.
¾
Signs of new vitality.

Why Doesn’t He Leave ?
The common response to a woman being abused by her husband, “Why doesn’t she leave?”, puts
the onus on the woman to leave. Commentary by women challenges the woman-blaming question
'why doesn’t she leave?' with rejoinders such as 'why does he abuse?' and 'why don’t men let them
go?' (Mullender 1996:54-55), ‘what social factors constrain women from leaving?’ and ‘why do men
use physical force against their wives?’ (Yllö and Bograd 1990:21).
The woman-blaming question of “why doesn’t she leave” is blind to the danger women are in.
Separation assault was a reality for many of the women we interviewed. Fear of violence escalating to
life-threatening proportions when a violent man is challenged is often well founded. The impossibility
of escape, even with protection orders, drove Mary to the point of considering suicide:

The following weekend there were more … phone calls, there was three lots of breaches. I
never thought I would ever forget one … but each time he was released … on bail … pending
a date to be set because he said ‘Not guilty’ … I went into refuge two weeks after he came
through the window and that was when I was definitely suicidal. I’d actually planned to kill
him and I’d gone to the pre-trial hearing conference … I decided I’d try and kill him … I
didn’t care about me.
But sitting in the court room I actually couldn’t do it. Realised I couldn’t kill him so I came
home and knew I had to kill myself. That was the only way all this was going to be over. By
this stage there were three different sets of breaches … and they kept letting him out on bail.
… So he was allowed to walk, be free and walk around the world as if he owned the place and
I had to be in refuge. So that he could be free to carry on working.
Vanessa specifically spoke about the vexatious question ‘Why doesn’t she leave?’:

I get quite agitated when I hear people say ‘Why didn’t you just leave?’ And I must admit,
and I hate it, but the thought crosses my mind too. But then I remember what it’s like for me.
It is like, you feel trapped, and you feel apathetic, and submissive and very inwards and
withdrawn.
The onus on women having to leave has shifted towards women requiring men to leave, or men
going. The Domestic Violence Act 1995 has brought a shift towards men being arrested and removed
and women staying in their home.
Puriri was very pleased by the change in practice because of the new law:

As soon as the police were called I started picking up the kids’ clothes and by the time they
got there I was ready to go. And then I saw them handcuff him and take him away. I thought,
‘What’s happening here? Where are you taking him? Oh good …
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I think it’s really good now, that the police take him away. I used to hate him sitting back, and
watching him sitting in our house. While we’re taken away and he can sleep in his own bed
and carry out his normal life. I realised that the law had changed; they now take him away
and about time too.
In spite of this new reality, the woman-blaming question, ‘Why doesn’t she leave’ persists. ‘Why doesn’t
she leave’ obscures the system of captivity in which women become enmeshed. Comparisons between
hostages and abused women have been made and analogies with prisoners and being held in captivity
drawn to illustrate the dangers faced by “escapees” and the unfairness of placing responsibility for
freedom, for leaving, solely on the individual (Yllö and Bograd 1990). It was common for women to use
symbols of captivity when discussing staying and leaving. For example, Nina referred to life with her
husband as ‘slavery’ and an immediate bond of understanding was forged between Erin and a victim
support worker when the worker referred to Erin’s home as a “prisoner of war camp”.
The question ‘Why doesn’t she leave’ assumes ‘she’ is an autonomous individual, free to act in her own
self-interest. It disregards the danger and practical constraints against leaving. It also overlooks the
relational values that are often a priority for women.
Leaving And Separation: Processes Of Spiralling In And Out
The image of a spiral or orbit introduced in Chapter 2 is developed here as a more accurate
representation of the processes women go through when leaving abuse. The cycle is widely used to
model male patterns of violence. It is assumed that a cycle also applies to women. The cycle has
become a common symbol for a repetitive pattern, associated with power and control, and marked by
abuse, apologies and further abuse. The ‘common sense’ knowledge of cyclic violence is conveyed in
the title, ‘Marlene gets off the Merry Go Round’ in the collection of stories from Australia (Bryson, 1994).
Abuser control may be like a ‘merry-go-round’ of the same issues emerging and patterns of control
repeating. The image of a spiral assists in distinguishing between women’s responses to violence and
the cyclic perpetuation of male violence. A cycle is a model of entrapment in a closed system with no
way out. Assuming a cyclic pattern for women’s processes assimilates women to a masculine norm. A
spiral marks a difference. The spiral better represents women’s processes of leaving and returning,
deciding to return and deciding to continue with their separations, thus solidifying these decisions.
A gradual increase in strength appeared to resonate well with the experience of some women in the
study. In the example following, the interviewer searched for “points of change” but the particular
woman interviewed, Louise, focused on a process of gradual change, of small steps in the right direction
resulting in growing strength and clarity.
Interviewer. : So, just going back to points of change, can you think of clear points for you or has

it been evolving? Do you have a clear image of direction or … process happening?
Louise:

Process happens slowly, I think it’s a bit like one tiny step a day, and not too sure where it’s
going, but … you sort of … just move slowly and gradually, and I think with each step you take,
in the right direction, you … get a little bit stronger to take the next step, wherever that may lead
you.
When a woman describes returning to a relationship with an abuser after a period of being apart, she
may have regained hope that her partner had changed and agreed to return, only to experience the
same forms of subtle emotional abuse gradually transforming into physical violence. Unlike him, she
may not be in a repetitive cycle, but in a movement outward – a spiral or orbital process of
accumulating knowledge about abuse, of distancing herself, and of decision-making with regard to the
relationship and the children.
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Larissa:

Because they keep saying, they keep making promises as well. You think it is going to work.
It is such a relief. It is all over. And then it comes back at you again. And I think it takes
maybe a few cycles, or a lot of those cycles to finally dawn that it’s not ever going to change.
Frequently there were assurances of change.
Vanessa:

He just folded and said, “I’m sorry. I never meant it. Come back, and I’ve changed”. All
that stuff. And I guess I desperately wanted to believe it …
Vanessa’s example of apologies and assurances were echoed by nearly every woman interviewed.
The dismissive comment “all that stuff” was also common – often women said “blah blah blah” when
commenting on the apologies, implying the emptiness of the assurances in the light of abuse starting
again, and increasing.
Kirkwood has said that “when a woman moves outward along the spiral path, towards decreased
abuser control, she will have a different perspective on the re-emerging issues than when she is held
tightly in the centre or is being pulled inward”. (Kirkwood, 1993). The experience of the women
interviewed in this research correspond with a spiral-like process away from abuse. A spiral, as
Mele’s experience illustrates, signifies change, distancing over time, leaving for safety and trying new
ways of stopping the abuse. Each time her partner hit her she gained strength and eventually felt as
though she was “gathering evidence against him”.

I’ve been separated … because of the violence and I guess like most women we keep hoping
that it’s not going to happen next time. With all these promises that kept on, you know, and
being broken, because I kept hoping every time, each time would be the last time until, each
time I took him back, well, not took him back but accepted him and his promise of not being
violent again.
[I] knew that one day … that I will be strong enough to make an issue of it in terms of …
separation, because this is the first time I’ve separated for this long. Anyway he hit me, this is
the first time I got the police.
Carol and Sonya described a process of hoping for change, yet having to make a decision to leave.
Carol:

And, the reason that we split up is, is because I just couldn’t take it any longer. It was
affecting my health too, you know. I sort of hung on, hung on hoping that things would
change. I suppose like most women, hang on, hang on, ‘Oh maybe a little miracle might
happen. Maybe it will happen next week. Or maybe it will happen next month or maybe next
year.’ You know. It’s all going to be all right. But, no, it doesn’t happen like that.
Before leaving her partner, Sonya had given him many opportunities for him to get free of drugs and
alcohol. While her focus was on him changing, she can be seen canvassing the possibility of leaving.

I actually still cared about him a lot when I left. And I felt (pause) once again, that he might
have changed. That he might have … I gave him an ultimatum. I said, “Get sober”. Because
I really felt that all his problems stem from alcohol. Which I know now, that perhaps it’s not
really true, because … he already had unresolved issues with his wife and a lot of other stuff,
and I blamed the alcohol. But I feel the alcohol just probably exaggerated circumstances
more. But yes, I gave him an ultimatum. I said, “Get sober”. I said, “Prove to me, show me
that you can get a full time job, get out of your mother’s house and get your own place. And
get sober and stay sober”. And so far he’s done none of them. Not any of them.
With the realisation of no change from her partner, Sonya broke away.
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The spiralling/orbital processes can be seen as women respond to an abusive man by a move
towards him by pleasing him, and then away.
Nina:

So I was feeling, I was pitying him. I felt responsible in a way. I felt maybe it was my fault
after all because I was too busy [working three jobs] and keeping the family … So, I blamed
myself for that also. I thought I didn’t give real attention to him and maybe if I would start in
a different way this time, away from my family and friends and everything, maybe if I start to
be the sort of woman he wants, maybe it will work. I also felt guilty because I felt that I
hadn’t done enough maybe.
Nina made these comments about her return:

And I followed him and I thought that I actually cared for him. And I was thinking about the
good times we had in the beginning of our marriage. For three years we were doing well.
And I thought about if I will behave in a totally different way, I’d be more like a kind of
submissive and I will just listen to what he wants, and try to make him happy because before,
if he would ask, like something really irrational I would say no. And things would start from
that point. So, I thought if I would just try to be wiser and say more yes and less no and try to
change myself.
A sense of guilt and responsibility for her partner’s welfare and the welfare of their children prevailed
for Danielle to give him another chance, though her emotional distancing was also evident.

It’s like there’s always a big thing like I don’t want him back and I want him to go but then
there’s like I’ve always felt sorry for him, let him not always but like I went through that stage
of thinking he could change and to that stage of just feeling sorry for him and putting his
needs before mine.
He’s got nothing and he gets on the phone and starts, “But I’ll change” and all that and it’s
like you want – but I go and give him another chance … knowing that it will … only take a
week and he’ll stuff anyway.
The following excerpt from Pugsy shows the process over time before she was outraged by a
particular incident and made a decision to leave:

We bought a house together at the end of 1994. And (pause) about the day after we moved
(pause) we had a big row and I knew that I’d made a big mistake, and I knew that I was going
to be leaving. But it took me two years and I can remember feeling really (pause) stupid, like
I’d gone into big investment with this man and I didn’t want to sell the house straight away …
but there were a number of times during that two-year period that I was thinking you know
(lowered voice) I’m going to leave, going to leave. But he’d say, I’ll change, and we went to
Counselling Services, which was absolutely useless. And yeah and it wasn’t really until (long
pause) two months before I left. The thing that made me leave – that I knew, it’s going to be
really soon, and that was when we went away sailing … and we had a big fight on the yacht,
and he called me a f… c… and that was it. That was like, (snapped fingers) you know they say
it is always something – turning point, yeah and that was it. You know, I mean that word just
did it … and I set about leaving pretty well straight away, it took about six weeks, yeah … and
didn’t speak for days [after that], it was just revolting so (pause) and then when I left there’d
been a lot of leaving in my head …
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Abuse escalates over time, and women may be jolted into leaving when abuse becomes lifethreatening. Lisa’s growing realisation of the danger she was in was the basis of her decision to
separate.

I’ve got neck injuries and I was continually having traction because of the clips over the head.
And I was constantly having headaches and I was sick. I’ve lost weight, I couldn’t eat, totally
exhausted from trying to keep him happy and … something came to my mind that the way he
reacted that morning … just before I went into refuge, was that he was capable of killing me.
[Hit] once, twice across the head hard enough would have broken my neck and I would be
paralysed from the neck down. I wasn’t prepared to be paralysed from the neck down. I
might as well be dead. So it was two options. Get out, or let him kill me.
For Nina, a recent immigrant, the decision to separate was difficult, despite the dangerousness of her
husband. She described what happened after a very violent attack during which she was strangled.

So he was sitting near me, like really caring, and he gave me the cigarette. He said he would
make tea for me. I said all right. And, er, I was thinking at that time, “If I go back and take
the tea, it will just continue the same way. Or I should go to the Chinese people near us and
ask them to use the phone”. And it was really really hard to make that decision. I mean, we
were total strangers here.
Philippa suggested that women become reduced in their ability to react in healthy ways – they become
debilitated and fall into survival mode with the loss of creative action. She described herself as a
‘survivor’ in contrast to a ‘winner’, making a distinction to underline the ongoing effects of abuse. She
said that six months ago she ‘felt like I was dying’, whereas now she had ‘the energy to actually
continue to live’. Living with an abusive man deprived her of living as a ‘winner”.

… and living manipulated and not knowing how to be a winner …
Sometimes realisation of destructive effects of abuse, such as severe depression, came when inability
to function and make decisions was juxtaposed with the women’s former selves as decisive, energetic,
positive women.
Sometimes the comparison with the past was through remembering their
competence as working or professional women. An excerpt from Puataua demonstrates this
recognition of the contract between ‘now’ and ‘then’.

But I think, what hit the nail on the head was … the next day was my birthday. And I thought,
I’m going to be 37 years old. I’m back in the gutter. From where I was six years ago. And I
had no money. No job ... and when I thought about what had happened since then, in six
years. Oh I had a good job. I had a lot of money. I could have done a lot of things. And
when I also think about it, having that man in my life … my children’s happiness went
downhill. And my happiness went downhill – and I gave up a damn good job. And I’m back
in the gutter. That’s what opened my eyes. That I’d wasted six years on somebody else. And
I also think too that – my – other kids are gone … but they also left because of him. They
couldn’t watch anymore.
The work of leaving abuse significantly progressed with these insights, which were accompanied by
anger and often intense surges of rage which gave the energy to separate.
The energy to break out was increased by a sense of the hopelessness of the future.
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Carol:

And I found the whole cycle very hard to break. Like, you know, I found it hard to break for
me and hard to break for him really. It just got worse and worse. It was more my ability to
cope got worse and worse. My ability to do, carry that role. I became, it became more
difficult for me as the years went on. And the hopelessness, “Oh, will I be facing this in ten
years time?” “Will I face this abuse thing in ten years time?” And I thought, “I don’t want to
face this in ten years time. I don’t want to face this in a year’s time. I don’t want somebody
throwing things at me and threatening me”.
Vanessa’s advice to others continues this theme:

That’s what I would tell somebody who is thinking about it. You just sit and look and you
think, “Do I want to spend the rest of my life with this person? Is he my best friend? Do I
love him?” And if you know, if you know, and you will know deep in your heart, if you know
that you don’t want to spend the rest of your life with him then you have got to do something
for yourself. And even if you end up renting a flat for the rest of your days and you never find
another man, you will still have inner peace because you are doing something for yourself. So
that is what I would say.
Repeated leavings, efforts to manage violence, and continued abuse were the experiences of Renee,
as they were for Carol, Julie and Pugsy.
Renee:

We ended up losing the house because he wasn’t paying his bills … We separated three times.
Renee’s husband had been to jail, but after he was released, she spoke of not feeling safe to be near
him – because of his erratic moods, taking speed, and stalking her wherever she went. Although he
persists with trying to get back with her she is adamant that she will not have him back, even though
she has ‘taken him back so many times before’. And Mary says succinctly:

We separated three times before we actually split up, all over beatings.
At the time when violence resumed, many felt they had come full circle and blamed themselves for
what seemed like a repeat of the past. They did not necessarily see that they were in a spiral/orbital
process of change. However, through the act of leaving, a woman gains the knowledge that she can
leave. If she stays in a shelter or refuge, she will know that there are shelters and networks of support
and that she is not alone. “All this knowledge, plus her past history with her partner, will give her a
different perspective on the progression of abuse and, despite her return, she will not be as close to
the centre of the spiral as she was previously” (Kirkwood 1993:65).

Effects on Children
Women’s growing awareness of the effects of abuse on their children added energy to spiralling-out
processes. All the women who participated in this research had children. All were deeply concerned
about the welfare of their children, and were distressed about the impact of abuse. Noticing the
effects on children alerted women to the need to make changes for safety (See Kirkwood 1993: 74,
77; Mullender, 1996: 51). Noticing effects on themselves and their children progressed from
questioning of the relationship to becoming resolved to go.
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The children ranged in age from newborns to young adults. Children expressed a variety of reactions
to living with an abusive father, and subsequently to separating. Very young children were unable to
verbalise distress although changes in their behaviour were indicative of their emotional response.
Frequently the effects of abuse on children became the turning point and brought a shift in their
mother’s perspective. Connie recounted the effects on her children that brought a decision:

During the last six months of our marriage … he was coming home every day after work and
it was just yelling and screaming. Until the point where our first child would run straight to
my legs and hide in the bend of my legs. My oldest boy would run into his room. It was quite
scary … and I kept saying to myself, “What happens if he does it to me up North … away from
the family and away from friends, and who am I going to turn to then?”
Regard for children was a reason to stay, and to separate.
Ruth:

When he finally admitted [going to massage parlours] I remember, I couldn’t go to work. And
I kept thinking, “This was what I always said, I’d go”. But I’ve got children, you just can’t.
You’ve got to think of … I’ll just have to put up with it so the kids can have a father figure. So
you let that one go too.
The rejection of their child by her husband forced Rebecca to separate from him.

No, I wasn’t about to walk out on my second marriage. I had a child. We were a family. You
know. But when he actually asked me to leave the child with my parents and come back by
myself, and that was at the end of the three weeks, and I realised that you really, really do not
want this child. And how I felt about him at this point became irrelevant, because at that point
it became what is best for her. My first responsibility is what is best for the child regardless of
how I feel about the child’s father. That is irrelevant. And taking any child into a relationship
where one of the parents absolutely does not want it to the point where they will kick it over in
the bassinet, you can’t do that, you know. That is just how I felt. I am not saying that is for
everyone. But I just felt that I cannot take my child back into that situation.
But that was the hardest thing to do, that I have ever done, to actually leave that relationship
because I loved him so much (spoken quietly). For all the lies, I was prepared to forgive him
for all the lies. And start off again.
The mistreatment of children pushed Sarah to her limit:

No, it’s gone too far. It’s gone too far now. The last straw was the baby … He’d thrown her
twice into my arms. Thrown like that. I was at the sink soapy and he said, “She’s done pooh
in her nappies. Go and change her”. And I just turned around and caught her by her …
clothes.
Vanessa noted the effects on her children but she thought that when the kids were older she would
separate:

But then I realised that it was just being pathetic, that is just putting things off. And when it
really started to affect my son – well it affected both of them. My other son was not growing
emotionally.
She also described her emotional leaving. She described how after another, and another, incident of
abuse she would say to herself, “That’s another brick in the wall”. Like Mele, she felt that she was
accumulating the reasons and evidence that would cause her to leave.
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When her daughter, who was defending her mother, was hit, Sifa drew the line. The interviewer was
asking Sifa what led up to the separation, and this was the incident she described:

It’s because he turned around and hit my daughter when she came to defend me that I realised
then … that it had nothing to do with my daughter. While he was hitting me, my daughter
came up and started hitting him from the back and he turned around and started whacking her
around the head.
This was a turning point after 14 years of marriage. She lived in a refuge for several months, and then
with her mother, before returning to her husband.
Mele, who had been married 13 years and has two children, recalled her thinking during her marriage,
and the way in which her own experience of growing up in a ‘two-parent family’ guided her thinking. In
the earlier stages, she suppressed the violence, which was mostly physical blows to her head area
‘which does not show bruises’, feeling ‘it was worth the sacrifice … In my mind I felt that it was worth
doing it for my children’.

I can try and overlook the violence just to provide a two-parent family for my children so …
that’s the main reason I had stayed and kept hoping … the picture and knowledge of the
[earlier] experience I had with my husband and the good qualities that he had that kept me
holding on … I just thought that if I … just provided the right ingredients …
There was a time earlier in the relationship when Mele felt very positive about their relationship.
Providing the right ingredients was a way of managing abuse for a while. Later Mele turned to
different strategies.
Negative effects on children were noted after separation.
Ruth:

What I’m noticing at the moment [after separating] is that my son is getting really choked up
very easily about things. I mean this morning he said, “I want to go home” … and I’m taking
him to my brother’s at the weekend, and then we’re at this person’s house last night. And I’m
trying to make it a big adventure but it obviously isn’t entirely working. And this morning he
was crying and crying. We got to day care, and he was screaming. He was screaming. …
That’s what I’m seeing in him which is really sad.
Nina’s child became angry, until he had constructive help from a teacher and counsellor:

After we left, he became a very angry child. He became really angry. And, er, when he
started school, the first year, he was hitting everybody. And, er, yeah, he was really violent.
And then, he, I mean, I don’t know how he changed. I mean, he just, I did parenting things. I
had counselling and his teacher, we were lucky, he had like an older experienced teacher,
talked to me. She said if he will be very bold at this stage he will never – I mean, it would be
something really ruining. And she said that she will try things with him. Like, if he won’t hit
anybody from the morning until the morning tea, she will give him five minutes on the
computer. If he won’t beat somebody from ten to twelve, she will give him another five
minutes. And this worked. I mean, I am really grateful for it.
Everybody was telling me that, er, I should be patient because I was, I mean, I was crying
crying because I felt hopeless because he wasn’t at least this way when we were with his
father but he became really violent after we left. And he was. I mean, now he is very social.
He has never beaten anybody since that two years. That stage only continued for few months
and then he became … last year he was still feeling like really angry and he will react like
more, he won’t hit but he would just like, you see the anger, but now he is better. And he had
counselling. So, yeah.
Children sometimes blamed their mothers for sending their partner away.
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Tara:

And then my husband made a secret trip overseas, and he withdrew all of the funds that he
had there … I was left feeling guilty that the entire week because on his mobile he kept leaving
messages like this to the kids, “Your mother, I’m gone because your mum wanted it like that.
Don’t feel bad Dad’s not at home, think about what your mum’s done. Ask her to read you the
lawyer’s letter. Ask her why I’m not here because of your mum – she wanted me out, she
wanted it, I’m giving her the space she needs”. And all week I battered myself, thinking that I
was the cause, I was really down, I was crying, I was a nervous wreck, I was, I stopped eating
totally, because my little boy had been crying for his father. “I want Daddy. You sent Daddy
out of the house. When I get Daddy back I’m going to go with Daddy. I’m not going to stay
with you cause you are evil, Mummy, you let Daddy go out of the house, and now Daddy’s got
no place to stay”.
Carol made these comments after six months’ separation:

Because my son was so aggro with me afterwards. You know, he has never been violent in his
life. Got really stroppy and was beating up. “You sent my Daddy away”. Blah, blah, blah,
blah, blah. “You were the cause of it”. You know. You were this mean nasty person that did
this … And, you know, he blamed me and he went right off.
In contrast, it was the peace that Suzy shared with her young son that resolved her to separate. Her
family were on holiday on a boat, with her husband shouting and threatening. Her son said:

Come on, let’s go Mum, I’ll get the boat out and we’ll go, and so I climbed over the back, and
got into the little dinghy with him, he was only eight then, and he rowed me ashore, and we
walked along the beach … and there was a beautiful sunset … and I thought, this is so nice …
and peaceful walking along with him … That’s when I decided really …
Commitment to children was a priority. Pohutukwa felt that she could be most effective in supporting
and protecting her children if she did not have new relationships with men.

I was still by myself. I stayed by myself for twenty years, cousin. I had sworn to my children,
once I got them back, no man would shadow my doorway again. As long as I got a baby and
a niece. I kept it, cousin. I kept that promise for twenty years.
Ivana spoke about the children since she separated:

[They’re] a lot more relaxed, they’re happy, you know. They’re just knowing where they
stand and knowing you know that it’s all right to be angry as long as you don’t hurt anybody
else and, and it’s all right to be sad or, or it’s all right for their room to be a mess but there is
also time for that room to be tidied up, you know. At the first, you know, (my daughter) was
very upset because she loved her Daddy and all that and then we had explaining to do –
Mummy was never going back because of the things Daddy had done and now she realised
and she is all right with it and she’ll just it’s all very calm ah … (son) will still say every now
and again, “Why can’t we go and live with Daddy, don’t you love Daddy anymore?” You
know, but he also understands that what Daddy did was wrong and that’s why we’ve left and
he’ll say, “But Daddy’s not like that any more, Daddy’s very sorry for what he did, and you
know I had to explain to him that Daddy knows he is sorry now, it is too late …
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Pressure to Reconcile
The pressure to reconcile can be seen in Helen’s story.

About the beginning of July I crumpled under the pressure, I’ve decided. Yeah I look back
now I wasn’t really ready to make the right decision and I’d gone back into not sleeping again
and yeah, I was back in the same cycle as before. And I think just in my mind I thought I can’t
take this pressure anymore. I’m going to make the decision that will make everybody happy
and he’d been spending a lot more time in the house at that stage as well. He’d been staying
overnight and stuff like that. And my daughter was getting quite confused, she’d want to know
if Daddy was going to be here tonight. And then he moved home, you know, and I didn’t feel I
had the right or the reasons to say, “Oh no you can’t move home”. And so I crumpled under
the pressure and I said to him he could come home. And he didn’t move home straight away,
he was going to move home in a weeks’ time. And within days of saying this I think, “Oh my
god, what have I done?”
Helen spoke again about leaving her partner a second time, and her agreeing to his returning after
one month:

I think that right from the beginning, I had felt a considerable pressure not just him but mostly
from him, but from everywhere else, my parents, the counsellor, particularly that he needed to
be given a chance kind of thing. So I took him back when I wasn’t ready to take him back. I
hadn’t gone through the processes myself. I had a lot of the same feelings that were around
when I was living with him, fear feelings, and things like that, and the anxiety. And I had
really enjoyed being by myself with the children. And so I took him back really against my
better judgement, sort of in a weak moment. I said, “You can come home”.
Even though the counsellor helped with setting goals, Helen still felt pressured.

The counsellor, she dealt with things in a very logical kind of way right from the first
interview, she set out the goals that I needed for my partner to do before he moved home and
when he completed them, of course she sat there and it was like she was expecting for it all to
happen and maybe part of that was my feelings on it coming into it as well. And in the end, I
just had this overwhelming feeling of being pressured from it all – I wasn’t really able to
pinpoint who was pushing the hardest kind of thing, it was just what everybody else wanted.
Helen was actively harassed by her sister-in-law and emotionally manipulated by her father-in-law to
accept abusive behaviour from her husband. Helen said of her mother-in-law:

She was of the opinion, well you’ve got to accept a few slaps now and again in marriage. You
know, that’s just what’s involved in marriage and you’ve just got to get used to that sort of
thing. And so that sort of attitude obviously had been put into him right from the beginning.
They were abused children themselves.
Vanessa left, then returned to her husband four months later, being persuaded by his courting and
‘pledging me this and pledging me that’, and pressure from her children. The two boys (nine and
twelve) were with her husband, who said, “Don’t worry boys, I’ll get your mother back”. She went to
the Family Court and got :

… a permanent non-violence order because I had reason to believe that he could be violent in
the future. I went back because he had the kids … and he said, “I’m sorry. I never meant it.
Come back and I’ve changed”. … I guess I desperately wanted to believe it and I wasn’t
mentally prepared in my head to withstand all this pressure. It was constant pressure.
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She explained the pressure from her children and her thoughts, hoping there would be change:

I went back in order to avoid the pressure I was being put under, back to the kids. The kids
were saying, 'Please come back, Mum,' because my partner basically was saying, 'Don't worry
boys, we'll get your Mum back.' But they were younger. They wanted me back. Kids want
their family together no matter what, and (long pause).
I really don't know what I was expecting because right then, I was getting courted, and sent
roses, and taken out, and all he wanted to do was prove to me how much he'd changed, and, I
wasn't mentally prepared for going. I, I had been to see a solicitor, and I'd had one visit with
the counsellor and I had my non-violence order and my custody and my occupancy that I
never used, and that was it. That's all I'd done. And then I was on my own. Full stop.
Interviewer: You’d expected the boys to come with you? Or you were expecting to move back
into the house?

On my own with this guy telling me he’s changed and things will be better and he’ll make the
happiest woman in the world and pledge to me this and pledge that and so within four months,
I moved back. And I, and I suppose a part of me thought, “Well, this is it. I finally made him
realise that I can do something. He will change.” There’s probably a bit of hope in there. A
bit of hope. See, he’s changed. He’s, he’s finally realised that he’s wrong. And, and, yes he
was, he was good for a while.
I felt extremely harassed at being apart. … He just wouldn’t go away. I didn’t have the skills
or the ability to tell him to go. Or he wouldn’t listen. And I just wasn’t mentally prepared. And
I suppose a part of me thought, ‘Well, this is it. I finally made him realise that I can do
something. He will change.’
When separation is understood as a process, it becomes clear that the decision to separate and stay
separated often needs to be made repeatedly, particularly during the first few months following a
physical separation. At any of these points of reconsideration and reassessment, the decision to
separate may be overturned, instead becoming a decision to return. Women’s stories indicate the
need for ongoing support – or at least the availability of support at particular moments – for at least a
couple of years after the separation.
Many women, such as Larissa and Sarah, lamented the lack of people on their side, especially family
members. The lack of family support was hurtful and could contribute to a return.
Larissa:

And my mother didn’t know the abuse was going on. I have never been really close to her.
We have had a lot of bitter family things gong on. And she wrote an affidavit saying that I
was a liar. I’d lied about the abuse. Er that I am a compulsive liar. That she just ran me
down, a character assassination. And that there was no abuse. I was just an attention seeker.
I haven’t spoken to my mother again.
Interviewer: Since then. And she hasn’t sought you out?

She has tried, but I am not ready. That’s probably been one of my biggest hurts of all of this.
Sarah:

And people that don’t have families or don’t have that support, I can easily see how you can
go back to your husband like that. Because if everyone is against you you feel like “oh maybe
I am being nasty”. And I thought that myself, maybe I am doing the wrong thing. Maybe I
should ring him back you know, maybe. But then no, with her, the answer is no.
Interviewer: What have you come back to that’s made you go “no”?
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Sarah:

Just my daughter, yeah. Seeing her screaming her lungs out when he was throwing me across
the room. I thought she’s fifteen months then, he’s going to do this forever. He’s not
changing, he cannot change.
Plans to Leave
Some women needed time to plan their leaving safely through the use of protection orders and
practical planning. Vanessa stressed mental preparation. Like Suzy and Vanessa, Puataua had left
before.

My plan had always been pack up and run away. And it doesn’t solve anything. I’ve tried it
twice, running away.
She reached a point of finality about no further abuse, and made provision to ensure she could leave
permanently.

I knew I had to set some plans … And put them into action – for me to finally break free. My
first plan was to get a job. OK, so I actually had to leave my home, to move somewhere else,
to get a job. And with that, that meant putting money aside so I could sort out debts, doing up
my house … storage … Once I had that then I could look at where I’m going to go to, and
also, that gave me a time-frame.
There was also planning that required emotional/psychological/spiritual work to accept the necessity of
separation. Vanessa reiterated many times the importance of preparation, saying:

You can’t just up and leave. [You must do] a bit of preparation. Custody, occupancy, I was
going to move out into a flat and serve him with all these things, move back in, and he was
going to go boomph, out of my life, just like that. You know, magic, he was just going to go. Of
course, reality, it didn’t happen that way. I left, snuck out without him knowing. It was bloody
horrible. …. I organised all these people … .Trailers and trucks dived in and I just threw
things in the truck and took off and went to my flat.
This separation lasted only four months. Vanessa attributed this to feeling:

“extremely harassed at being apart” and that she “just wasn’t mentally prepared”.
Separation

Separation Leads To Escalation Of Violence From A Partner
Several women experienced severe violence following separation. This period and its immediate
aftermath were characterised by fear. Carol responded to not feeling safe:

That's why I went and got the protection order because the state of mind he was in, I thought
he might come around with an axe and chop down the door type of thing. Because he, he was
so angry. He was, he was just so angry, angry, angry. No matter what I did, he was just
angry at me and I was to blame for all his problems in life…. I wanted the protection order
because I wanted to stop him, I wanted to make sure he couldn't do anything, you know, at
that stage, he was, he was quite violent. I wasn't sure whether he would lose his rag
altogether and do something incredibly violent. I mean, he’s a person who grew up with a lot
of violence.
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And Margaret spoke of not being safe:

Not initially, I didn't. I had one occasion [when] my husband walked in on me. He found out
where I was living and it was a Saturday morning. I'd come back from the dairy that was just
down the road and I was sitting in the kitchen with my back to the door and I heard these
footsteps, and I turned around. He was right behind me. He came and laughed, and he found
out from a neighbour, an old neighbour. She had actually come to that place. He must have,
I think, said to her, 'Find out where she is', and she came to my door one day and she said,
'Oh, I found you.’ .… I didn't invite her in like. I said to her, 'I don't need to see you.' And I
think that she then told him and then he knew where I was. Like he came in and he wasn’t
threatening, but I felt very afraid and I had a security door fitted.
As well as physical violence, threats of violence, harassment and stalking other forms of postseparation dominance and control included challenges to child custody, manipulative threats to
custody and access arrangements, and property disputes. These were applied in heavy-handed,
aggressive legal and court challenges – experienced as ‘system abuse’. Forms of control through
systems can be seen when an abuser employs a lawyer to pursue issues with his wife, or when
women are subjected to humiliation at WINZ.
Some examples follow.
Phillippa:

All the women that I’ve heard of that have had games played with them haven’t had those
access arrangements sorted out initially, right, so kids are a great tool, or way of toying with
their women … because access isn’t settled. It’s an avenue for them to get through on, and
what they do is, they mess with the times, they mess with the dates, they mess with the kids’
heads when they’ve got them, telling them Mum’s a bitch and all that sort of stuff … .So they
use those same kind of subtle game-playing techniques to get through at Mum there via the
kids…While the woman is already suffering severe guilt because she’s split up with the other
half of this relationship, she’s suffering even more because of the things that are coming
through via the kids, OK? And then there’s the property settlement … you know, hubby wants
to have his money real quick.
Ruth:

I mean, if you just were splitting up, you know, a year on you could be well on but, we had all
that, all the court psychologists and then dragging that out to the Family Court hearing …
and then him appealing to the High Court and then having a High Court hearing in
September. I’ve come to the conclusion with the court process and I am rather disillusioned
… but if you have money, and you want to keep churning out the documents and filing them,
the court will keep accepting them and will keep going through the motions that go with them.
I’m not helpless and I try and get myself sorted out but it seems like you go one step forward
and then two steps back sometimes. You just get something sorted out and then another
whopping great bill comes in or something breaks down or something happens.
… And I was terribly strong because I knew I had to be but I just thought that was going to be
part of the process but a year on, you know we’ve been through Family Court, we’ve been
through the High Court, we’ve had lawyers’ letters and God knows what and it’s not over, it’s
not over. And I don’t know what it’s going to be next, but it will be something and I am in no
position emotionally or financially to cope with that right now. I think if I had money behind
me and also had somebody really special that was making me feel good I would feel a lot
stronger and I wouldn’t be worrying. And I am worrying. I am carrying it with me everyday.
Get the mail, here we go, there’s something in the mail. It’s always there with me, all the
time. Phone goes, is it going to be, what’s it going to be this time? That is not a good way to
live.

103

Further Distancing After Separation
In the face of ongoing violence and control, several women in the study described their attempts to put
further distance between themselves and their former partners.
After about six months, Nina decided she would get an unlisted phone number. She talked about this
as the beginning of her liberation. She had to change the number several times over the two years
she had been apart from her husband, because he had managed to manipulate her children into
disclosing the number to him.

And then I was going back to being depressed for other reasons – [at] the end of the first year
after I was separated. After six months, I change the phone number. I wasn’t answering his
phone calls. I wasn’t listening to him. I change my address and I kept him away. That was
the beginning. That was the real change because I - Yeah. The best thing was that I stopped
listening to him. Because I think if I continued, I would always be unhappy and guilty and I
would be like in a way feeling that in a way, I felt that I would never be able to get out of this
story. But once he was away and I won’t listen to him. It felt better. And I started to thinking
about myself. Like without thinking about what was going on in him. And, yeah – and I felt
less threatened, less scared, because he was using all sorts of things. I mean, he would be
gentle and he would be threatening and, yeah. So once we stopped the phone calls that was, I
mean, many times before that, people suggested to me that I should not talk to him. But I
always thought it was better if I would like to know how he is thinking rather than being
surprised with a reaction, some kind of action that wasn’t, but I, I did stop talking to him, it
made all the difference.
And Barbara, after three years apart, moved further away.

I think it annoyed him that we moved so far away from one side of Auckland to the other, but
one of the main reasons for doing it was so that we had put some distance between him and
us. Because … when I first moved out it was only a ten-minute walk away from his place and
even though he, he came round and said that he didn’t want us back … he starts popping in
whenever he goes past and finding some excuse to come around. And it was really confusing
my older daughter. By the third time he turned up, she said, “Oh Dad’s come to take us
home”. And what are you supposed to say to her, “I’m sorry, he doesn’t want us back”?
Barbara’s contact with her former husband had dwindled following the issuing of a protection order
and a supervised access arrangement that her former husband refuses to comply with. She made the
following comments after being separated for four years:

Yes, I do [feel more settled]. Especially not having the contact there. I think it’s taken a lot of
pressure off, a lot of stress for all us mainly. I mean obviously if I’m under stress and
pressure it comes out when I’m dealing with the children. I mean you try not to but obviously
it must do in some way … As I said, not having contact with him anymore, to me that’s a big
plus. I feel like I am free at last.
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Vicki, Sarah, Renee, Larissa and Ruth spoke about wanting to achieve such distance but because of
their children could not attain it. Ruth had been separated a year:

I mean, to be honest, if I didn’t have the children I probably wouldn’t. I don’t think for a
second I’d even be in Auckland.
And Larissa:

Because it’s still going on. The abuse is still going on. He [her new partner] has enabled me
to put up some big barriers to block it out, but it still gets through now and then, but I am
coming a long way to getting rid of it. Unfortunately, because I’ve got my daughter, he [her
ex-partner] will always have that presence and be able to manipulate things.
Sarah:

Eventually when he does, in a position to have unsupervised access, whether he will take
around – he knows I’ll move – but at the same time, he will just say, “Well, I’ll move too, and
I will follow you.” (Pause). So it’s become very much, I’m still a prisoner in, inside the
protection order, if you know what I mean. I, although I have a protection order.
… No, you can never get rid of them. You, although he, he’s the father and I acknowledge
that, I don’t want a future relationship with him, but without it making look as though I am a
nasty person as far as a child psychologist report goes, which is important. And if someone
says to me, “Oh, what do you think about your ex-husband?” I say, “I hate him and I don’t
want anything to do with him. From what he’s done to me and my daughter, I don’t want to
have any contact with him”. “Oh but you have to because you’ve, she’s his.” And that is
true. Someone says, “Right. Saturdays and Sundays”. And I go, “Well that’s acceptable
because it’s supervised”.
… It’s locked me into a position where I must go there. Well you know I mean if I don’t go
there, he gets on the phone to his lawyer and says, “The bitch won’t let me see her this
weekend. She’s pretending she’s sick, blah, blah, blah”. I have taken her there when she’s
been deathly sick, well, not deathly sick, but she’s been very sick. And in the end halfway
through, he’s gone, “Oh, go, go and ring the mother up and tell her to come and get her
because she’s not very well”. She’s been miserable but I’ve had to take her because I feel
obliged that I have to and I can’t keep taking her to the doctor and coming out with doctor’s
notes like I am a kid and I’ve got, you know, to get permission to take my daughter, leave her
at home today, you know, because he will just turn it around saying I am being obnoxious.
Huh, you know the whole thing. I drive from here to [Suburb A] every day, every Saturday
and Sunday.
Some women had to compromise the need for safety – which distance often enhances, with the need
to maintain proximity. Leda, Margaret, Irene, Ann and Debbie reconciled contradictory desires for
their safety with their desire to maintain emotional connections with their partners, by creating what we
have called semi-detached relationships. Margaret’s discussion of her resumed contact with her
former husband was laced with a sense of betrayal and pain. She resumed contact with her former
husband some months after separating. They would sit in the family home, drinking sherry and
listening to country music.

He’d sit in the lazy boy chair, I’d sit on the floor beside him. We’d have a coffee table there
and I had the radio and the tapes. And a bottle of sherry. And this became a weekly thing. So
it’s almost like I looked forward to it … But he was caring and he’d say that he felt shame for
what had happened, and it never should have happened, and, er, I knew a side of him that
nobody else knew. Which I did. I said to him, “I know you better than anybody. Even better
than you know yourself”. And he said, “We can’t live without each other”. You know, this
type of thing.
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Several times he mentioned he was going to put the house in a trust, family trust. He said, “It
got to be in your name”. Because he said, “It’s your house”. And I said “No. I had my
settlement. It belongs to the girls”. And all that type of thing. And, er, I think what has hurt
me now is that it was all put on. He betrayed me right to the very end. … It was so, I just
can’t believe that he led me – I sat there week after week. In fact, my daughter said, “So why
don’t you go back to him, Mum? You spend more time with him than you do with us”. And I
said “Well, it’s not the right time”. And I mean I used to, he used to bring his washing to me
in High Street. I did his washing. I would bake him cakes. I would feed, I would give him
food for the dogs because they were family animals. It was almost like we were together but
just living in separate places. And as far as I was concerned I think I pitied, I know I pitied
him. And he led me – I said to him one time, “I hope you are not making a fool of me”. But I
know now since he died, it’s like a jigsaw puzzle and it’s fitted together and he was. I think he
knew he was going to die.
Leda described her response to her husband’s suggestion that she return to the family home as
emotionally tearing.

I really was torn. I was absolutely shaken and you saying to me where does your energy lie
was a godsend. It just gave me something to focus on and I was able to think, “Can I help him
more by being here or by being there? I don’t want to go and leave my daughter on her own
with no one to talk to because we have settled into a lovely pattern here and I thought about it
very carefully. And although I am still being torn. I can’t say I feel guilty, but there is still
this pull to go back to my own home and to make a better life for him. There is still a pull
between that and being here with my daughter and grandson. But I really feel that where I am
right now I can keep on an even keel a lot better and that I can help my daughter and help my
husband and still be myself and get on with the things that I want to do.
Leda explained her physical separation:

Like even when I left him last year and came here the little grandchildren were so upset that I
had to say to them, ‘Look I still love big dad and I’ll always take care of him and see that he’s
got plenty to eat and if he gets sick I’ll always look after him. It’s just that it’s better if I live
here.’ Because I couldn’t bear to hurt them, I couldn’t bear to disrupt their lives.
Leda found a way of maintaining her family responsibilities by living near her ex-husband.

Grief
The losses for women who have separated from an abusive husband can be overlooked by friends
because of the emphasis on getting away from abuse. For Vicki, grief continued long after her friends
were willing to bear with her sense of loss. Vicky, who had a young child over whom there had been
protracted access and custody challenges, began her third interview by referring to grief.

The other thing I have found is that I can’t talk about this now like I could in the beginning.
Eighteen months down the track, [it’s] not acceptable to waffle on about where you are still,
or where you’re not… I get the impression that people don’t think you should grieve because
he isn’t dead. And what, you got a baby out of it.
The response people gave her was:

It’s not a big deal, and also it was your choice.
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Lee Ann Hoff noted that grieving is the means of building a bridge to the future – free from abuse.
Abuse leaves women in a ‘tangled web’ of tragedy, to mourn the loss of marriage, of relationship, of
hope and dreams for family life and of the dream of family for children. ‘If a woman cannot
successfully resolve the difficult changes that violence forces on her, she may remain in a ‘liminal’
state indefinitely, neither completely separated from her past, nor ready to be incorporated into the
community with a new status and sense of self’ (Hoff 1990a:173). The work of grief may be delayed
due to the crisis of separation and the immediate need to find housing, start legal proceedings, deal
with children’s anger and confusion with the changes and adjust to the loss of security and of
heterosexual couple status.
Experience of grief in the aftermath of separating was accompanied, in many instances, with
depression.
Sarah:

The first two months, I was a mess. I couldn't even, as I say, I couldn't speak to someone
without bursting into tears. I don't want to see anybody. I, I just wanted to turn myself away
and not (pause) have to deal with, yeah, the problems, it was just so much. And it was the
timing, and, and the – oh, it was just so much. And the Christmas thing really kicked me down
again. I was like up and down, up and down. And you try and hold it together for your kid, so
you are not blubbing all the time, and she sees you upset and …
Renee spoke of grief eighteen months after separation and of her need for understanding of her grief.

Oh yeah, yeah I am still grieving over the loss of the relationship, although in some ways I
think I am still very much emotionally linked to him and it is sort of like what I would have
liked to have happened that hasn’t happened that keeps me sort of wishing that this and that
hadn’t, that the relationship hadn’t deteriorated like it had.
And:

… Like I didn’t feel like my family had a tremendous amount of faith in me because they sort
of expected me to go back to him.. So I didn’t feel in that way supported or trusted by some
members of the family. I found that quite hard to take. I would have liked them to understand
where I was at the time. Even though I was grieving for him and they felt that I would have
probably felt, why am I doing that, they should have just allowed that to happened without
sort of making stipulations that, ‘We will support you as long as you do what we want you to’
sort of thing. And I didn’t need that. I didn’t need a tug of war going on. … I just needed to
be accepted for what I was going through at the time and I needed someone to understand and
my friends were better for that, to understand that I still had feelings for him even though he
was the ultimate bastard.
Some of the signs of grief and recovery can be seen in Renee’s recollection of the time after
separating:

Well I cried and cried for a long time (pause). I was still crying when my son was born [4-5
months later]. I remember talking to my midwife about six weeks after he was born and I was
still crying occasionally, although it had lessened. And to have to keep seeing him was hard.
And I think that used to trigger it. I think I must have stopped when my son was about three
months old, I suppose. Occasionally afterwards I had the odd crying spell but that was more
from loneliness and depression. I mean there have been times and still today that I feel angry,
really angry with him. Other significant times? I would say moving house was significant.
Even feeling attracted to another man is significant. …
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Another significant step for me would have been dealing with my anger and trying not to let it
upset my son, although it did. I used to growl at him a lot. I was just snappy, grumpy and
grouchy. There have been times when I have felt that I haven’t been coping with the children
very well on my own. I think every solo-parent must feel like that to a degree. You feel like
you are double parenting. But in saying that I think my children are happy children…
Signs Of New Vitality
The sadness that persisted was accompanied by remarkable resilience, resourcefulness in meeting
the new realities and redirection of energy and strength for a different life. Helen spoke of her
strategies for a different life.

And I think the best way of evaluating yourself is by talking to people. I think the worst thing
that I do to myself is to start to isolate myself. When I start to feel down I start to go into
myself and I stop getting out and about and I stop talking to people and it’s the worst thing
that I can do because it makes it, you know there is always somebody worse off than yourself,
for a start, by talking to people you can realise that your life isn’t as bad as you think. But not
only that, by getting out there and talking to people and doing stuff it takes your mind off stuff
and you get into doing other things and then you can come back in a different frame of mind
and deal with the things that are troubling you – strategies for coping with depression.
Despite the difficulties in their lives created by their former partners most women in the study offered
evidence of a better life, ‘little victories’ as Vanessa called them.
Connie said the best thing for her was:

… that big layer of stress off my shoulders(laughing). It's just been amazing being able to
think straight, do things. I'm just moving up and up and up. I'm not getting dragged down
into the gutter. And um yeah the family home just seems uh better, heaps better.
Changing my way of thinking. Thinking more positive. Excluding the trivial like the negative
thoughts. You know cause like they work. I used to think negative things all the time. Um,
what I was going through. Being away from that situation. It’s improved me a hell of a lot.
Not having to put up with the mental, um, stress day after day after day. And I’m a hell of a
lot better.
A “little victory” for Ruth was freedom to do what she wanted with the children.
Ruth:

Before I left my partner, even though I knew it was the right thing I was obviously scared and
I drew up a list of positive things I wanted to do. So it wasn’t such a black hole. And I
revisited it just before the court hearing last week. And I kept thinking, ‘I can’t believe I
didn’t do that. I can’t believe that. It just seemed so distant. Comments like, being able to sit
at the dinner table with my children and being able to read them a bedtime story without
interruption obviously … And for the children to stay up a little bit later to watch something, if
there is something special on TV rather than just saying, ‘No’ because your bedtime is that
time and that’s it. … And now I can take the children to the park or to the swimming pool or
picnics or wherever as I always did on my own, but without having to race back, ‘Quick, come
on, come on, we are going to be three minutes late and we are going to get bailed up” and all
that. It doesn’t matter anymore.
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Even though Philippa was struggling with work and ongoing harassment and property settlement
wrangles, she spoke of returning energy:

As time’s gone on I’ve set small goals. I’ve wanted to have this exhibition, and I’ve had that.
I’ve set small goals that have given me back a bit of myself, and allowed me to believe that I
had something of value.
Tara enjoyed increasing self-confidence and self-esteem:

Ah. Because, you see, all my life I spent thinking I was bad because my husband, in order to
control me and keep me by his side only, and to prevent me from being my own person and
having an identity, he always made me appear that I was not a good person, that people didn't
come to our house because of me, that I'm not the sort of person that would be accepted by
other people because I'm not good. And it's amazing how, the kind of support structure I have
– I’m, I’m just adored at school. … I really have lots of genuine friends at school, and even I
will think, 'Oh God, Tara, you're not capable of having all these people, and I still, when
people come over to see me, I think, 'No, you can't be that good that people will actually love
you enough to come to your house.'
I'm still grappling with that. I still struggle with that. I can’t believe that I can be liked by
people. Cause all my life my husband's been telling me, 'You're not that sort – that people
would like you. You’re proud. You're a show-off. And you're self-centred. And you only
worry about yourself. And you show off about yourself.' He kept saying it to me, and I started
believing it.
And now, when my friend, like my friend from school spent Thursday with me, and then this
friend I was telling you about, we had all these get-togethers and we're really busy. And I
keep saying, 'No, they can't be coming for you'. You know I can't believe that people like me.
I'm actually learning to believe that I can be liked by other people.
For years, I believed that I wasn't good enough to be liked, that people, I was an instant putoff in company. Yeah.
Conclusion
As this chapter demonstrated, separation could not be a single act accomplished on one occasion and
without hindrance. The notion that a woman simply leaves and makes this decision as an
autonomous person is exposed as a woman-blaming simplification. The reality is that there are both
practical and emotional constraints against leaving and that physical separation does not eliminate the
danger of physical violence or continuing harassment and emotional abuse. Separation seldom
achieves an end to the physical violence of partners or to more insidious forms of post-separation
dominance and control. Grief and needs for personal and social support were accompanied by the
joys and new vitality of living free from abuse.
The visualisation of a spiral is admittedly one of bold strokes that clarifies rather than expresses the
full complexity of distancing, leaving and separating. It describes the experiences of women shifting
and repositioning themselves, as they prepare for different actions and change their views. Seemingly
repetitious actions belie accumulative processes. While repetition may seem to deepen entrapment,
experience and knowledge lead to breaking out as perspectives shift and the relationship is
questioned.

109

Chapter Seven
Facilitating Change: A Matter of Money
There is no question that economic self-sufficiency is a vital key to enable women’s freedom from
violence. (Family Violence Prevention Fund, USA, Press Release, 20.4.2000).
“In a money based economy, money is the necessary resource, basic to subsistence. For someone who
is not in a position to earn a living, such as a woman with a small child, financial dependence is a
situation of actual powerlessness.” (Fleming 1997:130.)
Introduction
Separation from violent partners does not occur in an economic or social vacuum. Financial
considerations play a key part in decision-making and in the quality of women’s lives post-separation
(Choice & Lamke 1997; Kirkwood 1993; Hoff 1990a, Strube 1988).
In her study of recently separated abused women living in Britain and United States, Kirkwood found
that their daily lives during the first year revolved around securing their needs for income, housing,
safety and medical treatment. Often, their income and housing needs occurred simultaneously and
were interconnected: money was required to meet their needs for housing, and meeting their housing
needs was a significant drain on their monetary resources. The struggle, by these women, to meet
their basic needs featured as a major source of stress in their lives and operated as an ‘obstacle to the
success of their attempts to leave their partners and establish security’ (Kirkwood 1993:90).
This chapter addresses the important issue of the effect of state income support, employment and
legislative policies on the financial situations of women who have survived the abuse of male partners.
The evidence presented here is not drawn from Government assessments of departmental
performance, useful as they might be, but from the experiences of women who are attempting to build
a life for themselves and their children following separation from abusive partners. Economic
resources or money were a factor in determining or influencing the actions women took and in the
outcome of those actions. Money affected :
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Decisions to separate from or return to an abusive man.
How long a woman stayed with an abuser.
How she left.
How and where she lived after separation.
The adequacy of her housing and other subsistence.
Whether she received effective legal and personal help in gaining safety, access to property
rights and to public services.
Whether her children were counselled and educated.
Her identity and class status.
Her perception of future possibilities.
The reality of her financial future.

Both present and future were constrained by lack of money. Money matters.
Women And Money
The vast majority of women interviewed were aged between 30 and 40 years and three were over 50.
Seventeen of these women were on some form of income support, usually the domestic purposes
benefit (N=18), but also widows or sickness benefits or superannuation. Four received maintenance
plus income support and nine were in paid employment. Most of those in receipt of the domestic
purposes benefit (DPB) had young children. While the women in the Maori study, Te Whanau
Korowai, were on low incomes, neither Kowhai, Puataua, Pohutukawa nor Puriri was receiving income
support.
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Financial Abuse
Women living with abusive men are usually not able to accumulate assets or save money in their own
right. ‘Household’ money is often not available to them, even if it is the result of their personal
entitlement or their own employment. Financial abuse, including that of women bread-winners, has
been documented by Pouwhare (Pouwhare 1999:21-22) for Maori women and the assumption that
family income is “an indication of the access to wealth of family members” has been challenged by
research of income allocation arrangements in Pakeha households (Fleming 1997). For example,
Vanessa, whose household income with her partner had been in excess of $40,000 from a business to
which she contributed, did not have access to money and did not feel ” safe” in saying to him:

“Can I please have a hundred dollars to go and do grocery shopping?”
She said:

I guess it’s the same for any woman but I was called a parasite six weeks after my eldest son
was born … because you don’t earn money, you don’t have any money for yourself and it is
demeaning to have to ask for it. And then when you ask for it to be told, “What do you want
that for? There is food in the cupboard. I gave you money last week”. You feel just awful.
So when the family benefit was stopped I was devastated because I really needed that money.
My Mum and Dad used to slip me the odd bit just for myself. I didn’t have any money to
spend on myself.
A receipt for every item was demanded. Ivana, for example, described how she had to:

Explain every cent. I had to have receipts and just, you know, explain I spent this, this and
that. I spent a dollar on a sausage roll for the kids or, or whatever and he’d ask me say what I
spent on petrol … he knew it was 5 kilometres there and back to the school and if I’d done
more kilometres than necessary, “Oh where you’ve been?” or “What have you been doing?”
stuff like that.
The control of Sifa’s partner over the finances indicated the imbalance of the relationship. Power and
control were clearly not with Sifa.

It was really hard, because my husband was the only one that worked and every cent was
accountable for like the newspaper, I had to put down how much I spent … I had to let him
know what I spent the money on, it wasn’t much, but newspaper counts and the milk because
he’ll ask where was the money he gave me, but it was not much. It would probably be $20.
The bank accounts were in his name and she had to ask for money each time it was needed.
Men’s behaviour as described by ex-partners exhibited a mix of extreme control over money, personal
extravagance (sometimes including “for” the family as in the case of holidays and dining out or
expensive “top of the line” goods) and blaming the women for any lack of money. The outcome of
control of money and/or monetary irresponsibility by controlling men was the financial deprivation of
women.
As Ivana described it:

He would give me money to do my shopping but sometimes … he’d spend the money on other
things and I’d pay the bills and he’d get angry … You know I’d pay the bills and we wouldn’t
have much money left over, he’d get angry you know, and say, “Oh, you’ve wasted all our
money … and why did you waste the money?” and this and that.
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For Suzy:

… the theory was that I got the money and I spent it. But … it didn’t really work like that.
Well … he used to spend a load on the phone … and he’d just go and spend eighty or a
hundred bucks on the garden or something … had massive power bills and I don’t know why
… well, every night he used to run the shower out of hot water. So we were always overdrawn
… But then he’d blame me when it was all gone. “Oh, what have you done with all the
money?” Yeah it was all my fault. It was always my fault.
Women who had been subjected to this mix of control and blame found deep relief in controlling their
own money again, even when the actual income was much less than it had been. As Barbara said:

One of the first things was a relief when we moved out was the fact that financially I felt we
were better off even though we had only a benefit to live on. It would go on what was needed,
not the luxuries that he wanted.
Earlier she had described him as:

Someone that … money was there to be spent as far as he was concerned. He couldn’t control
himself … so he’d empty the cheque account and of course that’s empty and he’d start going
to the savings account.
This was the same man who refused to leave money so that a child’s prescription could be picked up,
who complained bitterly when his wife finally went to a dentist to have an abscess drained and whose
response to the need for new clothing or underwear was, “If you want clothing and underwear or to go
to the hairdresser’s you go out and get a job.” She goes on to say:

But every time I found a job he would find excuses why I couldn’t take it.
We found that regardless of household income level many of the women living with abusive partners
had no or insufficient money of their own. For some extreme control over every dollar and cent and
economic deprivation were part of the abuse. For others, day-to-day management of money was not
a big issue and the fact that they had no say in overall financial management only became important
following separation.
Barbara reflected on control over money as part of the tightening surveillance and life restriction she
experienced during her first pregnancy.

But it’s always been a power and control thing, you know, taking over the finances … not so
much the finances, but cash flow, I’d say … I had to have a … when the finances became joint,
actually, in January, and we didn’t move in together until March, but he had to have his in
joint accounts, he was controlling the money, I wasn’t allowed to spend my money, he had
control of the cash flow you see, so he had the bankcard and everything and I, I just couldn’t
get hold of the money. There was one bankcard between us. And he kept that.
Interviewer: You could go to the bank and get another one?

I possibly could of done, but – he always had the excuse that, you know, that it’s mainly that
we’re saving for a house, we’re saving for this, and … there was always something. He was
very subtle, very manipulative, I mean that’s probably why I didn’t think it was abuse at the
time, or realise just what was going on. I think that it’s – in a way, it was sort of charm,
making out he was doing the best for you, or for us. You didn’t realise what was going on.
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Later, she found that even his parents said that it was wrong for her to be left alone with two young
children and no money. She linked not being allowed money to not being allowed to have friends.

It’s difficult trying to pinpoint when the whole lot started and the reasons why – or trying to
find reasons as to why he did these things. I mean he had his friends, he used to go out for a
drink after work with his friends. He had, if I made contact with anybody, it was wrong, it
wasn’t allowed. And it’s ridiculous. The same with money, I wasn’t allowed money, even
though there’s – I had two girls at home with me, but even his parents, the last time they’d
come out to stay … they said it was wrong for me to be left alone with two young children and
no money, in case of an emergency. They actually gave me, I think it was fifty dollars, before
they left and said, ”Well you can keep it, in case you need it for an emergency”, but they
would never say anything to him. They’d be saying it to me that his behaviour was wrong, but
they would never speak up and say anything to him.
She left with $10, and was able to leave only because she and the children could walk to the house of
a friend who had offered her place “as a break”.
She describes her former partner as:

… reluctant to part with any of the property, the furniture, the car, anything so that I’ve had to
make a home for the girls out of nothing, virtually. I actually had to take him to the High
Court and get an order for sale, just to get a property settlement, and it seemed the more that
went on the worse he got. So this is why the protection order was taken out.
Four years later, after she had moved several times, was able to leave the refuge only through the
intervention of an old family friend and lost $10,000 in legal fees to access the proceeds of the house
sale, she felt she could begin to regain financial independence. This woman who had previously
begun and successfully run her own business had found herself “penniless”. Her initial euphoric
attitude “Well, I don’t care if I end up with nothing … I’ve got me and the kids out of a dangerous
situation, so that was worth it” quickly disappeared as she experienced continuing poverty and
dependence.
Women’s Personal Income
The financial situation of the women in this study varied from states of impoverishment to constrained
comfort. By “impoverishment” we mean that these women were unable to meet some of their basic
needs, such as food and clothes, with their current financial resources. By “constrained comfort”, we
mean that these women’s living situations were comfortable and reasonably secure, but they still
needed to budget carefully to cover their basic needs and generally could not afford to spend money
on themselves for new clothes, make-up or just a night out. Differences in their financial situation can
be attributed to large variations in their need for economic resources. For example, some women
were forced to move house to escape and hide from violent men. They were thus confronted with the
considerable costs of acquiring a new home and shifting into it.
While the level of financial need of these women varied, also there were considerable differences in
their ability to meet these needs. In understanding what is at stake here, it is worthwhile noting that
features of a woman’s life form only half of the equation; her former partner’s actions were, and are,
also highly influential in determining her financial situation – has his violence caused her to incur
debts?; has he stolen money from their/her bank accounts?; does he pay child support at a
reasonable rate?; has he, through the Family Court, procured a forced sale of their ‘family home’?
And if so, are the financial proceedings of that sale available to her?

113

Salient features of the women’s situation include: their financial history and assets; their current
employment status; the ages of their children; whether or not they owned or rented their home, and
how much it cost to stay there; their immigrant status(; and so on. Simply being in paid employment
at the time of separating was no guarantee that women were free of financial concerns. If their
incomes were moderate and their living costs high (for example, because they were now meeting the
entire mortgage payment by themselves, then they too spoke of struggling financially. Some of these
women also found themselves just over the legal aid threshold and were confronted with having to pay
the legal bills associated with obtaining protection orders directly.
Women’s fear of poverty is realistic, particularly if they have care of children. The median income for
all New Zealand women is $12,600, compared to $22,000 for all New Zealand men. The median
income for European women in 1996 was $13,100 and European men, $23,900; for Maori women,
$11,200, and Maori men $16,100; for Pacific women $10,800, and Pacific men $15,300 (Statistics NZ,
1996). Women are more likely to be dependent on others for financial security. The typically low
levels of personal income, combined with the costs of children, mean that women alone or with
children are likely to be poor. The New Zealand Poverty Measurement Project has demonstrated the
extent to which single-parent households are poor. 72.6% of such families live in poverty and
comprise 21% of all poor. In 1992-3 Maori had poverty rates three times higher than other groups.
Pacific peoples had poverty rates four times higher than other people (Stephens, Waldegrave, Frater
1995:108). The social security system is less effective for those with dependent children (Stephens,
Waldegrave, Frater 1995: 109) with the poverty incidence increasing and the degree of poverty
reduction falling with the number of children.
The expectation that women would receive the financial proceedings of the sale of property appears
unrealistic. As Vanessa, who three years after separation had not received anything from the sale of
the family home, wryly remarked:

I had this unrealistic dream that … we’d separate, he would realise that it was over, and we’d
divide everything up, calmly, neatly, there’d be no hassle.
Instead, she reported him saying:

“You’re not going to get half of what I worked my ring out for all these years, while you’ve sat
on your fat arse and done nothing. I’ll see that you end up with nothing. I’ll get the court to
… declare you an unfit mother. That you are insane. You came with nothing, you’re going to
leave with nothing”.
She continued:

All that sort of stuff. And … I don’t know how many times I’ve heard that I’m only fit to be
living in a state house.
Suzy, a woman with a serious chronic disability, is another who two years after separation had not
received anything:

I still haven’t got it yet. I’m still waiting. Oh, he’s really mucked about with it … and there’s
been so many letters written. He reckons he’s spent eight grand on solicitor’s fees. I don’t
know whether he has.
An attitude towards women, that women don’t deserve the property, and the apparent confidence of
ex-partners that delay and threats, such as seeking Court commitment for mental illness and loss of
custody will make women give up property rights, or stay in the relationship, is sometimes apparent.
Sonya, who had been married to a lawyer and who, because she felt it would be futile and dangerous,
had never sued for property settlement, felt that women in general were “put off” seeking legal help
because they were unfamiliar with the system, because men were in a better position financially and
more likely to be believed, and because they often had trouble finding a good lawyer.
@ While none of the women in this study were unable to access financial resources because of their status as recent migrants,
conversations with people in the field suggest that this is a significant problem. Exemptions from standard social welfare
policies are desperately needed for these women to achieve safety for themselves and their children.
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Barbara’s experience was mixed. First, the lawyer was:

So enthusiastic about you should get valuations of the house and … we’ll do this and we’ll do
that and then suddenly oh no, nothing we can do. And someone put me onto the lawyers I’m
with now, female lawyers, and they’ve been great, they've been fantastic, positive and very
supportive. They've done an awful lot for me and I’m very grateful to them.
Women, Money And Separation
Louise:

But a lot of it gets down to financial independence. If you aren’t financially independent, it’s
just so terrifying to contemplate, utterly terrifying. You can expect a life of hardship and it
takes a courageous woman to actually step out on her own.
Larissa:

I had a big decision to make. If I go into [buying] this house, I knew that was it. I was stuck
there then. I was too deeply in it. Or I had to get out. And it was a really difficult decision to
make. Someone at work from the Salvation Army, she said that she would get a place for me
and I went round to look at it … it was a real dive of a place … and I had to choose between
that nice house and the Salvation Army. So I took the Salvation Army. It was so tough. You
know, the promise of a nice home and a family and financial security and going into this
unknown dark world that I was venturing into.
In suggesting that questions of income and standard of living condition women’s decisions about
separation, the quotes from Louise and Larissa echo the points made by a number of writers in the
field. Strube, following his review of research findings about women’s stay/leave decisions, claimed
that employment status, the longevity of the relationship and perceptions about economic hardship
were the most significant predictors of women’s decisions to stay: “Women who lack the economic
means to establish an independent living arrangement are likely to remain with their partners” (Strube,
1988: 240). In their more conceptually orientated articles, Dutton (1996) and Choice and Lamke
(1997) also argued for the importance of material resources in influencing women’s decisions to stay
with, or leave, an abusive partner. A negative assessment of their financial situation was likely to
produce a negative reply to the “Can I do it?” question and hence to result in a decision to stay
(Choice & Lamke 1997 : 305).
These claims were confirmed by a number of other women in this study, including Ruth and Helen.
Both Ruth and Helen make it clear that the viability of separating from their violent partners hinged (in
part) on their ability to meet their post-separation financial needs on their own. Ruth attributed her
hesitancy to separate from her partner, a very wealthy man, to concerns over her financial well-being,
especially her ability to deal with the inevitable law-suits over custody and access:

Financially I’m very very strapped for cash, and again that was probably a reason that I hung
back. Because I was hoping that financially I would be better off and it would put me in
slightly better position of strength because it certainly puts John in a position of strength by
having the money that I don’t have. But no time would have been the right time and I think if
you wait for that monetary right time you’ll never find it and your children will suffer. You’ve
just got to take the plunge. And I’m very broke but that’s fine. Somebody gave me the sofa on
permanent loan. Somebody gave me the dining table. There’s a whole lot of stuff here that
people have very kindly given to me.
In Helen’s case, her sense that separation was possible emerged when she began to earn a small
amount of money and started to regard herself as a financially independent agent:

And I think part of the reason why all of a sudden I was able to make the break from the
relationship and see an out to it was the fact that I was earning money again of my own. And
it gave me a chance to think, well I can survive without him. I don’t need him anymore
because I’ve got this money coming in that will keep me going.
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For Louise, money was an important factor in thinking about leaving and in her ability to live after
separation:

But I was so scared to leave because financially it was just, yeah, really hard. Yes. And
really, if I hadn’t had an inheritance from mother, mother’s estate, I don’t know how I would
be, done it …otherwise it would have been unbearably, unspeakably difficult.
Having left her home with nothing, Pohutukawa described how she found work.

I’ve got a son, he’s only three months old. But if you’re desperate for a maid – and you’ve got
a bed for me and my son – we’ll come and work for you. OK. It’s only five dollars an hour. I
don’t care. It’s some money. I stayed there for two months, and then I said to them, I was
sick of it. I want to move on. I don’t know what kind of job – I had no skills, no nothing. And
from there – I got me a job over in the city …
Later, when her lawyer encouraged her to go on the DPB, she refused. She reflected on the way
dependence had been created amongst Maori, first by undermining the ability to provide from the land,
and then by Government support systems, which are now threatened.

[Support] has made our people useless. It has made our women useless. I am talking about
the younger generation – they depend. And even the men … It has taken the essence of living
off the fat of the land … They know how to provide for themselves. The system has made my
people useless … and now they’re trying to take the f… thing away from them. And our
people are getting into trouble …
For Puataua also, the first goal was work.

But my first plan was to get a job. I actually had to leave my home, to move somewhere else,
to get a job. And with that, that meant putting money aside, so that I could sort out debts, sort
out doing up my house, sort out storage … put some money away for another place – flat, or
save some money to buy another house …
For many women in this study, the period immediately following separation was also characterised by
questions about the adequacy of financial resources. At this juncture, the decision to separate from a
violent partner was vulnerable to being undone and overturned. Financial circumstances can
contribute to such a re-evaluation. For instance, although employed, Tara repeatedly discussed
during her interview her need for more money and each time she did, she raised the possibility that
she will have to return to her partner:

And I am really, really finding it hard. And there are actually times when I think I’ve got to
go back because I can’t cope financially. And being in a new country I’ve got no family to
turn to, no parents here, so it’s a really, really big uphill climb for me.
Not only was Tara’s financial shortfall a source of constant stress, it also meant that she was severely
constrained in her ability to meet her eldest daughter’s urgent need for counselling.
Tara’s experience of economic fragility is common to many women’s stories of separating from
abusive and non-abusive partners alike. Kirkwood (1993) suggested that the distinguishing feature of
abused women’s stories of separation is not their need for financial resources, but the fact that they
are pursuing these resources in a state of crisis when they are often experiencing very high levels of
fear about their physical safety. Together, such concerns produce a climate of ongoing tension and
anxiety that can, as Ruth’s story illustrates, lead to difficulties in sleeping, amongst other things:

It’s been really hard emotionally and it’s been really hard financially. It’s been so hard to, to
make ends meet. And I just, every, and I think it’s important to be frugal anyway. I don’t
have any problem with that but constantly worrying about, I, I sometimes will say to the kids,
‘You can’t afford this. You can’t afford that’.
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And there are some things that I would always get. I mean, if a class photo comes along, I’ll
buy one because I know it’s important for the children. If it is a little class project, we need to
spend a few dollars, I’ll just do it. I won’t even question it. Because it’s important for the
children that they don’t see that. But, you know, trips, trips away and new clothes and things
like that, well, obviously you can do without. I do feel a bit guilty sometimes but I constantly
am going, “Don’t use up all the hot water, and because it’s going to cost money”, and “No,
you can’t have that because you didn’t do that”. But I’ve really got to be so careful. Every
dollar, every single dollar is important.
Interviewer: So what sort of impact is that having on you?

I think [it] probably contributes to the fact that I don’t sleep very well. And I’ve got into this
vicious circle where I put the kids to bed and then I am so incredibly tired that I tend to fall
asleep on the sofa till midnight or one o’clock. And then I wake up and I’ll work or do things
till about three or four o’clock in the morning and then I’ll go to bed till six, when the alarm
goes off.”
Constraints On Change
Barbara:

I didn’t have any money. I had ten dollars when I left, that’s all I had. Income Support I
found wasn’t very helpful. They don’t tell you anything. They won’t give you any guidelines.
The first house I moved into, up the road, was furnished. And I had to get out of that one and
move into this one and there wasn’t any furniture. I didn’t have any because he [her former
partner] wouldn’t give me any. I went to Income Support, and I said, ‘Well, what happens?’
And they said, ‘Well, you go and find out what you need, go to some second-hand place and
get a quote, and bring it back to us. And then we send the cheque to the place. And you’ve
got your furniture.’
So the only place around here, not having a car, was the place down the road, that’s the
closest one, and the only one I knew of in the area. But he gave me, for two single beds, a
couple of chests of drawers, a dining suite and there was a lounge suite and a fridge and
washing machine. And I think he said fifteen hundred dollars and that was throwing in the
fridge for nothing. Sort of like a package deal. So I went back to Income Support and showed
them his quote and said, ‘There you are’. ‘Oh, no. You can’t have all that. You’re only
allowed twelve hundred and seventy dollars. You can’t have fifteen hundred’. And I said,
‘Well, what am I supposed to do?’ ‘Oh, you’ll just have to take something off the list, what
are you going to go without?’
Well, I was amazed, I just couldn’t believe it … I mean, I wasn’t sort of buying luxuries, or
anything the best condition, or brand new, or up to date. It was just basic stuff that I needed.
‘No, you’re only allowed twelve hundred and seventy dollars, therefore we’ll take off this.
Well, what if you take off one of the beds?’ I said, ‘Where am I supposed to sleep? ‘What,
what, you need a single bed do you?’ And the attitude stunk, whatever you did.
… So we had to lose the lounge suite and I think it was one of the chest of drawers which
brought it down to twelve hundred and seventy … And of course when I go back to him, ‘Well,
if you’re not taking this and that, you can’t have the fridge.’ So I’m left without a fridge.
Lucky there was a cupboard out in the porch there, and it was autumn, so I used that as a
fridge for the first month or two that I was here ... But to me it was devastating to have Income
Support do that. I mean it wasn’t as if I was asking for anything I didn’t need. I had nothing
in the house. And what are you supposed to do? … And you’ve got enough on your plate as it
is without having to worry about things like that.
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Many women, especially those with young children, cannot separate without resorting to state-funded
income support – usually the DPB. In such instances, the interconnection of the act of separation with
becoming a beneficiary can operate as a significant deterrent to separation itself.
Almost all the women in this study who were in receipt of income support spoke about the humiliation
associated with being beneficiaries. In short, it is an identity that produces shame.
Vicki:

I’m on the DPB, but don’t tell anybody that. I hate that. Because I wasn’t going to, but I am.
Interviewer: You hate that because?

I hate it because its non-value isn’t it? … It’s the most humiliating thing you could possibly
do. Well for me anyway.
This sense of shame was compounded for the women by being unable, at specific junctures, to pay
their own way. In these times, they were reliant upon the charitable acts of others: they were forced to
accept food parcels or, in some cases, to abandon any hope of paying the fee for the services they
were receiving. Such moments starkly marked how much their life had changed since the separation,
in some ways for the worse.
In an effort to contest any rendition of her as inadequate because she is receiving the DPB, Holly
attributes responsibility for her need for financial assistance to her former husband:

I mean I didn’t ask for him to beat me up that night. I didn’t ask to be put in this position and
the first time in all my life I actually have to ask for assistance and help with money and the
benefit I feel as though I am a low plant. And they (WINZ) makes you feel like it too.
Unfortunately, it is not her partner who was forced to engage with WINZ staff or bear the
consequences of taking on this stigmatised version of the self.
Sarah similarly complained about the injustices of a system that closely monitors her financial matters
whilst failing to scrutinise her former husband’s financial status. This failure permitted him to pay the
minimum level of child support although he was actually earning an above average wage.

I've got to justify why I am on a benefit and getting, what, three hundred and sixty-five dollars
a week. I've got to justify and prove that I am doing the right thing and these are my bills, this
is my mortgage, this the blah, blah, and yet he can get away with paying ten dollars a week.
Finding herself in the same boat, Petra suggested that it was her former partner who was bludging
and recommended that he be asset-tested:

I think they should be asset-testing all these men who are only paying ten dollars a week to
support their children. They are the real bludgers. I mean, I am the one who has to support
these children and feed them. I don’t call that bludging.
The antipathy many of the women in this study expressed towards being beneficiaries can be directly
attributed to shifts in Government policy on income support during the 1990s. The decade began with
cuts to the rates at which beneficiaries were to be paid and these were followed by a number of
initiatives to drive down Government spending in this area, including a series of advertisements that
encouraged members of the public to view those on income support as (potential) fraudsters who
should be reported to the authorities. Government policy changes were accompanied by considerable
political debates about the legitimacy of receiving state income support. In this climate, the identity of
‘income support recipient’ (particularly a recipient of the DPB) acquired a stigmatised and pathologised
status.
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As Helen’s statements indicated, this climatic shift has had a direct impact on her sense of self-worth:

This isn’t my dream to be this woman on the DPB where I’m not even a third-class citizen.
I’m just nothing at all. My votes don’t count, you know. I’m slandered by every political
party in the country. They have these slander campaigns going on the telly telling everybody
that we rip the system off.
WINZ – A New Master?
Sarah:

All this stuff is stressful, apart from the fact that your relationship has broken down and you
are on your own. Financially you don't get any – I mean I didn't realise about Income
Support. You don't get that for a couple of weeks, there's a stand-down period. So you've got
a couple of weeks without any cash anyway. And then it was Christmas and blah, blah, blah.
It just goes on.
Interviewer : Huge big crisis, isn't it?

It's a huge crisis. It's a huge crisis.
Interactions with WINZ – its policies and practices – constitute a critical component of what it means to
be a beneficiary. In this section, we want to explore in detail some of the experiences of women in this
study with WINZ(. The analysis we present in this section is particularly sensitive to power and how it
is exercised. The use of ‘power over’ (constraining power), rather than the provisioning of ‘power to’
(enabling power), is arguably an indicator of a helping encounter in trouble. When one of the parties
to the helping encounter is exiting from an abusive domestic context, it is beholden upon the other
party not to replicate – albeit through different tactics – the power relations that characterised the
domestic context: such replication constitutes an example of ‘secondary victimisation’.
The mere thought of having to deal with WINZ was sufficient to cause some of the women in this study
to be afraid. An encounter with this organisation was a new situation for them and contained many
unknowns. Margaret, a woman in her early 60s, said she was “terrified”.

Income support, I was terrified of. I still am. If you’ve never been to apply for a benefit, I feel
like I am going to get shot down before I even get there. A couple of times initially I was in a
queue – that was when you used to have to stand – and I walked out. I couldn’t wait. I
couldn’t face them.
This sense of the unfamiliar, of not knowing what to expect, was compounded by being unaware of
what they were entitled to receive by way of support. The majority of the women in Kirkwood’s study
(1993) report similar difficulties in obtaining information about their entitlements from the income
support agencies of the United Kingdom and the USA.
This point is reiterated in the following excerpt from Holly’s interview. In this extract, Holly discussed
her early (and unsatisfactory) contacts with WINZ. Her meeting with WINZ staff occurred shortly after
a very violent episode that precipitated her sudden separation from her partner. On moving out of the
family home, he extracted a large sum of money from their joint account, leaving her with inadequate
financial resources.

All I know is that in the beginning it was so difficult to know what you are entitled to. You
know, no one tells you what … There's so many things that I didn't realise I was entitled to at
this stage and
Interviewer: For example?
@ Remember, that for many of the women we spoke with, these interactions occurred when their lives where characterised by a
number of destabilising features and they were already having to deal with a number of new, often unpleasant, experiences.

119

Um, when I went on the benefit, I was entitled to be on it a little bit earlier, but I had to go
three weeks without anything. … You see, I didn't know that I was, that you're entitled to
$1,200 if you’ve got an emergency, an emergency need, that sort of thing. I didn't know that
you were entitled to that help, you know. That could have helped. And boy did I need help.
Interviewer: When you went in and applied for the DPB did you tell them that you-?

What had happened? Yeah. Yeah. I had to wait three weeks. Um, she said it is just tough.
You will just have to get people to help you.
The failure of WINZ to provide assistance, despite its duty to do so, exacerbated the difficulties Holly
was already facing. In leaving Holly without economic resources for three weeks, WINZ compelled
her to expend her time and energy on obtaining the basics of life for herself and her children, time and
energy that would certainly have been better utilised elsewhere. The actions of WINZ also signalled
the invidiousness of her situation: having suffered at the hands of her partner, she must continue to
suffer further indignities and deprivations. This contrasted starkly with his circumstances: he was not
without money, nor was he recovering from physical wounds inflicted upon him(.
Holly’s story alerts us to one way in which a power relationship between the staff of WINZ and their
clients can be constituted. Information and knowledge serve as a prime vehicle for both the exercise
of power and the establishment for power relations. As the shorthand version goes, ‘Knowledge is
power’. In this instance, the decision by a WINZ staff member to withhold key information from Holly
about all possible avenues of support available to her through WINZ clearly led to a constriction of
Holly’s ability to act – a hallmark of hierarchical relations of power. Once again Holly was turned into
someone who was constrained and victimised by another.
The existence of a relationship of power between WINZ staff members and their clients – for instance,
some of women in this study – is reflected in, and constituted through, a number of other
organisational practices, for example, through excessive intrusions into the lives of their clients; by
keeping clients waiting; through the process of asserting what gets to count as a reasonable need and
reasonable expenditure. Most of the women in this study who were receiving income support
provided in-depth descriptions of one or more of these practices. Such descriptions were typically
offered as a way of substantiating their complaints about WINZ. In the paragraphs to come we will
draw on some of the accounts provided during the research to critically examine some, but not all, of
these practices.
In the following quote, Helen described her encounter with a WINZ staff member shortly after her
second and final separation from her partner. It was an encounter which was characterised by onesided questioning:

I remember the second time I went down they asked me a whole lot of questions about (long
pause) the relationships and things like that. And I thought this really hasn’t got – like, ‘Why
had the relationship broken up? Did I have any intentions of getting back with this
relationship?” And there were about half a dozen questions in all and I thought these have
got nothing to do with you. If I plan to get back with my husband I will ring you and let you
know. And you will know, just like I did last time. And what went on in my relationship has
nothing to do with you. The fact that he had beaten me up, ‘what does that mean? I get more
money? Less money? No!’ It has got absolutely nothing to do with them. And it wasn’t like
she empathised or sympathised or anything like that. It was very clinical….
Helen objected to what she considered to be the intrusive and irrelevant questioning by the WINZ staff
member during the course of processing her application for the DPB. Her later comments suggested
that Helen saw this line of questioning as being based on the assumption that all beneficiaries are
guilty of deception. The probing questions into the intimate details of Helen’s life were another marker
of the inequality of this relationship.
@ Holly’s partner moved from the family home, which he had shared with Holly, to the home of his lover.
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The intrusive character of the relationship between WINZ and its clients is further illustrated by the
following story. In this example, intrusion was taken to other lengths. Once again, Holly was our
protagonist. Prior to the comments below, Holly had just stated that she felt degraded by being on the
DPB because ‘they are able to dictate your life’. She then went on to say:

I had a lady knock on my door at 9 o’clock in the morning. And I was in my dressing gown
and she was from Income Support. She was making sure I wasn’t working every day. I’d
already told them that I worked just one day because it doesn’t affect my benefit … But she
just arrived and it was quite disconcerting. My water-bed had just blown up so I had no bed
and had slept out here [the lounge]. The kids were here and it was just a really bad time. But
to me just to be able to knock on my door just to make sure you’re not working, I thought that
was degrading.
In this extract, Holly detailed the further entrenchment of a power relationship between herself and
WINZ. As bearer of power, WINZ engaged in the surveillance of her activities. The degree of WINZ’s
intrusion into Holly’s ‘private’ life was marked by the place – her home; the time of day – early in the
morning; and her clothes – a dressing gown. Implicitly, WINZ’ actions charge Holly with dishonesty.
Perhaps more importantly, WINZ’s actions mimicked those of an abusive man who constantly
oversees his partner’s actions in order to exercise control over her.
In the following story, Nina made the connection between the actions of WINZ and an abusive partner
explicit:

It’s just very humiliating the way they treat you. It’s really bad. Sometimes it is directly
abusive in a way and sometimes its very indirect.
Interviewer: For example?

Like I applied for Income Support to pay all my fees – they have an incentive allowance
because I am on the DPB. So they told me that I am not entitled to it. And after a couple of
months I discover that actually I am. So I went to three different officers, they told me for sure
I am not entitled for that. I mean they cannot all be that inexperienced. And they just did that,
I think, because I am [from another country] and they expect I won’t know about it … So
anyhow I applied for it. And kept processing the papers for five weeks. And every time I
would go and ask him he would say that the computer is down so he cannot process my
papers. And then when I called the 0800 number that wasn’t true.
And then I went back to him and took another appointment … I went and he said, ‘Come on
Wednesday’. It was Monday. He said he wanted some things, some papers. And he asked for
things like a bank account. He said, ‘I don’t want you to get the account generated from a
machine, you should go and get it from the bank itself …
So anyway, I went to him five minutes late, I mean after all that. And he was sitting on the
table, like on the side of the table of another officer. And I just told him that I am here. He
said, ‘Go and take a seat.’ Like, ‘Wait!’ It was five past two and I was supposed to be there
at two. So he left me. He was chewing gum and talking to that man. He left me waiting for
another ten minutes and then he just like called me this way and I was starting to get angry.
He said, ‘You are late’. I said, ‘Look I am five minutes late’. And he said, ‘It is ten minutes’.
I said, ‘I am sorry. It’s five minutes. But I am sorry for that. I was only late because you
requested that I bring all these certificates today’. ‘You’ve had two days. You shouldn’t do it
all this morning.’ ‘Yesterday I had classes and I am asking for this money for this course. It
doesn’t make sense that I would leave the classes to do those things’. And he said, I don’t
know. I mean he was talking to me in a really bad way. I’ve never been treated in my life this
way, I mean except by my husband, but it’s different. And he was treating me as if I am an
insect or something.
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In this extract, Nina described a number of mechanisms through which a member of WINZ exercised
power over her: he deliberately withheld information and so he denied Nina of assistance that she was
entitled to; he engaged in blatantly discriminatory treatment; he compelled her to wait for him and thus
he conveyed his disregard for her. The outcome of such treatment was that Nina did whatever she
could so that she did not have to return to WINZ.
The determination of the contents of legitimate needs functions as another arena that is ripe for the
exercise of constraining power. Margaret and Petra are amongst those who provide detailed
examples of this form of power. In the extract below Margaret described an exchange with a young
man at WINZ:

And then Income Support, I went for an emergency grant or something. They give you $80.
You are allowed three lots of eighty in a year. And then when I had run out of that at some
stage he said to me, ‘All I can suggest is that you go for a food parcel. And I said, ‘Yes’. I
said, ‘You are young enough to be my son’. I don’t like the attitude they had. It’s like I had a
dryer that I was purchasing and this young fellow is telling me, ‘You don’t need a dryer. It’s
a luxury. Get rid of it’. I said, ‘Who are you to tell me what’s a luxury?’ I got very angry at
that. And I am glad I kept that dryer. I didn’t like dealing with Income Support.
In this exchange, Margaret was treated as the subordinate, someone who was not able to prioritise
money and was not able to distinguish between necessities and luxuries. Interestingly, the line
between necessities and luxuries is subject to constant redefinition depending on changes to our
circumstances. The line, in this instance, was arbitrarily set by the WINZ officer with the consequence
that her dryer was deemed an extravagance.
Petra detailed a similar story over the level of rent that she was paying. In reading this story it is
important to know that Petra had been hounded by the father of her children for the last ten years and
had had to move frequently as a result. Her move to Auckland was yet another attempt to remake her
life and the life of her kids outside his constant intrusion:

I was really happy. We were settled. And then Income support said I paying – my rent was
too expensive and I should find cheaper accommodation. So I did.
Interviewer: How much were you paying?

Well it was that area and it was three years ago when they could get top dollar. It was $300,
which was the average rental. It wasn’t extraordinarily expensive. And they said that my
rental was a bit expensive and that I should move. So I moved. … So we moved to another
area and what a miserable, and then they dropped my benefit down and I was still in the same
predicament.
A Different Story
Only one woman, Ivana, told a different story. Unlike the other women in this study, Ivana was full of
praise for the staff at WINZ. She described them as ‘a lovely bunch of people’ who are ‘friendly’, ‘kind’
and ‘helpful’. What distinguished her story from the rest? Why was Ivana’s story so different? It is
worthwhile briefly outlining her story in order to suggest some answers to this question.
Ivana was the one woman in the study whose first encounter with WINZ was mediated by the
presence of an advocate (in this case, a refuge worker). Although uncertain of what to expect from
her contact with WINZ, Ivana described having ‘no problems at all’. On her second visit to WINZ,
Ivana was able to re-establish personalised contact with the woman who had handled her case
previously. Then it was discovered that the officer she was supposed to see wasn’t there. This set
the stage for a friendly bit of rivalry between two staff members over who would get to look after Ivana
this time. In the end, Ivana had both staff members working on her behalf.
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When Ivana located a rental property and required further assistance from WINZ she again found
them helpful :

Social Welfare is more than willing to help you out. They helped me with my bond and they
bought a fridge with me and that was all I needed. And there were no questions asked. They
just helped me with that and that was it.
The differences in Ivana’s story seem to lie, first of all, in the presence of an advocate, who happened
to be well versed in WINZ policies, at the time of her first meeting with WINZ. The presence of a
knowing advocate prevents the use of information and knowledge as an instrument of power by WINZ.
In rupturing this avenue through which power over clients is frequently asserted, the advocate ensured
that Ivana obtained her full entitlements. Just as importantly, in later encounters Ivana’s naming of her
needs was not contested by WINZ. Nor was she subjected to a barrage of questions. Instead, Ivana
found WINZ staff receptive to her definition of her needs and willing to help her meet these needs.
Her story indicated that WINZ can and does establish variable relationships with its clients. Ivana
detailed a relationship with WINZ that was supportive and enabling. It is possible, therefore, for WINZ
to operate more uniformly to provision and empower its clients.
Such provisioning should not be reliant upon the mediating presence of an advocate. Rather it needs
to be built into the ambitions and culture of WINZ, and part of how the performance of the organisation
is measured. However, WINZ is subjected to contradictory pressures. On the one hand, NZ
Governments of the late 20th century have tried to cap fiscal spending on benefits. They have sought
to achieve this goal through a number of mechanisms, for example by putting greater pressure on
women on the DPB to return to the paid workforce. On the other hand, WINZ is positioned as a key
agency of support for people who for one reason or another are not currently engaged in paid work.
As such WINZ is charged with the task of supplying these people with the financial means for their
daily lives. In short, WINZ will inevitably spend money.
These aims may not be incompatible. As Petra elaborated, by spending money in some areas such
as child-care women on the DPB may better placed to return to the workforce:

I need for this bloody Government, if they are going to tell us to go out and work I need
adequate child-care facilities, that is what I need. ‘You need a job. Right to help you start we
will keep your car going for you for six months until you get on your feet so that you can go
and look for a job. You can borrow the money off us for that and it has to get paid back’.
How am I supposed to look for a job in a $100 car. Am I supposed to turn up there in a
clapped-out car and my op-shop clothes looking for a job that is going to pay me more that
$8/hour. How ridiculous is that?
Conclusion
This chapter demonstrates that the relative poverty of women is itself a cause of further poverty;
women who lack financial resources are further impoverished by their inability to claim property rights,
by waste of their resources in legal battles over property and custody or access to children, and by
levels of pay insufficient to provide for themselves and their children. The financial dependence and
relative poverty of women is a social problem that constrains their choices and contributes to violence.
Practical issues are central to women moving from abuse to strength. It can be very difficult to take
the first steps to secure basic resources such as transport, housing and income. The image of the
woman poor, homeless and walking carrying a baby too often reflects reality. Everything is facilitated
by money and lack of money prevents women from taking those first steps and constrains their
opportunities to rebuild their lives after separating.
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The financial situation of most women is worse after separation. They have fewer resources and more
responsibilities. Following separation, most women are worse off, either because of low-wage work
and high responsibilities or because of responsibility for children while on beneficiary incomes.
Abusive men are less likely to have custodial responsibility for the children, so women carry more than
half of the financial and emotional responsibility for children. The expectation that a woman will
receive a half-share of property, to which she is legally entitled, may not be fulfilled, with
procrastination through legal proceedings. Furthermore, a strategy of an abusive man is often to
pursue custody claims and access disputes, which then involve the women in costly legal responses.
Political debates focused on dependency of beneficiaries as unacceptable mean that women hate
being positioned as beneficiaries, and experience being stigmatised, over-scrutinised and blamed for
their situation. Legal support for women to stop living with abuse is over-ridden for some by further
controlling ways through which WINZ implement income support. Women who have been abused
require agencies such as WINZ to understand that they are in crisis and to give them practical and
affirming support. Such agencies should not increase their trauma or deprive them of the means to
reintegrate themselves and their children into the community.
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Chapter Eight
Assistance: Social Networks
The researchers sought to identify the optimum conditions for women to free themselves from an
abuser in this society. In narrative-style interviews women described what they had sought, the
experiences they had had and the responses of formal services to their needs. Responses from
people in women’s day-to-day lives made the difference between women beginning to break free from
abuse or becoming more embedded in abuse. Responses by people in a woman’s everyday life, the
noticing or intervention of a friend, a colleague, a relative, were often the catalyst for change. The
ways these people responded encouraged a woman to take steps to become safer, or deterred her.
Consequently, this chapter is organised as follows:
•

Family and Friends

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Work Mates.
Case Stories : Suzy and Lesley.
Combinations of Support: Community and Formal Services Working Together.
Media.
Being Believed.
What Should be Done.
Conclusion.

-

support
lack of support

Family and Friends: Support
Connie needed family and friends, rather than counsellors.

I got a lot of help by just talking to my family and friends, and just having them there and
listening to me. ... And my mother and my sister … I spent hours talking to them. One minute
I’d be yelling and screaming and the next minute I’d be calm. And the next minute I’d be
crying. And to me that’s counselling, that’s having someone to listen to you, I mean even my
friends, you know. I mean they were marvellous. I got the help I needed.
Comments made by family and friends prompted Ruth’s reassessment.

It wasn’t until I saw my sister – who really brought me up fast and made the comment that if
she died she wouldn’t give me the care of her child because she was so concerned about what
he was doing in our family. And she was concerned about his behaviour to my children and
what the end result would be. And that just brought me up cold. … And I had twenty-four
hours on the plane flying back [from seeing her in London] and that really made me think
about some things and I realised that I was running away from things rather than just saying,
“Take a big breath, Ruth, and do it. It’s going to be shit, but it is the right thing to do.”
The support of family was the most significant factor for Puriri.

Family – for me, personally for me, if I didn’t have my family, I’d be in the nut house, I know
that without a doubt in my mind. And the kind of support that I got from my family was it went
through different stages. At first they were all up in arms and they were very … very upset
and angry, and they came – not angry at me, at my husband, and they just went … hoed into
him. And … but then, as the years went by they became more tolerant of it, after they realised
that I was just going to keep going back into that relationship anyway, for whatever reasons I
had. And so over the years they have become very tolerant, and the support is unconditional
now. They’ve never really put – given me ultimatums. And yet when this happens, the first
people I have – I have to go to are my family. In terms of emotional support.
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Tara said that her father had beaten her once as a young girl. However, it was her father who gave
her the courage to leave her husband, while also showing respect for her decisions.

But my father’s been a real pillar of strength to me. Actually I didn’t quite enjoy my Mum
being here because she didn’t just allow me to make my decisions, she meddled all the time.
But my Dad was very very sensible. I think he’d regretted, I think my father’s actually trying
to make up for what he’d done when I was a young girl when, that I’d actually married my
father, my husband through him. That he had reacted in a manner he shouldn’t have, by
dictating to me, and he must realise the consequences of that, and he just said, “No, I’m not
telling you. I’ve done it once and I see how you suffer. I’m not going to tell you what to do. I
love you, and I’ll always respect what you do. If you decide tomorrow that you want to go
back to him, I’ll respect that too. But I will not tell you what to do, you’ve got to decide,
you’re a big girl now.”
He gave her the most beneficial advice.

But when my Dad came, it actually changed things. My Dad said “I am fed up. You need
time”. He says, “It’s not up to me to decide for you. You’re an individual, but he’s been an
absolute idiot, and you’ve put up with this for a long time. You don’t have to put up with it
again. You decide now and you stand by that decision.” Actually he gave me the courage to
do what I eventually did. He said, “You go ahead”.
Talking about abuse as a way to check what was going on in the relationship nearly always began
with family and friends. Vanessa’s friends offered advice and practical help.

They said “All you need to do is to find a flat and go. We’ll help you move out”. I went to see
a solicitor and got an affidavit for the non-violence order drawn up first. Non-violence order
and occupation order and custody order, all the things, you know.
Hospitality from friends was another kind of practical support given to Louise, and her Dad and brother
helped her to break free.

Yeah, I think when I was in the marriage, if I ever heard of a woman that was putting up with
it, I thought stupid bitch, you know, oh they’re ridiculous, going back to it … but I guess I’m, I
suppose I’m more compassionate now, and I can really see the difficulties and I can see it has
been, it hasn’t been easy, and I’ve been lucky … and … I’ve had wonderful supportive friends
that let me stay with them for months. And my Dad’s helped me out, and my brother. But say
you haven’t got that help, I think it would be – terrifying, it could be really terrifying.
In the face of oscillations about whether to stay apart from their husband or return, several women
spoke emphatically about friends and people in their social network who gave them the strength to
resist the temptation to return.
Holly was influenced by a neighbour:

You know, while, when the police had left, I was even making plans of ringing up a really
good criminal lawyer and going into court the next day and seeing him and standing beside
him. I don’t know. They say it’s quite normal though.
Interviewer: So you were going to get a criminal lawyer for him?

Yeah. And go and stand beside him and, you know, make it all right for him. Again. And then
[her neighbour and friend] sort of said, “No. It’s not right.”
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And Tara:

But there is still one and if you ever speak to her – and she’ll be most willing to speak to
anybody – she’s the one who keeps me going. “No, you can’t go back. You just can’t go
back. You can’t go back. Not after what he’s done to you.” Because there’s so many times
he really (confused) the children, my daughter doesn’t want to go and spend a week there, a
week here, she hates the moving. And I kept saying, “Oh well, maybe I should think about it.
And for financial reasons.” She says, “No, you can’t. Don’t you ever think about it! Don’t
you dare think about it [laughter] because you’ll never be given another chance again, and if
you go back into it, and if it doesn’t work out this time you’re going to be stuck with it for life.
You’re not getting any younger. You’re 35. Just don’t go, don’t go for the wrong reasons.”
So she’s the one that keeps me going actually. Every time I, I think about doing it she says
just, “No. You just take another few days to think about it”. And true, a few days later I’ve
changed my mind completely.
Both Laura and Barbara received support from older women that was practical and emotionally
nurturing. Laura describes her friend:

She’s a lot older, she’s my mother’s age. I’ve got the key to her house, I can go there any time
I want to, she’ll always be there for me, lovely, lovely person”.
Interviewer: And, so do you visit her very often?

Oh yes, yes, but I keep going to sleep in her house, it’s the most lovely, relaxing house, and we
have lunch, she sets the table properly and then I just go to sleep. She puts a blanket over me
and I just sleep. She always did look after me. I can go there any time I want to, she’s lovely.
Barbara had found surrogate grandparents in neighbours and reported that it was her mother’s old
friend who helped her move from refuge and acted as an auntie to the children.

The children are often down there – [they] are the greatest. They’re a couple in their sixties I
think they are. They’ve got grandchildren of their own. Yesterday we were at their
grandson’s birthday down there – we all went out for the day. But they wander down
whenever they like basically – and she’ll have them down there – she’ll baby-sit for me if I
want to go out. They’re good. She was saying that because she came out from England – her
and her husband – that their children were in the same boat – she was telling my daughter
because their grandparents weren’t out here either. …
My mother’s friend, um, she’s lovely – she was a great help to me when I first came over here.
She found the first house we were living in – down the road – for me. We were at the refuge
when we first came over the Shore. She found the house up the road – we first moved in up
there – that house was sold so we found this one. I mean she provided all the bedding and
everything that I didn’t have when we first moved in over here – ‘cause I had nothing to move
into a house with. So she’s been great in that way. So I still have contact with her – still see
her. Rings regularly or I ring her. That’s nice – yeah. She lost her husband not long after we
moved in here. Again she’s great with the girls too. They like her, so that’s great – but
they’ve always called her auntie – probably because I did.
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Lack of Support
Many women lamented the lack of people on their side, especially family members. Larissa and
Sarah noted that the lack of family support was hurtful and could contribute to returning to a man who
would abuse them again.

… And my mother didn’t know the abuse was going on. I have never been really close to her.
We have had a lot of bitter family things going on. And she wrote an affidavit saying that I
was a liar. I’d lied about the abuse. Er, that I am a compulsive liar. That, er, she just ran me
down, a character assassination. And, er, that there was no abuse. I was just an attentionseeker. I haven’t spoken to my mother again.
She has tried [to get in touch with me], but I am not ready. That’s probably been one of my
biggest hurts, of all this … It is a huge betrayal. Because I’ve never done anything to her, to
deserve that. I might have lied to her as a teenager. But I am an honest adult.
… She didn’t have anything much to do with me as an adult. Doesn’t really know me as an
adult person. She, that is not fair to – And she didn’t know if I was being abused or not, why
get involved and actively try to destroy me. It had no effect in the court hearing. My
protection order was made final. And the judge said that I was very honest and he admired
me for that. It didn’t have an impact. Thank goodness. But it’s just this major hurt and
betrayal that she has imposed on me.
Sarah expressed empathy for women who do not have family support. For her it was the memory of
her daughter screaming when Sarah was being thrown across the room that kept Sarah resolved to
say “no” to returning to her husband, though she had fleeting moments of self-doubt in response to
other people’s comments.

And people that don’t have families or don’t have that support, I can easily see how you can
go back to your husband like that. Because if everyone is against you, you feel like, “oh
maybe I am being nasty”. And I thought that myself, maybe I am doing the wrong thing.
Maybe I should ring him back, you know, maybe. But then no, with her, the answer is no.
Interviewer: What have you come back to that’s made you go “no”?

Just my daughter, yeah. Seeing her screaming her lungs out when he was throwing me across
the room. I thought she’s fifteen months then, he’s going to do this forever. He’s not
changing, he cannot change.
Lisa’s counsellor, who had been quick to pick up the cues of violence when she and Gary went to
counselling, felt Lisa had been strongly influenced by her mother’s unhelpful attitude:

Just walking away and giving it up is not the way to go, you’ve got to try to make the
relationship work and with my mother saying, “You’ve got to really put yourself out because if
your relationship isn’t working well you just have to try harder,” and that’s what I did. I tried
harder and harder and I bent over backwards but the thing was, I would keep trying stuff and
he didn’t want it.
Lisa described her parents’ relationship, saying that her father was very controlling and her mother
passive, “she basically did what she was told”. She said that things her partner did “triggered
memories of my father”.
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Lisa felt that better-informed responses would have made a difference. Her parents were not helpful,
and she also mentioned her sister and her doctor.

[When] I mentioned it to my sister, it was all just, “Get out, get out, get out of the
relationship”. But it wasn’t as easy as that. I mean, it doesn’t work like that. You don’t want
to get out because you still love the partner … and you want it to work. That’s where you
can’t just get out. Nah. I mean, my father, I never told him, he was shocked to hear.
My doctor, never told him, he must have been wondering why my neck kept on being injured
and … weight loss and stuff but he never clicked on to it. Even went to a psychologist, and
was saying I want to speak about my relationship problems. “Oh no. I’m not a relationship
counsellor”. He wasn’t listening. So I actually unintentionally was asking for help but people
weren’t picking up on anything …
I never gave [the doctor] an inkling I was in a domestic relationship … he never clicked. He
never asked.
Mary was emphatic that friends who withdraw support misunderstand the situation and increase the
woman’s isolation and danger.

You know, the comments, “I’ve had it with her. I’ve had it. I’ve had it. I told her she’s got to
leave him. She won’t leave him. So I don’t want to know any more …”
And that is so common. And that’s what I want to change. I want to see that attitude changed
because that’s another door shut on the face. And another avenue of safety and another
avenue of support gone. And so, what, what the friends are doing, although they think they
are doing the right thing by trying to shock her into leaving him, they are isolating her. And
they’re telling her that they can’t hear what she’s saying, that it’s her fault, therefore she’s got
nowhere to go when, when the going gets tough again. So that is, that is a huge thing. That’s
the biggest thing. I want to see that attitude changed.
Work Mates
Larissa, Tara and Vanessa spoke of responses from work mates. Larissa received encouragement
from a friend at work and support from her doctor. She was moving towards leaving. Her doctor had
asked her what was going on. He said, “Does he ever hit you?” and then she broke down. “He gave
me practical advice. He advised me to get out”. A couple of years later, after she had returned to
work and began to put out “feelers” about what she should do, the response of a work colleague led to
all the things she needed, including a place to stay.
Larissa:

There was a woman at work who had picked up, I think she had been in an abusive
relationship. So she kind of knew. She approached me and said, “Look, things aren’t right”
… So I went to a refuge and they sent me along to a lawyer. So I lodged a protection order.
My boss at work offered for me for me to go to her place and stay.
Larissa said she was able to keep working because of the “really supportive people at work”.

They were right behind me. And there were days I’d go to work and by mid-day I had to go
home and just bawl my eyes out and cry and go to sleep. I tried not to do it. I just used sick
leave. But that’s how I got over it.
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Being able to continue to work was a major form of ‘support’ in that it made her “feel worthwhile in her
work”. Larissa also said that the response of a Salvation Army woman, who recognised the signs of
abuse, was like a validation, and it helped her to realise that it was not her fault. Work mates played a
role in telling Tara and Vanessa that they didn’t need to accept their partner’s violence.
Tara:

And it was only after I moved to New Zealand and I saw that women are so liberated here,
they have minds of their own. Teaching in a school overseas, immediately there’s a divorce or
a separation, the woman gets put down. Unlike here in New Zealand, everybody supports,
indeed respects your decision. And when I started teaching in Auckland everybody was so
supportive of my problems and was so supportive of the way I was feeling. And they kept
saying, “He shouldn’t be treating you like that. He shouldn’t be controlling you. You are not
his child. He’s got to learn to let go and treat you like a woman, a mature woman.” And
that’s when I said, “Well, we’re going to put things right now”.
Case Stories : Suzy and Lesley
Case studies of Suzy and Lesley showed the powerful influence of their contacts with people in their
community.
Suzy’s story showed various responses from those from whom she sought assistance. Suzy is a
woman with a serious disabling condition, who had lived in a rural area. Being unwell was an added
difficulty in separating from an abusive man. She said:

I didn’t think it was possible because I was too sick. … I just couldn’t see how I could get out
of it and manage by myself.
Suzy and her partner had been married 8½ years, and they have two boys who were of primary
school age at the time of the interview. Her husband had inflicted physical and verbal violence and
sexual abuse. He hit her in the mouth after the second child was born, and flicked her with the teatowel to aggravate her and taunt her as she faced increasing immobility, and would pull her shirt open
for sex – a “mad grab”. Suzy had tried to leave, with the assistance of a friend, after two years of
marriage, but it didn’t work.

I had the baby … it just didn’t work out. He caught me trying to leave the first time. My
friend came down from Auckland and she only picked up [my son], and she was going to pick
me up and the baby as well, but … he caught me. And I went into hospital soon after that.
Her hospitalisation was for post-natal depression. Her partner belittled her over depression and her
disability, calling her “a yo yo without a string”. She said, “I felt like a wet rag, as if I was an old bag”,
and “I felt like I didn’t have a personality, it took the whole of my insides out. I didn’t feel like a
person”. Suzy’s parents lived overseas, and when they visited her partner would not allow them to
stay with in their home:

“I don’t want your family anywhere near me, they can come for a holiday but they can go and
stay somewhere else – they’re not to come near this place”.
The couple originally were on a family farm, into which they had put a lot of work, but her partner’s
father sold it. He now worked on a dairy farm and his boss supported the prohibition on Suzy’s
parents’ staying. Her partner was hostile about all of Suzy’s activities and most of the people she
knew from the gym and playcentre, so she became isolated.
It was Suzy’s parents who observed that she was being abused and spoke to her about it:

My Dad rang. [He said] “for goodness sake, what are you doing?” … Dad told me to go out
and tell people what he’s doing to you …
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Suzy told her father what her partner was doing and saying, and he responded:

“Don’t tell me, tell the [health] lady” … The [health] lady didn’t believe me. She said “I
can’t believe he [her partner] would say a thing like that”, and when Dad spoke to the lady …
they had to sit her down again because she wouldn’t listen ….
I think Mum and Dad thought he was trying to get rid of me because when we were on the
boat, he unhooked my life line, and it was really dangerous and he wasn’t going to hook it
back on again, and [my son] hooked it back on … and we were going towards a moored
fishing boat – out of control …
What Dad told me to do was to go out and tell people what he is doing to you. Tell people
what he’s doing, don’t be afraid to tell them. Because I’d say to Dad, oh well, he says this,
and he’s saying that, and … you know, he’s doing this and he’s doing that, and he says – don’t
tell me, go out tell the disability lady, course, the disability lady didn’t believe me. She said,
“Oh, I can’t believe he would say a thing like that, I can’t believe he would do that”. So …
(Dad) said, “Well, write down all those things, and tell her in front of him”, and this is what I
did, that’s what I said to you, this is … and told her in front of him. And that’s when she
believed me. Because she didn’t believe me.
The woman who visited her to give support for her disability initially did not believe her when Suzy
spoke about abuse. It was after the intervention of her father that the health worker believed her.
Then the woman confronted Suzy’s partner, which resulted in him going to an anger management
course. After a while, Suzy rang a woman at the course, who listened to and supported her and
advised her that she was in a dangerous situation. This support through the phone was like a lifeline
for Suzy. Fortunately, Suzy’s partner did not resort to surveillance of phone use (as other abusive
men do), and so was unaware that she was talking to someone who was supporting her.
When the time came for her to leave again, Suzy rang her Mum and Dad and the friend she and the
boys were going to meet. Her friend gave her mobile number so she could be contacted any time
and, with her husband, met Suzy part-way so they could drive her away as driving was difficult and
exhausting for Suzy. She stayed with her friends and appreciated their support, although she found
her friend unhelpful to talk to:

I couldn’t talk to her. She is useless to talk to because she used to say, “For goodness sake, I
don’t now what you put up with that for … what are you putting up with that crap for?” …
She was hopeless.
Suzy described the local doctor, who had gone to school with her husband, as “terrible”. He said that
her husband was “very immature but you are in this together …”

He went to school with my partner, and I spoke to him and he said, “You’re a unit” … But he
said, “You’re in this together, and that’s it”, but then they were Catholics … I couldn’t
believe his attitude. I went there to get some help and he just – nothing.
However, she described three people, the local school teacher, a woman she rang at the anger
management course and a counsellor in the health system as “really good”.

Oh yeah, I had a great long talk to her (the counsellor) and she said it didn’t sound good,
what was going on, and it was dangerous, which it was, too, and … so … she told me, to pack
up these things, pick these papers up, because she said, you won’t get them out afterwards,
and … and … you’ll need them and so, that was good advice … and I was also told, by a
lawyer, to take half the money out of the bank account, because he said you won’t get that out,
when you’ve gone, and I said oh, I don’t think I need to do that, and there won’t be any
trouble with that, you know, and I’ll be able to – get it out, and he said, “No, you make sure
you do it, straight away – if you, if you’re going”. And so I had that advice as well, which
was really good”.
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I rang up a counsellor through the health system … and I used to talk to her on the phone and
I didn’t have to go and see her … Getting out of the house and making an effort to go
somewhere in the car – you could be spotted
Being “spotted” referred to her partner seeing her going out in the car. After they separated, he didn’t
see the children for a year. Suzy recalled the way he treated the boys:

[What he did] twice at least, was kick [Suzy’s son] down the steps … out the front door …
down the concrete steps onto the grass. And he was only eight. He used to say [Suzy’s other
son] was a dumb kid. [Suzy’s son] was dumb too, we were all dumb … He used to twist their
ears … [Suzy’s son] was saying, “Oh, I wish I could die”. But it was because he was being
kicked and beaten so much.
A psychologist became involved through the school, and one boy was in a special class. Since
separation, the boys were fostered for various times, to give care while Suzy was in hospital when her
health worsened, so social workers were also involved. Suzy was hoping that one son would be able
to go to a boarding school, as he was too difficult for her to look after.
Suzy had moved to a suburban area, and although getting out and participating in community activities
was difficult, she was attending art classes, which she enjoyed, and wondering how she could join a
computer class, and was looking forward to meeting an old boyfriend. Her Mum and Dad were not
near her, and she felt she needed more friends.
Lesley’s story of the effect of family and people in women’s networks was briefer. She lived in
suburban Auckland and met her partner when she was eighteen and he was 36. He was Lesley’s
employer and after they had children she continued to do his administrative work. He had a daughter
from a previous relationship, who was seven when he and Lesley started living together. Their first
child was born when Lesley was 20, and they had a second daughter two years later. The first child
developed epilepsy, so social workers became involved with the family. The interviewer noticed a
photo of her partner, and Lesley said he was 6 foot 1 inch with a solid build, and she is 5 feet tall. The
physical and possibly the age differences have significance in interpreting the intimidation and
threatening behaviour which Lesley described and which were the main feature of abuse until their
baby was born, after which abuse became physical. The threats were that he would leave and “take
everything away from her” and fight her for custody and she would have nothing and that “he would
knock her block off”. Two episodes of physical violence were, him hitting her in the car while they
were travelling – she was driving – and when he came home at 4.00am on Christmas Eve from work,
Lesley said he shouldn’t have to work in that way.

I was in my nightdress. He followed me [into the bedroom], I sat on the bed. He grabbed my
feet by the ankles and pulled me off the bed, dragged me into the living room and was trying to
throw me outside, because I was angry.
She had no underclothes on, increasing her humiliation. Lesley spoke to her mother about the threats
and intimidation from her partner:

Mum definitely knew what was happening, but I don’t think she really understood what it was
like for me in terms of the emotional abuse and mental abuse that had been involved. I
actually remember making a comment to my mother, the fact that I had been mentally and
emotionally abused. And she sort of scoffed, “Oh bloody [hell]. That’s bullshit. There’s no
such thing as emotional abuse”.
Lesley had been very close to her Mum. “So it was really quite hard to feel like I didn’t have my Mum
on my side”. In reaction to her separation, her mother said that she:

Felt that I was running away. That I was just running away from my problems and that I
should go home and face him, face up to my problems and deal with it.
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The messages from her Mum were confusing because her Mum had also said:

“No matter what happens, I am always going to be on your side”. … Her actions didn’t really
say to me that that was really how she felt.
Lesley’s Mum had separated from her Dad when Lesley was four. She said there was no abuse
between her parents, although her mother vividly recalled abuse from her great-grandfather to his
wife. With the assistance of a social worker, Lesley initiated her partner leaving for six weeks, and he
attended a stopping violence programme. She did not want her children growing up in an abusive
environment. She wanted:

Some time away, some space. I wanted time to sort myself out, do some work with our social
worker, individually, on my own. He went to a stopping violence programme. That was one
of the conditions I said to him. “You know we are going to separate. I want you to do some
work yourself. I am going to do some work myself. And at the end of however long it takes we
can review things.”…
And that lasted all of about three weeks … I didn’t actually ask him to come back. He just
brought all his bags and stuff home and said, “I am moving back in. I am home. I am not
leaving”…..
… I was really angry and upset. I had people advising me not to move out of the house
because doing that means he is likely to be able to get everything and I would be left with
nothing. So my feeling was that I should have just left
During this time Lesley went to stay with her Mum for a night. Her mother gave her a lecture:

I got a huge lecture from her about the fact that I was running away. I needed to make a
decision. Either make it work or tell him it was over. She sort of felt I wasn’t really making a
decision. That I was leaving him to flounder out there in no man’s land and not really know
what was happening. So I rang him the following morning, and said to him, “Look I’m
coming home”.
After hearing what her mother had to say, Lesley said:

I had to come home. I felt like I was making a big mistake. That I was being really unfair
towards [my partner] and that I should just come home and start being “a good little girl”
again, basically.
Lesley and her partner resumed their relationship, and Lesley felt that:

It is good, it is better. I suppose I am developing some personal strength … It is still not even
but we are getting there
She continued to see a counsellor, with whom she first came into contact through her daughter having
seizures. She spoke of other community support she was involved in.

I am still seeing [the counsellor] and I am doing a self-esteem and self-assertion course for
women through the WEA. And that is going well for me. I am learning a lot through that.
And just reading self help books.
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She referred to a book by Rita Spencer “that is all about belief systems and how they influence our
lives. Beliefs are often set in childhood. These beliefs can be quite limiting”. In particular, Lesley
spoke about the importance of the woman assisting with their daughter recognising signs of abuse
and intervening by giving appropriate support, advice and challenges. “I used to make excuses for
him and his behaviour and she really stopped me doing this”.

From our very first meeting she knew what was happening. … And I feel like I’m on my way to
recovery. I am on my way to becoming a stronger person, stronger in getting my own needs
and wants met.”
She saw the change as coming through her:

Drawing the boundaries. This is what I am going to accept, in terms of behaviour, and this is
what I am not going to accept.
She also reflected that:

As soon as I started to become stronger and stand steadfast in my point of view the abuse
actually started to get physical.
She said that it was because of her contact with the counsellor that she was able to set boundaries.
Before that she “would have got hit, or punched, or kicked. The abuse would have turned physical”,
Lesley felt:

Pretty determined that I am not going to live that way, and I am not going to do it again. If
things get that bad ever again I will just leave. I will pack up and leave and that will be it.
Combinations of Support: Community and Formal Services Working Together
Help and support by people with whom women came in contact in the wider community as customers
or clients were experienced as both practical assistance and personal affirmation. Sometimes informal
support was given by professional people who were not being formally asked for help, such as the real
estate agent who facilitated housing in an appropriate way and the midwife who challenged Larissa to
face her circumstances. Ivana mentioned a real estate agent, a telephone company worker and a
power board worker.

People that I rented the house when I went through the real estate agency giving them the
facts, you know, where I came from, where I was, because you had to have references and I
didn’t have that so I was straight up with them and said, “Look I’m living in a refuge” and
they were wonderful.
People were just so supportive, even the guy from the telephone company. You know I rang
him up and he said, “Oh, do you have any references and what’s your previous”, so I just
said, “No, I’ve come from a refuge”. “Oh, you poor thing you know, Oh you know I’m so
glad you’re doing well”, just put the phone on and no problems, the power board you know,
they had to have this $50 or $100 or something I don’t know and I said, “Look you know I
have to try and find it”, no worries, I mean I know that probably they do that with everybody
but they made me feel very special. You know I just couldn’t believe how kind people were.
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Reconnection and forming new attachments break isolation. Isolating women from community is a
deliberate strategy of many abusers, intended to separate the woman or child being abused from
information, advice and emotionally confirming interactions (Kelly 1996:79). Personal affirmation was
part of the process of restoring connection for women in the study. Affirming friendships were made
while in refuge, in support groups, making another layer of sustaining support. Erin and Carol spoke
of such friendships.
Erin:

So we’ve all become really good [friends]. [Holding] each other up when we need it and
being there for each other.
Carol:

The best thing I got out of it was the companionship and the feeling that I’d get through it.
The combinations of support can make all the difference.
Ivana:

I mean, you talk to a friend and it is different. She will tell you, “That bastard, he did that to
you”, but then you talk to your counsellor and she would say that it wasn’t fair or something
like that. And “Must be hard” or whatever. I mean, those simple things. And you, you feel
that, yeah. It’s different and it’s effective.
Ivana also described the feeling of safety she experienced not only from counsellors but also from the
family of her new partner, who listened to and supported her.

I’m doing this, I’m doing this with the support of my counsellors, with the support of my
family around me … I think I’m lucky with the kind of family that I’ve come into, you know,
they’re supportive, they’re open for me, they listen to me and you know, they’re always there
for me no matter what time of night or day it is if I want to talk I can just ring up or go over
and they’re there.
Rebecca was nursed and cared by a mental health professional, her new partner, her mother and her
friends. The combination was essential for her recovery.

I feel like since I was two up until the end of this course I have had nothing but emotional
traumas and ups and downs. But [her new partner] was marvellous. He actually got me over
my suicidal feelings at that stage. And I actually went to bed and I didn’t get out of bed for
three weeks. I couldn’t. If I had gotten out of bed I would have done myself a mischief. My
new partner would bundle me into the car one night a week and take me down to see the
doctor. And he took over everything at home. My best friend, my mum, my sister-in-law and
my other friend, they all just bonded together and just sorted everything out for me. They spent
every day of those three weeks sitting on the end of my bed, talking to me and looking after me
and just keeping me company.
Community people taking responsibility by acting as advocates brought women into contact with
agencies with formal and/or statutory responsibilities. People such as parents or friends who knew
about abuse enabled women to get further assistance when they acted as advocates: as when friends
took Barbara to a refuge, Puriri’s Dad took her to Social Welfare, Puataua’s Dad took her to a lawyer,
and the woman Suzy rang at the anger management course gave her practical advice. Support given
in informal ways was often the key to accessing services.
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It was friends who acted appropriately, and in different ways, to get Mary out of danger. She said, “I
had post traumatic-stress at that stage. I had given up work because of it. I was trying to get him to
stay away and he wouldn’t”. A girlfriend took her to the police before Mary separated from her partner;
at that time, Mary wanted to lay a charge of assault.

I’d been out the night before … and I’d woken up to a beating literally at 6 o’clock that
morning. It was probably 9.30 by the time my girlfriend took me to the police station and I
looked pretty rugged. I walked in to the police station and I got looked up and down and I
said I wanted to lay a charge of assault … I was made to wait half an hour before they saw
me. Then my girlfriend wasn’t allowed to come in with me … he actually didn’t believe me. I
actually had to stand up and start pulling my jeans down. In the interview room, on my own.
Mary spoke about her partner’s mother giving her support. Later, after they separated, and he
continued to assault her, Mary’s friend assisted her to make a plan to contact the police when there
was another attack from him.

I was physically terrified of him. And so [my friend] had said to me, “Look, we need a plan
that you can do”. So I started off lying in my bed at night in the dark, practising how to press
talk and press 111. I did that for a week. And I actually slept with the phone in my hand. And
so, this night, somewhere in the back of all this, this explosion “the plan”, “the plan”, “the
plan”. And the plan was to grab the phone and ring the police. I did that and threw the
phone under the bed.
“The explosion” was her partner “coming in through the window” in the night, and “the plan” worked in
that the police traced the call from the ringing phone under the bed and came.
Media
Information through TV advertising about abuse was a key to Larissa making changes. The
advertisement impressed on her the message about women being abused and the risk of continued
patterns of abuse.

There were a lot of adverts on TV about abuse and about women being abused and the ones
where the children went on to be abusers themselves, growing up to have abusive
relationships. They were the ones where women were battered and they were saying, “I am
not a kicking ball”. [That] helped me to get out too.
Danielle, Mary and Sifa also spoke about television advertisements that acted as a spur. These public
media met the needs of women for support and information. Sifa’s acceptance of abuse was
undermined by publicity that said that abuse was wrong and that gave information about alternatives.

TV’s the only thing I have in my life apart from my children and the church. I had the TV on
and that’s what I do, watch TV, the soap opera, you know on TV and that’s what come on the
TV all the time. You don’t have to be in an abusive relationship. There are other help out
there and the refuge and they did say, I think, what we should be doing if we need help. If you
watch it every day, it gets to yourself and you don’t have to be in an abusive relationship, you
can do something about it. It’s just enough encouragement to move out of there, to take steps
to move out of that abusive relationship, and that’s what made me decide that yeah, no
women, women don’t need to be in abusive relationship … They gave me the information. I
didn’t know there was a refuge around. I didn’t know who to go for help. Apart from my
family, I talk to them now and then but none of them seem to support me in what I am wanting,
or understanding what I am needing. They are just, “Oh, you just hang in there and that’s
how life is”.
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It was the TV ad that came on all the time, that got to me and I always mention that when I go
out and, and talk to the people, you know, “What did you, er, what made you leave?” and I
always say the TV, and I still remember that day … During the day I watched TV and that
would come on TV all the time. So when they asked what, how would you get information, I
said for me, it’s the TV. Because women don’t usually go out and buy newspapers, or, you
know, they’ll sit in front of the TV.
Raising awareness through TV should be backed up by action in the community and service arenas.
Mary was alert to the importance of support, and to the widespread lack of it, and to the contradictions
between public messages and police practices.

I’ve got a supportive family and I’ve got supportive friends. How many women out there
don’t have that? How the hell are they surviving? … That is my driving force. I want it to
change. I want it to change for everybody. It is not good enough. At that time there were all
these ads on TV, on domestic violence, “I’m not a punching bag for you”.
She was “getting the message that the police were there to support me and help me in that process”.
However, her experience of police was that she was “let down from go to whoa”. Mary herself went on
the “Holmes” TV show to hasten change, an action affirmed by her friends.
Being Believed
Being believed and affirmed was spoken about as a key step in the process of accessing personal
support and public services. Some positive connection with a believing person, friend, family or
professional was vital to the pathway out of pernicious entrapment in abuse. Being believed by friends
and family, as well as professional workers in agencies and services, was influential in bringing about
change.
Erin was affirmed and believed by a Victim Support worker:

Victim Support came over, she said, “That’s where you’ve been living. In a prisoner-of-war
camp”. I said, “Have I?” I was really dead-pan, like really? Is that what it was? I said,
“Nobody believed me”. “Look, love”, she said, “I lived it too, and no one believed me”. And
it was like, oh, this person knows what I am talking about.
Credibility for Louise came only after she left her husband, yet she was one of the women who feared
that she would be killed. She described one of the episodes, which happened just after her mother
died.

And he just went insane and I just thought if I don’t get out, I could be killed. I just thought
this guy is utterly out of control. He could do anything.
Once she left, her ‘good friends’ responded in support of her.

Oh, they were just shocked. Just absolutely shocked. They just said they didn’t want anything
more to do with him. They hated him. No. They were just shocked at his violence. They were
appalled. They were just appalled at the violence.
Interviewer: So had they observed that in the years that you were with him?

Well, yes. And I’ve told them about it. So they all knew what he was like, but, um, you know,
they’d all said that they felt uncomfortable around him, which is interesting. People, once I
left, all opened up.
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Whether by family, whanau, extended family, friends, work-mates, doctors or lawyers, being believed
was vital. Being believed functioned like the pin through the base of a fan, enabling the ribs to open
and the fabric of support to appear. It was pivotal to opening access to support from informal sources
as well as from formal services, which include support groups and counsellors, refuges, police,
lawyers, doctors and WINZ.
Sonya, Larissa and Sarah spoke about the trauma of not being believed.
Sonya:

My mother … sent me to see a psychiatrist. When you live in – when you live in a different
country, and you ring up your mother and you say he’s just beaten me up, my mother would
say, “Well, what have you done to make him do that?” And that riled me. And the more
people said that, the more I believed that I must have done something. In order to make him
hurt me. And I believed that I … if I could be a better wife, or a better cook, or a better –
anything, better mother, that everything would be all right. And it wasn’t. And yet, everyone
around me kept reinforcing those ideas that yes, I must have done something. I must have
provoked him, didn’t have his dinner ready on time, or whatever it was, and so therefore he
got drunk and, and abused me.
Not being believed had the effect of making Sonya feel isolated in all areas of her existence. She did
not doubt herself but felt alone in a hostile world and withdrew from services. For Sonya, not being
believed by her mother was compounded by the same response from a counsellor and later from a
magistrate. Sonya found that her husband was more credible and supported by her own family, by
counsellors and by the legal system than she was. Not being believed by the judge meant that a legal
decision went in her husband’s favour.
What Should Be Done
Because of her repeated experience of not being believed by her mother, doctors, CYPFS workers
and teachers, Rosemary had many ideas for increasing information and education about abuse and
about the need for advocacy. Rosemary was subjected to repeated abuse, had never been believed
and, for example, when she told her mother, her mother offered her more tranquillisers. She believed
strongly that developing programmes in schools for prevention and education about relational patterns
was an important intervention for girls and women.

Because quite often when you leave one abusive relationship you go into another … you
gravitate towards a similar situation.
So that when people establish partnerships they know how to communicate, they will have
learned how to discuss things and negotiate … Engaging in these kinds of programmes within
schools should enable teachers to identify children that need counselling. Counselling at nine
or ten would deal with base reasons and prevent the formation of damaging adult
relationships.
Advocates would improve access to appropriate support in the community, and to police, income
support, ACC and the hospital.
Rosemary:

Because if you try to access these systems yourself you get beaten down. And you give up. Or
else you turn into negative behaviour. Because you’re not being heard you are coming up
either with physical symptoms – which means it’s costing the country more in medical bills –
or else the option is the person turns bad because you can’t get attention positively so you
turn into negative behaviour to get attention.

138

When other women gave advice about ways to stop women living with abuse, they also pointed to
educational programmes and to the importance of information. In their experience, having information
at hand, having access to information from Women’s Refuge, providers of safe homes, support groups
and via the public media, and experiencing informed responses by people in their communities had
made the difference between making moves to leave an abusive man, and remaining in an abusive
relationship.
Conclusion
The accounts of these women showed the necessity of community responsibility to counter violence
and the power of community responses in combination with personal affirmation. Respect and
empathy backed up by appropriate services were vital, but not regularly attained in personal networks
or public services, as we have shown and as Kirkwood (1993:32) commented on nearly a decade ago.
Affirmation, information, advice, emotional support and practical assistance were given by families, by
people at work, by people in the wider community, by old friends and by new friends found through
participation in services. Friends and family members and observant work colleagues and health
professionals provided emotional confirmation, gave direct assistance and facilitated access to public
services. The combination of family, community and formal service support was necessary for an
effective response. Women responded to the belief, affirmation and prompting of family, friends and
professionals. The way out of abuse was barred by the destructive effects of the “jealous surveillance”
of the abuser, by insensitive or uninformed messages, by people who covertly or overtly condoned
abuse for the sake of the man or the marriage and by the lack of a consistent and co-ordinated
response from family, community and formal service networks.
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Chapter Nine
Assistance: Professional Services
Introduction
The women interviewed had all attempted to manage the violence. They wanted people to censure the
abuser and to support them. All needed safety. Women in the study described a variety of formal and
informal supports from family and friends, parents, neighbours, refuge and safe houses, doctors,
police and support groups. The researchers sought comment from the women on the value and
effectiveness of the services, agencies and professional help they had received. WINZ, the police,
relationship counsellors, therapists, psychologists, Women’s Refuge, Victim Support, women’s support
groups, Pregnancy Help, lawyers, bank employees, budget advisors, drug and alcohol counsellors,
nurses and doctors were all identified. The following reports on what they said about refuges, support
groups and counselling, doctors and the health sector, the criminal justice system, the police, the
courts and lawyers.
The chapter is organised as follows :
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Refuges And Safe Houses.
Support Groups.
Counselling.
Doctors and the Health Sector.
Criminal Justice System: Police, Protection Orders, The Courts, Lawyers.
♦
Police.
♦
Protection Orders.
♦
Courts Procedures.
♦
Lawyers.
Professional Services: Training and Co-ordination.
Conclusion.

Refuges And Safe Houses
Not all women avail themselves of refuge but refuges are pivotal in ensuring safety for women and
were of significant assistance for short and long periods of time for the women in the research.
Women may seek safety in refuges. They may also stay with family or friends. Lisa, Larissa, Mary,
Erin, Leda, Denise, Debbie, Ivana, Margaret, Renee, Sonya, Danielle, Nina, Puriri and Sifa were all
women who had to leave home for safety. Others, such as Carol, Erin, Sarah and Vicky, were able to
stay in their home. Women who avail themselves of refuges tend to be those who are less likely to be
able to stay with friends or family, or have already exhausted these avenues, and may be from lower
socio-economic groups. Women with friends and family will stay with them, or if they have financial
resources will use motels. One of the consequences of this is that abuse can be hidden.
Safe housing, information about safety and assistance to participate in social life are the key areas of
refuge services. In addition, refuges have a significant role in the co-ordination of services with other
agencies to ensure safety. When women seek accommodation in refuges, they are provided with
specialist knowledge and support. Safety is the first requirement. Information about legal, medical
and welfare and income support services is provided and women have access to support groups.
Puriri spoke about her frequent use of safe houses and in particular their immediate response. When
they were rung they came quickly. She also described information as a most beneficial dimension of
refuge, as significant as the actual provision of safe housing.

Always in safe houses … Always with the children. O. was our first safe house, then we went
to H…. We went to the P … safe house, we went to the H… safe house, then we went to the
D… safe house, then to another safe house … I think it’s really good – because when I first
started being abused – someone would ring the police … we would wind up at a house that
was strange, but there were good people there. And women who were in the same situation.
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Women’s refuge is really helpful – you don’t have to go into a safe house to contact them, but
they’ll give you all the information you need to know to keep yourself safe. Whether or not
you choose to stay in that relationship or leave.
Sonya expressed similar appreciation.

But the women’s refuge helped me a lot, in getting my life back on the track again. Getting
the benefit, finding a house, every three months the landlord would – want the house back, or
wanted to sell it, or whatever, so I ended up back in refuge several times.
Louise, who had become well informed about women’s needs and services, said:

The refuges are doing amazing work. It needs Government support. I think the women need
all the support they can get. The statistics are horrendous … there needs to be education too
around society for women of just informing them of their rights, of what constitutes abuse.
Often women just don’t know.
Danielle and Mary spoke of the “wonderfully” effective co-ordination of refuge with other agencies that
helped to ensure their safety.
Mary:

The refuge was incredible. I attribute the fact that I am alive to the co-ordinator of the DVC,
[Domestic Violence Centre] the phone person that I spoke to secretly that night … I was really
resistant to going [to refuge] because of the kids mainly, but this day I was suicidal. I rang
Mum … she came straight away. She was crying, I was a mess. I really wanted to die … I did
ring the DVC and I don’t know how she did it but I agreed to go into refuge. And I rang
Supportline. They were closing. One of the workers stayed back … They were incredible.
Danielle :

There was an ad on TV and it was about using Citizens Advice Bureaux which is what I did
and they rang refuge and they picked me up from there.
Refuges and safe homes provided physical safety and began the process of reconnection. As Kelly
wrote, “One of the major qualities of refuges is that they combine provision of housing, which
addresses physical safety and survival, with collective living, which seeks to re-establish positive and
affirming social connection”. (Kelly, 1996:79). Many women spoke of the heart-warming qualities of
friendship, wonderful food, warmth and kindness. Refuges are a safe haven from violence and a
loving embrace of the human spirit. Refuge provided safety and respite for women and was spoken of
as beneficial to children.
Ivana:

When I was in the refuge that was my main priority, was my children. I left because I didn’t
like what was being done to me but I would have been able to handle it because I loved him so
much, but I didn’t want my children growing up in that … to see that all the time.
One of the benefits of refuge is the restoration of human connection to women who come for safety.
Refuge workers become leaders of relational capacity. The relational aspect of refuges is apparent,
where workers attend to the physical and emotional needs of women and give support that Ivana, for
instance, described in terms of unconditional care.

The first night there the girl was really, really kind and she just … sat with me and I talked
and talked for hours … They never pressured me to move out … I did everything on my terms,
you know, they never pushed me to do this or pushed me to do that. They guided me and
helped me and showed me things I never knew … It was wonderful the support they gave me.
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Women’s Refuge in Aotearoa New Zealand is structured in accordance with Treaty agreements
through the practice of parallel development so that culturally appropriate services are provided for
Maori. Organisations such as Te Whanau Rangimarie make provision for Maori women and whanau
that are not under the umbrella of refuge. There are two Pacific peoples refuges in Auckland and one
for Asian and migrant women. Although cultural boundaries are not imposed in access to refuge
assistance, there is a preference to place women in same-culture refuges. Provision of Maori/iwi,
Pakeha, Pacific, Asian and various migrant group culturally based services enhances the likelihood of
cultural safety for women. Such services clearly need to be expanded and training in inter-cultural
work deepened. It was suggested to Nina, an immigrant, that she contact Shakti, the Asian Women’s
Refuge. However, this referral was not appropriate as Nina is not from an Asian country. The
condition of severe vulnerability of immigrant women requires urgent attention.
Puriri, a Maori woman, did not say whether she was in a Maori refuge, but spoke with profound
appreciation:

Women’s refuge is awesome. They take you straight away, they never make you feel like
you’re a burden. A lot of women won’t go to family because they feel like they’re a burden. I
feel sorry for Pakeha women, you know a lot of Pakeha women, and even some Maoris like
that, like that, you know, they can’t go home to their families when this sort of thing happens.
That’s ideally the first place you want to head. But yeah, brothers and sisters too. They’re
our families, brothers and sisters, not just parents. And, but women’s refuge is really
awesome.
In a case study “A day in the life of a user of refuge services” a woman said: “It is difficult to separate
one Maori woman’s experience from another Maori woman while she is in refuge. No one tells you
and it is not expected of you, but because you make whakapapa connections, you end up being
responsible for everyone while you are in a Maori refuge. Whanaungatanga – it just naturally
happens” (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2000:47).
This case study resonates one of the themes developed in Te Whanau that whakapapa connections
were significant for supporting people in their journey towards freedom from abuse.
There were some exceptions, but the experience of women in our study was overwhelmingly
favourable towards the refuge services.
Nina:

So I went. I spent five days in the refuge only I just couldn’t stand being there. I mean, I felt
totally different from everybody else who was there at that time. I couldn’t use the bathroom.
I just was feeling not at home. I couldn’t eat. I was like totally crying and crying and
smoking.
One woman found the conditions of refuge, particularly having to share a room with her children, alien
and distressing. Refuge is not able to provide more than very basic accommodation, and the sharing
of facilities and space can be difficult. Sifa found living in one room very difficult:

It was hard [being single], because we had been living all those years together. It’s hard
because of the money we had at refuge. With one bedroom. And we had four children, and
they had rules and boundaries that the children need to be in bed by so many hours and my
children kept crying. We had no other choice at that time. For my children to move out of
there and move somewhere else. So it was … a traumatic time, emotional time, everything.
There were some negative experiences of refuge. Puataua was dismissive of refuge because a
refuge worker told her husband where she was. Such an event is against refuge policy, and in this
case Puataua was made more vulnerable. Lisa reported a lack of back-up:

I just left the refuge. There’s no backup or anything, I never got any backup from refuge or
rang or anything. Not even a phone call … to find how I was going with the counsellors …

142

One of the changes since the 1995 Domestic Violence Act has been in the reduction of the need for
safe housing, with more women able to stay in their homes with the perpetrator being removed, and
greater emphasis on making information available and on advocacy work. This shift is noted in
Improving Outcomes for Women and Children Using Refuge Services, a Price Waterhouse Coopers
report that followed the 1996 National Collective of Women’s Refuges Report The Economic Costs of
Domestic Violence. The need for follow-up as a priority in assisting women to sustain decisions about
being free from violence from men was described in this report as impossible to fulfil on present levels
of funding.
Ideally, a significant facet of refuge work would be in women’s education, providing information about
legal rights, police responsibilities, benefit entitlements, support groups and counselling, and
education about the wider social context of violence against women. Consciousness-raising enables
women to move beyond an individualised perspective of abuse to a social analysis of the magnitude of
violence. Information about the debilitation of abuse alleviates self-blame and self-denigration.
Education on the broader issues affecting women, and prevention, would be enhanced and more
feasible when undertaken in co-operation with other agencies.
Support Groups
Support groups are offered by agencies. Some of these are court-mandated programmes for
protected persons. Under the provisions of the Domestic Violence Act, approved programmes include
groups for respondents and women’s support groups. They are available free of charge to
respondents and ‘protected persons’ and their children. ‘Protected persons’ refers to a person with
protection orders. Respondents are required to attend programmes to address their violence.
(Barwick et al, 2000).
Sonya’s experience in the local support group was positive. Led by experienced facilitators, she found
the group very helpful and educational rather than therapeutic:

… the task of teaching women that they had other alternatives, and … the power of saying no.
… so yeah, teaching women that, that there were – information, it was information about …
community services, support groups, and just alternatives to violence. Alternatives to living
their life in a violent relationship. Just stop – women – to help women realise they don’t have
to live in a violent relationship, and they don’t have to put up with … with men abusing them.
Whether it be physically or emotionally … and really … therapeutic help, being with other
women, that are in the same situation. But I found the programme itself, educational rather
than therapeutic. In fact I’m glad – I didn’t want therapy, and in fact I believe that a support
group is essential, because often women aren’t ready for – counselling and therapy.
Support groups were a source of information about services, and provided learning about abuse. For
Erin, Ruth, Larissa and Lisa, the most significant learning was that they could not change their
partner’s behaviour.
Erin, a nurse aged 42, had been married for ten years and had been in a second marriage for eight
months. She spoke about her support group, all of whom were in their forties and fifties. She said:

We’re a right odd bunch, … but they are all amazing women and have had amazing
experiences. All sort of said, we’ll be friends for life.
She recalled a conversation with a woman in her support group, who was being abused and another
friend wanted to go and ‘sort out her husband’. Erin said to her:

That’s a bloody waste of time … He is an abusive sod and he ain’t gonna change. He’s 52
now so he’s got no reason to change because he’s managed to control you quite nicely for 32
years.
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Ruth:

I joined the group that they had set up … and it is really brilliant. I mean they’re fabulous
support, but the crux of it is you cannot change a person like my partner. But you can work
out how to minimise it, how to be strong, how to work through it … and how to notice that in
people in the future and not fall in the same trap. And it is great stuff. I mean there’s no
instant remedy. There’s no magic medicine, which I’m always thinking there will be and I
realise there isn’t. It was excellent in many ways.
Larissa:

I’ve been to this agency course. It’s a good course. They were really worried. I knew they
were really worried because I was still in this relationship, all the other women were out of
their relationships. And dealing with the after-effects. But I was still trying to get out. I think
that helped a lot too, to finally know there was no hope that the cycle of abuse just doesn’t
stop.
Lisa:

It’s the support group I have been going to. Whereas they’ve shown me that it wasn’t
acceptable behaviour and I thought I might have been able to fix him on my own but then I’ve
found out he can’t be fixed. He’s got to fix himself and he’s got to want to fix himself and
nobody can make him. No matter what anybody says or does.
Information was pivotal to women taking steps towards change. Support groups, refuges and other
agencies such as Victim Support were effective in providing information for women to become free
from abuse.
Larissa:

That gave me tools to make my way out, to have the confidence to get out. And to know that it
could be ongoing, that his tricks would keep happening. But just practical tools like
identifying their behaviour being abnormal and unacceptable and how to break the cycle of
abuse and all different things. It was a really good practical course. It gave me the support
to actually get out..
It was hard to tell my story. At that stage I hadn’t told many people and it was all bottled up.
And to hear the other women in that situation. You kind of think that it is lower socioeconomic group but it happens right across the spectrum of our society. These were women
who outwardly appeared confident and successful. You know, good business-women, and they
were in the same situation.
Renee:

Going to a support group I’ve established some really good, just affirmed on what I think
already, gained some strengths in knowing that what I am doing is right.
Lisa:

Yeah, they opened my eyes and explained the power and control wheel and by reading the
power control wheel and then equality wheel I could see that I was definitely in an abuse
controlling relationship because there was hardly anything on that equality wheel I was
getting. I was getting all of the stuff on the power control wheel and I mean it was basically
there in writing in front of my face, and yeah I realised that it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t
deserve to be treated like this and the reason, they explained why one minute he was doing
things bad to me and the next minute being nice, yeah, I would’ve gone crazy at one stage.
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Initially some of the women were reluctant to attend.
Sonya:

I didn’t have any expectations at all. And … I actually didn’t really want to be there, and I
learned the majority of the women didn’t want to be there either. But after the first couple of
sessions we got to know each other.
Some found that support groups were not helpful because they had more pressing priorities at the
time. Holly went to a support group after she got a protection order.

That group. That actually didn’t do a lot for me, which is a shame because I was always in
court. It was hard not to be able to take it in. A lot of it in. Because I was so concentrating
on court all the time. It will probably be a good idea to do it again in about six months time.
You know, to actually go back and do it again.
Danielle did not complete the twelve-week course. Her needs at that time were more focused on the
practicalities of being on her own. The practicalities of babysitting and the tiredness of pregnancy
meant that it was too difficult to get to support groups.

It was good, I didn’t finish it off. I didn’t go for the last four. Because I went along wanting
to do things like how to cope on your own, assertiveness and I don’t know how to cope with
the anger and the guilt and all that sort of thing and every time I went there it was sort of
things like that, I don’t know, things that I thought were a waste of time.
I felt that the effort of dropping the kids off and then picking them up at 10 o’clock at night
and bringing them home and as time went on I got tired being pregnant and all that. So I
wasn’t getting enough out of it to make the effort to go.
Interviewer: Well, what advice would you give the agency?

I thought more things to make you able to cope better on your own. Like being assertive, or
even if you’re in a relationship too how to be more assertive, and self-esteem and how to cope
with guilt because that’s what they, those kind of men they play on the guilt to get what they
want.
Rebecca believed the course she was taking was changing her life and that her whole life would have
been different if she had had access to it at school. The course covered assertiveness, selfconfidence, “I” sentences and non-blaming arguments, gender roles, hierarchy within the home, safety
issues if you are still with a violent partner, your legal rights, dealing with anger, your own and theirs.

God, I wish I had done this course years ago. If I had done this course after my second
partner it would have been so different. Actually, if I had done this course at school my whole
life would have been different.
What else did they cover? There was so much in it. Dealing with anger. Both someone else’s
and your own. Because although you are a victim there is still anger there. Especially when
you come out of it. I mean, that is basically what gave me my big chip on my shoulder.
The group definitely makes a difference. The group is an awesome thing. That really had a
big impact. The facilitators were brilliant too. They have a knack of letting you have time to
get things off your chest and that, but still guiding you in the right direction for the subject for
that night. They are awesome. The subjects covered are really good.
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Boundaries. We were taught about how to put our boundaries in place and enforce them.
And keep them. Which I have started doing here and boy it is great. It is really awesome.
Having my boundaries in place I don’t have to – like before I found that if you asked for
something to be done, you were ignored. You ask again, and you are ignored. You ask again,
and you are ignored. I only got taken notice of if I yelled, which I hate doing. But I have been
taught now about how to put my boundaries in place and how to enforce those boundaries.
And I am finding that I don’t have to do half the yelling that I used to have to do and it is
great. We got taught communication. How to talk without anger. And then you “I am not
that bad”. And that is sort of the progression for me personally of how it worked for me.
And I have these set boundaries now. Before I used to do the typical woman thing, ask, ask,
ask, “Oh, okay, I will do it myself”. Ask, ask, ask. “Okay, I will do it myself”. Because you
are just continually ignored. And it wasn’t until I actually did the course that I found out how
having what you asked for and having your opinions and what you say completely ignored
and disregarded as worthless, that is abusive. And I never – it made me feel bad and
everything, but I never thought it was abusive. I thought for it to be classed as abusive you
had to have bruises and that.
But I think this course is the thing that I should have done years ago. But yeah I just felt so
worthless. And even up until the course I still had these of “am I just a waste of space”. But
not to the same degree as I had then. There had been like a partial healing since I took that
first bottle of pills and um and yeah it is just the conditioning of the whole combination of
everything just telling you are not a person. You are a non person.
Counselling
Women’s experiences of counselling were varied. Danielle:

I’ve seen one counsellor just for myself and she ended up – um the kids are not in danger, I
don’t know why she did it. But she ended up going to CYPS about me.
I think that was a bad counsellor I came across, like she’s a good counsellor but she was like
“leave today and don’t go back” sort of thing. And it was like I don’t want to leave. At that
stage I thought counselling would help me to be able to cope with it better, but the
counsellor’s not there to tell you what to do. They’re to advise you or whatever. And it was
like you either leave him or I’m going to report you to Social Welfare.
Lisa:

Even went to a psychologist, was saying I wanted to speak about my relationship problems.
“Oh no I’m not a relationship counsellor”. He wasn’t listening. So I actually unintentionally
was asking for help but people weren’t picking up on anything.
Lisa’s counsellor asked if she would like to go to a support group. Lisa had been in three previous
abusive relationships and her current relationship broke up because of violence. Lisa didn’t realise the
group was for women who were in or had been in an abusive relationship.

I actually really liked the ladies that were there, and even though at first I thought what am I
doing here, no you know there must be a way of changing my partner or a magic wand or
something. I just kept on going and I don’t know what made me, it’s just I was learning stuff,
they were showing me what a normal relationship is, and what an abnormal is.
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And I thought a lot of this stuff in here, that’s what I’m getting and it started to open my eyes
up and realising I wasn’t the only one out there, there was all these women here that had been
either still in or just out of relationships like I am on and I could learn a lot from it and that’s
why I continued to go. And that’s what it has ended up being, it has been a women’s support
group for me.
The group showed Rebecca that her problems were not unique.

I found with the group you would say, “I have this problem da da da”. And you get all this
“Oh, I had that. I did this”. And, “Oh, I had that. I did this”. And you get about half a
dozen different ways of dealing with the same situation rather than just the counsellor’s idea,
one way of dealing with it which might not be the right way for you. And I found being in the
group situation you got so much different feedback about how you could deal with that
problem of yours and also listening to the other ladies’ problems. A lot of it helps to know
that you are not the only one.
Ivana preferred one-on-one counselling:

See for me the support that I want is from people like Marissa or Joy, just want to talk, just to
be listened to, they don’t judge me, my counsellor one on one I prefer that. I don’t want to sit
there with five other women and have to listen to them. I know that it has happened to them
and I feel very sorry for them but I don’t want to dwell on it … I want to break away from that
victim circle cause I don’t want to be a victim any more.
Vicki went to a counsellor with her husband. The counsellor quickly picked up the cues of abuse and
suggested she meet Vicki and her partner separately. Vicki was extremely relieved.

So as days went on and I was getting more and more emotional, he was starting to say that I
was a raving lunatic so I’d been phoning up Parent Aid, Lifeline, CADs, phoning up all these
people, mainly to get reassurance that I wasn’t a nutter and that the feelings I’m feeling are
quite normal and that I should expect some support from my partner and it shouldn’t just be
“Oh get on with it, you’re only pregnant, you’re not ill, it’s no big deal”, and he was turning
more and more and more like that type of person which isn’t the type of person that I’d fallen
in love with. It was like this other person was taking over. And I took, I think I took that to
mean that he’s just feeling more and more trapped so I decided to ring relationship
counsellors up and I told him, I said, “Listen I’m going to go and see this relationship
counsellor because I don’t know what to do.”
… So he came with me the next day and then he proceeded to ... he definitely didn’t realise
what was going to happen, he proceeded to tell the relationship counsellor his version, which
was, you know I actually got the chance to hear his version which was quite interesting and
what he, he said, “Oh it was only a slap”. And the relationship woman said, “Did you hit
her?” He said, “No, I just slapped her”. “You didn’t hit her?” “No, I slapped her”. And he
said, “And I know it was wrong and I’m sorry but it was only a slap, it was no big deal, she’s
not black and blue”. Well you don’t say that to a relationship counsellor, do you really,
because I mean, you don’t say that to any counsellor because it’s just minimalising. You
know, so I’m sitting there and I’m thinking, “Thank you God”. And she then started, she said,
“Well, were you drunk?” I mean I was actually glad that he was saying all this because it
was validating me, it was like I wasn’t going around the twist, it was how he saw it. … We sat
there and you know she said, “Do you think you’ve got a drink problem” and she said, “Have
you had anything like this in other situations?” … The counsellor suggested we see her on a
one-on-one basis.
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Lesley’s counsellor also was aware of Lesley’s need to be seen alone and not with her partner. In
addition, she supported Lesley’s attempts to develop an abuse-free relationship with her partner.

That very first meeting she picked up – she told me she knew from the second she met me that I
had been an abused woman. It was a relief to know that somebody actually was experienced
enough to be able to notice. She has done heaps of work with women who have been
physically, emotionally and mentally abused. She certainly isn’t one of those people who
think that emotional abuse is just something to be scoffed at, that it doesn’t exist. I felt like I
had somebody on my side who actually understood how I was feeling, where I was at. And so
it was great.
Interviewer: What difference has she made?

She has done a lot of things. She has really made me see things for what they are. I mean I
used to make excuses for my partner and his behaviour. I suppose I got to the point where I
was really not sure if I was expecting too much or not … and she really gave me strength in
that area.
Louise went to couple counselling and although it helped she felt the counsellors were weak with her
partner. Her partner would attend some sessions quite angry. The counsellors never saw her alone.

And I was never really informed about abusive behaviour or abused women or abusive men.
When the marriage broke up I went to the library and grabbed every book I could on abusive
men, abusive relationships. I thought, “Shit, they had just been pathetic counsellors”. I was
enraged. They are meant to be empowering women, educating them and I had really been
struggling on my own not even calling it abuse, feeling utterly ignorant.
God forbid, I could do a better job teaching, counselling abused women … I had read so much
at the Auckland library, I was really quite well informed of the latest and greatest research.
She spoke strongly about the importance of information and knowledge about abuse, neither of which
she received from her counsellors, whom she had seen over a period of eighteen months.

I had to say I ended up totally ignorant and I was educating myself the whole time. Even at
the agency … well, that person there never really spoke about abusive men and abusive
relationships and even named it as such. It’s no wonder I’m ignorant. I thought, well if I’m
going to be helped, surely to God it’s going to be through professionals … They’re better
informed than my friends. But actually I didn’t get any knowledge of abusive men or abusive
relationships. Absolutely nothing.
She felt they were professionally negligent and that they should know the signs and read the research,
as she herself did. Louise wrote to the counsellors about their unethical practice with respect to
clients where a male is violent to his spouse, and was pleased with the response. She continued with
detail about what should have happened, given she told the counsellors that her partner had been to
court for hitting her.

You can keep women in abusive relationships by saying, “Just change this or change that”
rather than saying, “You are with a guy who is treating you like shit. Why are you putting up
with it?”
Doctors And The Health Sector
In reviewing the comments women made about doctors, there is evidence that many doctors were
conscientious in checking the cause of injuries, and were supportive. A vital part of their role was
professional identification of abuse. This “official validation” provided support for shifts in the
perspectives and stance of the victims.
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For Carol, Helen, Leda, Mary and Nina the sense that change was necessary came through their
doctors as well as a realisation that they could be injured, perhaps fatally, by the violent behaviour of
their partners.
Carol:

And the frightening thing is that I thought, you know, he, he indiscriminately picked up things
and threw them at me and some of those things hit me and some of them didn’t. But, and I
thought, “Is this going …” You know, he could actually pick up something and throw it at me
and he may not even realise what he’s done until afterwards. And it, you know, I thought, he
could, he could seriously injure me or kill me by a fit of violence without, you know, he might
regret it afterwards, but it’s no use regretting it afterwards.
Carol’s doctor assessed her declining health:

I’d actually been to the doctor and the doctor had told me, well it’s important that I sorted
things out, you know, I do something, because I couldn’t put up with it any longer, that my
health was suffering.
Although providing Prozac may be queried in cases of abuse because of its ‘cover-up’ effects, in
Helen’s case she was compelled to re-assess her situation following the prescription of Prozac by her
doctor:

And the doctor says, “Well you really need a break. You really need to get away from the
children and your husband”. And that was the first time besides counselling that I’d told
anybody else about what was going on. And she said, “I’m going to give you some Prozac to
help you through this”. And I said, “I don’t know about this”. And she said, “Well take them
home with you and if you feel you need to take them, take them”. And I think it was the fact
that I’d been given Prozac that made me sort of realise, well I couldn’t keep going the way
things were.
The response of incredulity and alarm by a midwife and doctor had the effect of alerting Larissa to her
situation. A week after her baby was born she was at home and feverish with mastitis. Her husband
went to work and left her.

It was awful, awful. I really needed him to take me to the doctor or do something to help me,
but he went off to work. And my midwife was astounded that I was left in that state on my
own. And she booked me in hospital, which she didn’t have to do. She felt I needed support,
but all I needed was antibiotics. And that alerted my GP and he said, “Why on earth were
you put in hospital for this?” … That sort of set alarm bells ringing, I think. He didn’t push it
any more until the next time I saw him, which was the six-week check.
Larissa reported that when she went home after her six-week check medical visit and told her partner
that she had discussed being hit with the doctor:

[He] just erupted, angry that I had told anybody. And he said, “I will show you what real
abuse is”, and he started bashing my head into the wall. He kept attacking me. “This is what
real abuse is. Now you can tell the doctor all about it.”
This incident illustrated the need for protocols and for careful judgement by health professionals. The
doctor had taken responsibility and had successfully broken through Larissa’s initial stalling and
denial. However, these actions had contributed to further endangering her.
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Mary had abuse documented by her doctor:

I’d be on the floor and he’d, I had lots of body bruising. I’ve got two or three documented
from the doctor quite bad. Like I only went to him when it was really bad. He tried to
strangle me once and I had a hand mark on my neck for a week, that sort of thing, you know,
just bruising. I never, I never had to go to hospital, but I did go to the doctor, which I think
there was three, really bad ones. I still couldn’t leave him, but I wanted somebody, I was
actually scared he’d murder me and I wanted somebody somewhere to know what had been
going on if that happened.
Interviewer : So how was your doctor about it?

Absolutely incredible. He’s a brilliant doctor. He was incredible. Every time I went, he tried
to get me to go to the police, and when I didn’t or wouldn’t, he would accept that and do
whatever he could to help me … He validated me, he heard what I said … and he put none of
it back on me. He would just listen and offer advice around the police … He heard everything
without any judgement … I just know that it was safe to say, to go to him with anything and
tell him everything and that there wasn’t any repercussions for it.
Documentation can be a protective mechanism for women. Vanessa, however, described how a
doctor can be equivocal, and even increase a woman’s predicament, by recording the injury with no
reference to cause.

I went to the doctor before I left in 1990 and got things documented. But what the doctor
wrote down, because he can’t say Mrs S. was punched, there was bruises on her arm and on
her leg, that Mrs S. maintains were done by her husband; and by the look of it I could have
done it myself. A (son) is a witness to him hitting me, but then he won’t go to court. And it is
really just your word against his. Because this woman in the paper, her husband is saying she
did it to herself.
Doctors also have great power to influence their patients, as Leda describes:

(our doctor) knew that[ my partner] had a drinking problem. I thought he was my friend until
the day he believed the specialist over and above what I had said, and he had known me all
those years and still didn’t accept my word … He did his best, and his best was to give me
Serapax … and I always was very aware that I was holding him up … Try baring your soul to
someone who keeps looking at a piece of paper. You know you just feel forsaken, I didn’t
know that I felt forsaken, I just knew that I never really got help or satisfaction, my inner self.
I would get a slip of paper with some writing on it to take to the pharmacy. But I didn’t feel
any better for ever having gone to the doctor. I never went away from the doctor with a bit of
hope in my heart, except for the day when he said to me, “Well you’ve got a good mind, you
know it’ll help to keep you sane”. And I felt, oh well, yes, my doctor thinks I’ve got a good
mind. Well, that’s interesting to know because no one else seems to think I’ve got a good
mind. I was quite chuffed that I had a good mind. And I think that helped me a lot, and over
the years when I’ve thought probably I was going mad, the fact that in the background there
was that thought I’ve got a good mind and I can overcome this.
Women in the study noted the propensity of doctors and health professionals to focus on injuries and
overlook the possibility or likelihood of abuse.
Puriri:

I went to one doctor, she was our doctor. But I hardly ever get sick so when I was so
depressed, you know, she really … didn’t know quite what to do, she really didn’t want to
know. She was more of a physical … a body person, yeah. But younger doctors, the younger
women doctors, they’re actually more effective with things like that.
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Pugsy had been depressed and couldn’t sleep. When she spoke about going to the doctor she
referred to changes in the ease with which she could get sleeping pills that coincided with the 1995
Domestic Violence Act.

It wasn’t like now, where people would say things, you know, no you don’t deserve this, it’s a
crime what he is doing, nobody was saying things like that. Yeah, this is two years, you see
the DVA didn’t come in until what, July 96, and it was and it was before that that I left, no,
and that campaign, you know, the police campaign. About 1994, on the TV? Yeah, I don’t
even remember any of that, I am reading the material now. I can remember just being in a, in
a lot of blanks, you know, a lot of just protecting myself, and feeling quite stuck. Mmm, I
recently went to the doctor, to get some sleeping pills, because I was having such a lot of
trouble sleeping, and I had had this before when I separated from my previous partner, who I
left in 1992, and I had trouble sleeping and I’d gone and got medication, and then, and I had
some leftover, from um, 1995 was the date of the prescription and, and I remember thinking
what was happening in 1995, that I got these pills, and that was sort of right in the middle of
this, two-year period, and I’d hung onto them, you know, thinking I, might need those and I
took them and they didn’t work. So that’s why I went and got (snap fingers) some more. But I
mean when I went to the doctor to get that medication, there were no questions asked about
why, you know what was going on in my life, I just wanted another script. When you went just
in 1995. There were no questions asked about it, and um it was interesting too, when I went
just recently, you know, he was saying, “Well why do you want them?” you know this is a
different doctor of course, yeah, um, and I’m saying, “Oh well I’m starting to see men again
and I’m, it’s pretty scary you know and I can’t eat and I can’t sleep” and, and then the next,
next thing is he’d like to put me on Prozac.
The doctor’s inquiries were not adequate to ascertain abuse. Other doctors did not address the abuse,
nor treat abuse as a criminal offence. When Rosemary sought medical attention for sexual abuse she
was not believed.

… one that happened while I was with him, no one believed me. I actually went to the
doctor’s afterwards and told them. It amounted to concentration camp abuse. It involved
razor blades. And I wasn’t believed. It was lucky I could remove them myself. And nobody
believed me.
Rosemary had a medical history of being put on tranquillisers, attempting suicide and being treated for
depression while the abuse she was suffering was never addressed. The outcome of overlooking
abuse and treating symptoms was that there was no intervention directed to the violent man. Instead
the woman was pathologised.
Ivana’s doctor saw that she was depressed and suggested she and her partner work on it together.
They watched tapes on depression, but the doctor did not address the abuse. Ivana felt that Prozac
helped her.

I had a form of depression, um, doctor said try and work over it, you know, me and [my
partner], together, and that didn’t work so then last year went back to the doctors because I
just couldn’t get out of it, you know. To the outside world I was fine, but on the inside I was a
wreck so that’s when the doctor put me on Prozac and I was taking one Prozac a day and that
helped me so much. I mean I know you read all these negative things about Prozac, well I, I
don’t agree with them at all, I think it’s a very personal thing. I think it works differently
probably for every person, it’s the same with Panadol, somebody needs to take one and the
headache is gone and the next takes three and the headache stays you know.
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For me with Prozac at, at first what it did was it, it slowed down my mind cause my mind was
working overtime, you know it was going it was like a fast, the tape in my head going fast
forward, what am I going to do, where am I going to sit, what am I going to tidy up, where am
I, you know, what shall I do to please him, what can I do to not make him angry, you know
what can I do in the house today that will show him that I’m doing something and, you know,
make him proud of me, and with the Prozac it just slowed everything down in my head and it
made me realise that I can come home from, from kindy and I’ll go make a bed and then I’ll
hang up the washing and then I’ll do this and then I’ll do that, it made me slow down and
made me see what to do next and where to go and then it just gave me strength.
Ivana said what caused her depression was “not being able to be myself … always trying to be
perfect”.
In other cases, women deliberately hid the cause of their injuries from the doctor, even when the
doctor persisted with his/her enquires about the injuries. The interviewer asked, ‘Did you ever have to
go to the doctor because of physical or psychological abuse?’ The response from Ivana:

Yeah, he didn’t know the cause, I would never admit. He would ask me, “Is your marriage all
right?” “Oh yeah wonderful, wonderful.”
Interviewer: Did he push you on it?

Yeah, but I was, nobody knew, I didn’t want anybody to know so nobody knew. I was going to
the hospital …
Lisa had chronic neck injuries from abuse exacerbated by continuing violence. No enquiries were
made as to why she was not healing.

I was going to the physio about two or three-four times a week. The thing with neck injuries is
that what I picked is that neck injuries you can have relapses and sometimes you, they might
be getting your neck better and then you could sleep the wrong way and so there is no
question why my neck wasn’t getting better. There was a question of maybe getting an x-ray
and stuff but no question about why. It happened when I fell off a horse, or turning my neck,
my head to back the car out or something like that.
If Lisa had been asked by the doctor or physiotherapist, or had to explain in an Accident
Compensation Corporation (ACC) claim, she said :

I would of said that my boyfriend is clipping me over the head. I would of told them the truth
but they never asked.
Medical practice, prompted by advocates within the health sector and the Domestic Violence Act
1995, has moved towards greater responsibility for the safety of women and increased investigation
into psychological damage as symptomatic of abuse. Assuming responsibility for the well-being and
safety of women requires attention to their domestic living contexts. Doctors for Sexual Abuse Care
(DSAC) are promoting routine screening as a medical intervention to support women to become free
from abuse. Pregnancy is a time of interface with the health system, and tragically it is also a time of
the onset of abuse. It is a magnificent opportunity for family planning advisors, doctors, nurses and
midwives to screen women and men. Education for sexual health also offers opportunities to educate
about and prevent abusive behaviour.
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The Criminal Justice System: Police, Protection Orders, The Courts, Lawyers
Police
Police fulfil a statutory role in the implementation of the Domestic Violence Act and provide an
essential service and intervention for women in the crises of abuse. As with refuges, not all women
request police assistance. Under the Domestic Violence Act, all forms of abuse – emotional, physical,
sexual – are liable to prosecution. There are graduated categories of offence from ‘male assaults
female’ to common assault, and breach of protection orders, with corresponding penalties. Police
have a major role and responsibility as the interface between the law and offenders.
Pauline made her view of the role of the police clear.

When you’re a woman in a relationship like this, you know when you’re in danger. When
you’re in danger, you’re going to reach for help. You’re paid to get over here and help and
prevent us from being hurt. That’s all your job is. It’s not to decide whether we’ll come back.
Connie wanted there at least to be documentation of what happened to her.

Everything was going to be down on record.
The reasons for calling the police varied from woman to woman and quite often changed depending
on the current circumstances of each, her level of safety and the direction in which she wanted the
relationship to move. Debbie, Danielle and Ivana spoke about support they received from the police.
Debbie:

I mean my support is the local police. They are really wonderful, you know, I feel like sending
them a Christmas present, because I know that if I ever have a problem, I can call on them
and they’ll be around. You know even the last time that I asked them to remove my husband, I
didn’t even have my orders on me, I wasn’t even sure if I told him to leave (laughs) and yet,
you know they were just straight up here, they were just, you know.
Danielle:

The police have changed a lot, you know from when they didn’t want to know anything about
it, so now they’re quite supportive.
Ivana:

You know when the police officer said to me, “What can I do for you?” I just burst into tears
and I said I wanted to leave my husband and he straight away opened the side door … put me
in a room, took the children to this lovely police lady officer … cause I said I don’t want to
talk in front of the children … and within 15-20 minutes Mary from Victim Support was there.
Puriri had reasons for not calling the police – her priority was to protect her long-term goals, so she
avoided police intervention as she did not want the disruption that would follow.

He gets taken away, he has to go to court, he may go to jail. He would of gone to jail this
time, because it was his second time. And … I would have had to have the children on my
own. I’d have to go back on DPB. I’d have to try and raise the kids and organise them on my
own while trying to do my degree.
Puriri’s view highlights the depth of disruption that women face when they have to negotiate their lives
and make decisions around a violent man. Finishing her degree was the key to her long-term
interests.
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Shortfalls such as delays, inconsistency of practice, and unethical practice in police services to women
were reported. Delay was a significant experience of women following an arrest for abuse. Erin’s
experience of delay brought an escalation of violence. The police response to her call was as follows:

She said, “I’ve spoken to my sergeant. And he said, technically, it’s not an assault”. So I
said, “Well, what am I going to do? He won’t let me out of the house. He’s held me hostage
for three hours already … I’ve got to get out of here”. I was feeling really claustrophobic. So
he went into the room, picked up the ironing board and threw it across the room.
When Erin called the police again, they asked for more information over the phone, and then they
came. Again, the issue for women was the delay.
Renee:

It took a long time before the police arrested him, though. I think their attitude was they
wanted to wait until he did something worse. Because they couldn’t keep him in lock-up long
enough for what he was doing.
Unethical practice was reported by Mary:

And I walked into the police station and I got looked up and down and I said I wanted to lay a
charge of assault, or I wanted to talk about making a charge of assault. I was made to wait
for half an hour before they even saw me. Then my girlfriend wasn’t allowed to come in with
me. The whole exercise was just absolute pure disdain from the cop that I was dealing with.
He actually didn’t believe me. I had to start pulling my jeans down, in the interview room, on
my own with him.
Debbie reported inconsistency in her experiences with police – expressing appreciation as well as
describing unacceptable treatment from police.

And I’ve found other areas of Auckland not nearly as good actually, and I’ve had some awful
experiences, I’ve had a terrible experience where this horrible policewoman told me to get out
of their, their station. There I was with three children and I had severe bronchitis, it was dark
and she told me to get out of their station because we want to do proper police work.
The week before the interim custody hearing, Ruth called the police for breach of a protection order by
her partner. He was drunk and screaming and intimidating her and her children in the middle of the
night.

“Terribly sorry, we’ve got an armed offenders callout. We can’t come, but we’ll make a note
of it”. They rang up about three hours later and said, “If he is still carrying on we will come
and get him because the armed offenders is over now”, but it was too frigging late by then.
He was fast asleep.
The day after the interim custody hearing Ruth’s partner arranged a meeting with her.

The police arrived, he’d called the police and got them here instantly to get me off the
premises and issued a trespass order. And he was able to get them here instantly to do that.
And I couldn’t get them here when he was screaming at me “Fuck you” in the middle of the
night and he’d woken up the children and he was drunk as a skunk. And I cannot see the logic
in that at all. Where’s the system?
How is it when a guy is drunk and verbally abusive to the point of – I mean he couldn’t of got
worse. And I can’t get anybody to sort it out, and I’ve got a protection order and he can dupe
me to come into the house and get the police around to issue a trespass order in a domestic
situation. And yet I couldn’t get them there to protect me and the children when it really
mattered.
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Lisa shows the risk to women of calling the police, if there are delays once the police have been
called.

Yeah, I think it’s the fear that stops me ringing, because I think well how long is it going to
take them to come, and what can he do in that amount of time. It’s like if they took five, ten
minutes, he could smash his way in and get me by then and I would be stabbed to death. And I
don’t particularly want to be stabbed to death and that so it comes back down to that fear
again.
During the period of this research police training has been undertaken in appropriate procedures for
domestic violence incidents. The aim was to reduce inconsistencies in police practices of
implementation of the Domestic Violence Act. Since the legislation came into force, there has been a
significant turnover of staff, so that most of the frontline police who are called to domestic offences
have received the training, which is focused on understanding the dynamics of violence from a
woman’s point of view.
Vanessa:

This is what wasn’t in place in 1990. I don’t think the support was there from the police. I
think they realise now that it’s not just boom, boom physical violence. It’s the harassment and
the following that can turn to the violence and what I need to be protected from. I mean to
say, they’ve got no right to follow you around and harass you.
Another change was the move from the previous practice of removing women to safety to now
arresting men.
Puriri:

I think it’s really good now, that the police take him away. I used to hate him sitting back, and
watching him sitting in our house. While we’re taken away and he can sleep in his own bed
and carry out his normal life. I realised that the law had changed, they now take him away
and about time too.
The topic of women professionals came up in relation to police as well as doctors and lawyers.
Connie mentioned the value of women police officers, to ameliorate the impact of male solidarity. A
similar observation was made by Ruth in relation to lawyers:

I really think they need women police officers to be involved in these sorts of situations. …
From when the assault is reported, right up until the court case. Cause men do stick together.
And … the woman does need that moral support.
A woman police officer intervened to suggest that a friend could be with Mary when she was being
examined for bruises. Prior to that a male police officer had asked her to undress when she was
alone with him.
However, women police (or doctors or lawyers) don’t guarantee appropriate services. After Erin
dialled 111, a woman police officer kept her on the phone for 40 minutes. The police officer said she
was talking to her sergeant, who said it was technically not an assault and because of this “She said,
we’ll get a car as soon as we can”. Although this police officer was giving support on the phone, this
was a delayed and terrifying process for Erin.
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Some women use the police to manage their partner’s behaviour, others call the police as a means of
documentation and for others it is part of the process of law through protection orders. Women
employ many ways to stay in the relationship, and may call the police for intervention in a crisis, or as
a way of managing, or controlling, abuse. When the police are on the doorstep, men seem to be very
capable of controlling their behaviour. The hope is that calling the police alone will be sufficient to stop
abuse. Where stopping the abuse is the motive, women want to make conditions about the return of
their partner after the arrest. If the woman pursues court procedures, the prospect of testifying in court
against their partner may be perceived as irreparably damaging to reconciliation. Where women were
wanting to stop the abuse at home, they made conditions, and the partner ‘undertook’ or agreed to the
terms set out by her as a way of getting back home. These undertakings and agreements were rarely
followed through.
Separation, or having the man leave, was not the goal at first. When Ruth sought protection orders
her husband ‘reacted very violently’, even though she was hoping it would modify his behaviour.

I said in the Protection Order I didn’t want separation, but I thought this might get us to see
some counselling. Unfortunately, it made it worse and he got really angry. And then he filed
an affidavit saying I was a bad parent and I was loopy and he wanted the children. Then he
said, “You started it Ruth. You started the court system. You know I’m going to finish it”. I
don’t think it’s right. The person whom the protection order is aimed at can just skip out from
underneath it and keep going and there’s nothing in place.
The hope was that police intervention would be salutary to abusive men and bring about a change by
giving a very strong message to them that the behaviour is a crime and no longer to be tolerated. The
effectiveness of protection orders was often undermined by the lack of effective court action. Court
action cannot be relied on to reinforce the unacceptability of violence. Similarly, the breaching of
protection orders was common.
Debbie:

And in a way, well as it turned out I’m not that unhappy about it because I feel that we’ve got
the situation now where we live apart and yet, I’m quite happy with it, I feel that um, that
we’ve got, the sort of safety, the safety valve we now have is that we have certain rules that I
am in charge around here, that he can’t boss us around or threaten us or get really angry, I
think, he has to go away or I can get the police to take him away.
For some women, calling the police or being able to call the police increases the level of physical
safety.
Danielle:

I mean I’ve called the police to the house, that’s the first time I’ve pressed charges. And he
didn’t hit me after that and it was sort of like the possessive and the verbal and emotional
abuse was there but not the violent abuse.
Renee:

I just went next door and phoned the police. And since I’ve done that he’s, he hasn’t been
abusive in the sense, not threatening. I just knew that if I called them that he would go, which
was what I wanted, and he left and after that he’s been okay. But I’ve said to him that if he,
you know, he knows that I was going to call them. I think that’s what stops him.
I feel quite more relaxed about it knowing that the police know him quite well now. And
they’ve said to him verbally that if he turns up and he doesn’t leave when I ask him to, that
they will arrest him. They’ve had enough of him. So they’ve been quite good in the end.
Tara:

But ever since that he’s never, never physically touched me. He has not touched me
physically. But mentally oh, oh, mentally he’s abused me, emotionally he’s abused me.
Terribly but he knows if he so much as touched me again he’d go in, and he hasn’t. He’s
clever enough to know that, so he hasn’t touched me here in New Zealand physically.
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The Domestic Violence Act 1995 has brought significant change to medical services, police practices,
refuges and safe home services, and heightened responsibility for co-ordination between agencies
and for trained personnel. With the legislation making abuse a criminal act, there has been a shift
towards police intervention in the form of men being taken away from the home. Vanessa spoke
explicitly about the change – contrasting her frustrated efforts to leave in 1990 with the effectiveness
of protection orders under the current legislation.
Vanessa:

I went back. Now, I went back because he had the kids and because basically I chopped him
off at the knees and he just folded and said, “I’m sorry. I never meant it. Come back, and
I’ve changed”, all that stuff. And I guess I desperately wanted to believe it and I wasn’t
mentally prepared in my head to withstand this pressure. It was constant pressure, constantly
around at my flat because I didn’t have the protection order. So he was constantly around at
my flat trying to take me out and court me, sending me flowers, writing me letters, phoning me
up, appearing behind me while I was, you know at work, saying “Hi, I just want to talk to
you”. He was always there.
Now we have a protection order he can’t do that but they didn’t have that in 1990 and
basically it was just like “I’ll go back, please stop, I’ll go back, just stay away”.
Without protection orders there was not sufficient back up to resist the pressure to stay or return. The
paradox was that she returned, because she could not make him stay away. Vanessa remarked on
the way in which the legislation had facilitated women taking a stand against abuse, even though such
a stand requires courage in the face of depleted strength and broken spiritedness.
Some women did not fully understand how the protection orders worked.
Carol:

I wanted the protection order because I wanted to stop him, I wanted to make sure he couldn’t
do anything, at that stage he was, he was quite violent.
Mary:

I threatened that I would get protection orders previously on a number of occasions and his
catch phrase was, “And what are the police going to do to protect you? What steps are the
police going to do to protect you at three o’clock in the morning from me? Don’t think that
bit of paper can keep you safe, because it can’t. Okay?”
Vanessa:

The police officer said, “Well, when you breach a protection order we view that very
seriously. While I don’t think what he’s done in this case is an offence that requires locking
him up, we will certainly be charging him”. And right on the tip of my tongue, I could feel it,
“Don’t do that”. I said, “I thought you just gave him a warning.” He said, “No. We view
these breaches very seriously. We will certainly be charging him”. And I wanted to say,
“Don’t do that. Don’t do that. Warm him.” And something made me go (sound of hand
being clapped over her mouth). And I said, “Okay. You do what you have to do”. So I hung
up.
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The following excerpt from Sarah shows the knowledge that was gained in the process of calling on
the police. It illustrates the progressive processes by which a woman gains knowledge about the law.

And we had one final fight here and he yelled and screamed and threw me. The baby was
screaming on the changing table. I said, “Right, that’s it, you’re fucking leaving now.” And
he said, “Don’t talk to me like that you bitch”. Slap. (He left and came back later, saying)
“I’m not going anywhere. You can’t kick me out of this house”, and I said, “Yes, I can, and
I’m going to call the police”, and I did. So the police arrived. They took him out. And they
said, “Whose house is this?” and I said “It’s my house”. If it hadn’t been my house I
wouldn’t have been able to have him removed – that was the other thing. Because if it was
under joint ownership, he’s under no obligation to leave the house. And I’ve had a lot of
people that I’ve spoken to since [say] “If you own a joint marital home, you cannot force him
out”. Now that’s serious … because I own the home, he was trespassing … Otherwise he
would have been able to stay …
What happened after that, he got served the papers on Friday. He rang me up swearing and
abusing me … because of the protection order. [He said] “Oh you’re just a stupid fucking
bitch” and raved on and swearing and carrying on. I rang the police and said he’d breached
the order. They rang and warned him. They said to me, “Do you want to have him
arrested?” and I said, “I didn’t realise I could do that. Oh no, no. Just ring and warn him”.
I should have bloody well had him arrested. I didn’t realise the full impact of the protection
order … I didn’t realise I had the ability to have him arrested if he breached it. I just thought
I had to notify the police.
Sarah’s experience is an example of a woman taking responsibility for her safety and of the
importance of helping agencies providing accurate interventions, responses and information. The
policeman did not need to ask whose house it was. A man was committing a crime and that
information was not relevant.

I think if the police had given me a small card saying these are the people that you can ring
should you need help. If I had had something like that I would have known where to turn.
Because I had never been in this situation before and I didn’t know what the hell was going
on. I didn’t know what, what I had to do next.
Sarah’s partner breached the protection orders a second time. When he appeared in court he
produced a photo of himself with a deep ‘gouged’ scratch which he claimed Sarah had inflicted. The
police supported her, and gave evidence that the scratch was not there when he was arrested.
Contact with the police often began the process of accessing refuge, Victim Support, support groups,
counselling, lawyers, and proceeding with what are usually multiple endeavours to stop abuse and
become safe.
Protection Orders
The cost of an uncontested protection order varies between $800 and $1,000 and is higher if the
application is defended. Contested protection orders may cost $1,800. Both have to be paid for by
the woman who is being abused. The cost of protection orders can be paid by Legal Aid if she
qualifies. The Legal Aid costs for protection orders are not recoverable.
Eligibility criteria for legal aid includes:
•
•
•
•
•

The disposable income of an applicant does not exceed $2,000. Disposable income is
outgoings subtracted from earnings.
Disposable capital does not exceed $2,000.
The applicant must have a legal interest in the proceedings.
Prospects of success are reasonable.
Applicants require legal representation.

158

Legal Aid is in effect a loan, as charges can be placed against assets and may have to be paid out of
an estate. Legal Aid for protection orders, however, is non-recoverable. Legal Aid is recoverable for
custody, access, matrimonial property, occupation and furniture. The decision is made by the Legal
Services Agency. In the case of domestic violence applicants some lawyers have established a time
payment scheme.
A protection order pack is available, in which instructions are given for an affidavit to be made.
Women may complete an affidavit without using a lawyer, but without knowledge of the law it is
difficult to complete an affidavit to the satisfaction of the courts. 50% of women who make an affidavit
without a lawyer are turned down.
Erin made her own affidavit. She rang her lawyer and said:

“Look, I’m going to write my own affidavit”. I was meeting up with a couple of friends, one
who’s good on the computer and can type at 106 words a minute and she will be coming to my
house. We will use my format from my protection order and we will sit and do yours. Nine
pages later, it took six hours to write everything, and even some of the stuff I haven’t said to
you because it was a bit here and bits there. I faxed it to N.. and she said, “Oh, well, I’ll ring
you back and I have to condense some of this, Erin”. She said, “We can’t send nine pages off.
We are going to do this without notice. Have you got somewhere to stay because research
tells us that within the first 48 hours of receiving the protection order, he is going to go
ballistic and he is already showing those signs.”
Erin’s lawyer here gave responsible advice, to ensure Erin’s safety.
Where a protection order is in force, police may arrest, without warrant, anyone they suspect has
breached a Protection Order. When Protection Orders are breached, the perpetrator will be held in
custody for 24 hours, or until the man appears in court. Court proceedings, in the form of a status
hearing, are supposed to follow arrest within four weeks.
There are varied issues for women following the arrest of a man for breach of an order. A major issue
concerns her need, and that of her children, for safety, which relates directly to provisions for her
abusive partner: where does he stay/go, what supervision does he have, how can her safety be
ensured? How can her fear be allayed? When a man is on bail, there is often not the supervision
required to stop further abuse.
Mary, Lisa and Sarah commented on difficulties with protection orders.
Mary:

Ah, I’d got these God Almighty protection orders that everybody had told me I had to get for
the police to do anything. And I’d rung, he’d rung me three times since he’d been arrested.
Once from the cell, once from the hospital and once from their phone at the cells. So I was
starting to realise that the police weren’t probably going to be a lot of good.
Lisa:

It’s like ring us every time he rings. This particular policeman told me that if I don’t ring and
don’t keep using the protection orders and that the next time I ring for the police they won’t
come and help me and I says, “Oh I’m sorry, if I dial 111 I’m sure they will” and they did.
He just thinks black is black and white is white and it’s not. There are a few grey areas there.
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Sarah:

You know if he doesn’t comply with the protection orders, this, this and this happens. No, that
doesn’t happen because he breached it so many times, but that didn’t happen. You know I
complained to the police, they followed it up. When he did it was 23 December was the
second breach. They were flat out and they couldn’t follow it up. They didn’t follow it up
until first week in February. So there was a month and a half. It was stale by then. So those
type of things at the time when he chose to do them were, you know, perfect timing for the
police, they were too busy.
Women spoke of inadequate supervision of men who have breached protection orders, and fear of
further abuse. Minimising of charges in police, court and judicial practices, and inadequate
supervision of men after arrest, were illustrated in the cases of the partners of Holly and Erin.
Holly:

He was charged with male assaults female, that was upgraded to male assaults female with
intent to injure. He was fined and convicted of the lesser charge.
Erin’s fear was justified in this following example, which also shows the minimising of charges in
favour of the man. Following arrest for assault, this man threatened to kill Erin (and used knives)
when he broke protection orders. He was arrested again, and the police assured Erin:

“He’ll be held in custody and he will be taken to court, he will be charged with male assault
female.
Interviewer: They didn’t charge him with threatening to kill you – [which] is a much more

serious charge?
I know, the probation officer is furious that it was minimised, and he [partner] went to court,
entered no plea … and was slapped with a no-association order. But he came right back here
as I was changing the locks … They didn’t arrest him again till the following night. They
came round, they took another statement off me and then went and arrested him.
Protection orders were broken again. An ‘untrained’ police officer responded, ‘Can you come down to
the police station and we will serve a trespass notice?” Erin was unable to leave the house, and after
protracted explanations a police officer ‘trained in domestic abuse’ calmed her and assured her that
two officers were on the way.

I rang the police. This officer at the station that’s just come on is the only one that’s been
trained on domestic abuse. He’s the only police officer that’s done the training. I knew that I
was going to be all right then because I knew that he was trained.
Court Procedures
When police are conscientious in arresting men for abuse, and then the court system fails to back up
the criminal acts with appropriate convictions and men are given light penalties, police become
disheartened and cynical with the failure of judicial backup.
Erin’s story above exposed the vulnerability of women when the court is dismissive of domestic
violence. Her experience showed the need for co-ordinated action by police, courts and lawyers. For
different reasons, women may want or need the bail conditions varied to allow for contact with their
husband or partner – for clarification, for concerns about children, for housing or monetary
agreements, for personal communication.
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Rachel found one judge to be abusive, even though she was granted the judgement she wanted.

But the judge, I had to come up on the stand and say my little piece. I had got like two words
out and the judge just jumped straight down my throat. Telling me that he only wanted the
facts. He didn’t want any bawling woman on the stand. And that he wasn’t interested in
emotions. He just wanted to know the facts. And I think what he needed to understand was
the facts in this case, when it is in abuse thing, they can’t be separated from the emotions.
You know. At that point in time when you are extremely vulnerable. You are frightened. You
don’t know what your future is going to hold. You are suddenly faced with being a solo
mother. You have come out of a relationship where you have been absolutely a hundred per
cent convinced that you are a total screw-up. And you are trying to find your feet and trying
to tell yourself that you are not a screwed-up woman and you are trying to find some
semblance of sanity amongst all the insanity. I think you should be able to get on the stand
and, and yeah naturally you try and stick to the facts, but if emotions come into it and you cry
I think you should be entitled to do that. In that state of mind.
It is just like totally not what you are expecting from this person who you would sit there and
shut and let you say your piece and make his mind up. Or at least let you get something out.
And it was like another put-down. It made me feel really small and stupid right at a point in
time that I was feeling like that anyway. I was trying really hard not to. Anyway I got the full
custody with no access granted. And that was cool and all that. But I just sort of thought that
was just so unnecessary and so destructive. And it was just a power thing, a power and
control thing. And I would expect better from a judge who is sitting in a Family Court. But
yeah I have never forgotten that. It was humiliating too. It was embarrassing. To get like two
words out of your mouth and then be told off by the judge. And you do, you feel like an inch
high.
The experience of many women was of delays, not only of the first court appearance but delays
through the tactics of lawyers who request a remand from the judge, which if granted means release
of the offender and protraction of the legal process. The recent evaluation of the Domestic Violence
Act discussed court proceedings including delays (Barwick et al 2000).
Larissa referred to delayed court hearings:

And the courts, that was a mighty process. We had court hearings after court hearings.
Interviewer: For the protection order?

Yes. Especially once his lawyer cross-interrogated for that whole afternoon, the whole
hearing had to be adjourned. I remained under oath. And then there were adjournments after
adjournments. It took exactly one year to have this protection order made final. So it was
only just before Christmas last year.
Long and delayed court process and protracted proceedings regarding breaches of the law expose
women to further abuse. Safety is jeopardised while legal processes are unresolved.
Mary:

I never thought I’d forget one of it, but each time he was released on bail, you know pending a
date to be set because he said “Not guilty”. I went to refuge two weeks after he came through
the window. By this stage there were three different sets of breaches and he, they kept letting
him out …
He also had bail conditions imposed. I mean, he breached bail conditions each time he
breached the protection order as well.
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He had been released after three breaches, he also had a resisting arrest and a drunk driving,
a DIC pending. Then he assaulted his father and knocked him out. And he was released on
police bail at 4 o’clock to go back to the home of the father that he had just knocked out.
Lisa reported how delay or postponement in court hearings led to further abuse. Her partner had
alcohol and drug problems and took no notice of the restrictions that were placed on him.

What happened was it was adjourned right through till just recently when we went to court,
when was that, that was … His lawyer couldn’t counsel him and attend his court hearing
because the lawyer’s daughter or son or something ended up in hospital so that was why it
was adjourned … Oh well, they adjourned it for so far ahead it was like months ahead, and I
thought,, “Oh God” you know the initial what’s going has been happening, now I have to put
up with possibly more hassles from him until he goes back to court. They put like I think five
different bail conditions on him, umm, which he just totally didn’t take any notice of, I mean
one: he wasn’t allowed to drink alcohol, he was drinking and drugging, he wasn’t supposed to
have any contact with me, he rang continuously … No I didn’t, no I didn’t I felt … he made me
feel that if I did that, that was being vindictive but again I was being reabused by um turning it
around on me, that’s what he used to do, turn it around and blame me, it’s all my fault, um,
yeah, so I thought well unless he attacks me I won’t breach him again, he was already on a six
months suspended sentence when he did attack at two o’clock in the morning, that’s what he
was looking at.
Lawyers
For Connie, the lawyer brought clarity:

And I went to see a lawyer and she gave me all the rights on both sides. And it was just such a
big relief and then when he dropped the kids off on the Sunday um, I asked him to come in for
a cup of coffee. And I said to him, “Look, I’ve seen legal advice and these are my rights and
these are your rights, these are our rights”. And I told him and I was amazed he just says,
“Yeah OK”.
Using lawyers to threaten women with custody disputes was commonly used by men as a tactic of
intimidation. Mounting legal action for custody forces the other party, in this case women, to
counteract, to support their case, thus involving them in further costs. Margaret represented other
women in the research, who were forced into conflict over custody and property.

He said he’d been to his lawyer and he said, “We’re going to play dirty”. He said, “You’d
better go and see your lawyer”. And he said, “We are going to prove that you are of unsound
mind and get you committed”. … So Barbara took me to the lawyer. I said I’ve got no
alternative but to get out. … Then on Wednesday he said, “I want you to get out of here. You
and your stuff out of here by tomorrow.” … So I got two tea chests delivered to my
neighbour’s across the road, and I took stuff over when he was doing something else. Then I
booked a bus to Wellington on Saturday morning. When I left his two girls were really upset
at me having to go. He said, “I didn’t tell your Mum to go. She’s going on her own”. Then
he said, “Don’t come back. You’re homeless now. If you ever come back you’ll find the locks
changed and there will be another woman here”.
In other cases the legal process was directed to custody of the children. Few women wanted to deny
children access to their father, and with appropriate mediation, access arrangements could be made
without the stakes being raised to legal action and court decisions. Vicky was drawn into a continuous
custody and access conflict over two-year-old Lucy, after a court order for supervised access
arrangements.
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Her partner kept intruding on the access arrangements and threatening Vicky with a challenge for
custody. The arrangements in place had already been made to suit his work and weekends with
“soccer and the pub and the casino” and her attitude about custody was that:

I don’t want … for my daughter not to know she’s got a daddy that loves her. So I had to
focus on that. And that’s the priority. Not him and me having a relationship. [It’s on] him
and her having a relationship. So I had to … get off my issues.
Vicky took Lucy to the United States to see her family, but before she left, her passport and Lucy’s
birth certificate went missing. She thought her partner had taken them when he was babysitting. As
she was talking about all this she became very upset and said:

I wonder when he will stop making me mad.
There were instances of poor legal advice and of inaccessibility to competent and trustworthy lawyers.
One woman’s lawyer said he didn’t know anything about family/criminal law and she would have to go
to another lawyer. In two cases the women being abused were married to lawyers, which worked
severely against them in accessing legal support as other lawyers acted in complicity with their
abusive colleague.
Sonya gave a glimpse of her experience of lawyers and refuge in Australia. The researchers were
told of a similar story in New Zealand. Sonya was married to a lawyer and was told that she would
have to go to another city to find a lawyer, because the lawyers in that town were friends and
colleagues of the man, and would not act against him on her behalf. For Sonya, non-access to
lawyers, refuge, accessing a benefit and homelessness were all interwoven.

I found out that he was on the Council for Domestic Violence, and it was very hard for me. I
couldn’t get a protection order, because no judge or magistrate … would give me a protection
order – because they were his friends, and if I wished to pursue legal action against my
husband, I would have to hire a Sydney lawyer, or someone out of state and I couldn’t afford
to do that. So I was put into quite an awkward trap. But the women’s refuge helped me a lot
in getting my life back on track again. Getting the benefit – finding a house.
Ruth found that her husband’s knowledge of the law enabled him to use the law against her to gain
joint custody when he had been abusive to their children.

I suppose it’s just the nature of the law, it’s still so adversarial. Um, part of the problem I
think is that the legal people have been trained to be adversarial … And I’m thinking
“Where’s the children in all this? Where’s the family in all this” and they’re just … not there.
… And the court system comes in and takes over. And us as mature adults and parents of the
children start to lose tremendous rights. And once the court says this is what we’re going to
do, if we say we’re changing our minds it’s too late, the court system’s trundling down a path
and we can’t stop it, which I found really hard to come to terms with … and the counsel for
the child can step in and make some amazing assumptions about what he thinks is best for the
children without a) seeing the children, and b) seeing their environment. I mean he saw, for
all he knew because he didn’t look – they could be in a bedroom with a cardboard box for a
bed.
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Ruth continued to describe the way in which the lawyers used the court system to over-ride her
evidence of abuse, and her shock that there was no intervention to challenge her husband. When
there was a challenge to her husband’s heavy drinking when he had the children, the judge concurred
with his concession to cut back to a bottle a night. Ruth also commented on the cost of lawyers as a
deterrent to women accessing legal advice. When a husband can access legal services and his wife
cannot afford them, she is at the mercy of aggressive legal tactics. Ruth’s husband threatened to take
the children away:

On the basis that he can afford the legal system and that I can’t. And where’s the justice in
that, where’s the kids in all of that? And … “I’m going to cause you as much financial stress
as possible”.
Professional Services: Training and Co-ordination
Women in this study stressed the importance of training for counsellors, police, doctors and nurses in
screening and appropriate interventions. Many of the interviews with women talking about police, in
particular, and the breaching of protection orders showed that it was trained police who were most
effective in bringing safety, comfort and support to women.
In Mary’s case, the police acted appropriately in taking her husband away, but inappropriately with
her. When Mary rang the police after her partner breached protection orders and smashed through
the window in the middle of the night, she said:

[The police] arrived and took him away and they left me actually. The cops didn’t know how
to deal with it. The cops actually knocked on the door (laugh). This is the 111 call that had to
be traced …
I was in shock, for God’s sake … They took me out and hid me under a tree down the
driveway so that they could get him out without seeing me and they hopped in the car and
went away with me sitting huddled under the tree, not knowing what …
Mary is referring to an episode described elsewhere, when she dialled 111 and threw the phone under
the bed, in the hope that the police would hear the battering and trace the call, which they did. Later,
in hospital and then in the police cells, her partner was left unsupervised with his cell phone, so, in
spite of protection orders and a non-trespass notice, he was not prevented from ringing Mary. The
police had not searched him and taken the phone. He was released on bail and subsequently
breached protection orders three more times. Mary saw the ultimate irony in that:

They kept releasing him. I went into refuge and he was released on bail. No bail was
opposed that time because I was in a refuge. So he was allowed to walk, be free and walk
around the world as if he owned the place and I had to be in a refuge. So that he could be free
to carry on working.
While Mary referred to an appropriate intervention because the officer was trained, she pointed to the
continuation of risk and danger for women after separation and to the major area of inadequate
‘containment’ of abusive men after arrest and the intermediate court processes before sentencing.
When Sonya spoke about her experiences of counselling and the criminal justice system, she pointed
out the difference between those who were not trained to work with domestic violence and those who
were trained.

When I first left my husband ten years ago, the counsellors I went to, I felt were tricked by my
husband, by his lies and deceit. I felt manipulated, I felt as though they believed him and not
me, so I stopped going to counselling.
Interviewer : Do you think that was true, that they were tricked by him?
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Sonya:

Yeah. I don’t feel these counsellors, this particular counsellor, had any idea of the dynamics
of family violence. So I stopped going, and that’s where I’ve been impressed by this support
service. They were experienced facilitators, counsellors out there, that were so familiar with
men that manipulated women, that made a woman feel like she was crazy. And this is what I
brought to my counsellor ten years ago. She’s crazy, she’s mad, I don’t do any of these
things. I don’t switch the power off, I don’t do any of this stuff, she’s the crazy one – and I felt
that the counsellor believed my husband and not me. And it made me angry. And even the
courts. Even the magistrate, I felt wouldn’t listen, when I said he is lying. Where’s your proof
that he’s lying? I have no proof. Well I’m sorry ma’am, we have to rule in your husband’s
favour. It was one magistrate told me to come back when I had a bruise on my face.
Disillusioned by the legal system. They wanted proof of – of physical abuse.
Her story highlights the need for a wider network of people to be trained and informed about abuse.
Public information and co-ordinated services were keys to women following through and leaving
1
abuse . For Sarah, any information at all would have been helpful.

Even just a little small tear off the bottom here, here’s some people you may want to ring if
you need help, something, anything, would have been really good for me. Anything. Even a
twenty-four-hour phone number that I could have rung and spoken to someone because I was
so upset.
A co-ordinated approach supported women through the legal system. Understanding how protection
orders work and knowledge of what help and support the women were entitled to receive ensured
access to services.
The array of services and support for women seeking to escape a violent man can be represented by
the image of a fan. The ribs that form the structure of the fan represent the services, and coordination among service providers, sectors and communities creates the fabric of the fan. The ribs
and the fabric together fan the winds of change.
Conclusion
The women in the study had all attempted to manage the violence of their partners. They wanted
people to support them and to censure and control the abuser. This chapter reported on their
experiences with the professional services they had used. Experiences were mixed, as might be
expected given the differing backgrounds and needs of the women in the study and the lack of
consistency in the services they used. The need for wider variety and flexibility, improved quality and
increased scale of specialist services was apparent, as was the need for co-ordination of professional
services and monitoring of their performance.
Refuges provided safety, respite and intervention in a crisis. Most importantly, they assisted women
to re-establish social connection. This connection was many layered, first to those in the immediate
surroundings and then to public services and the wider society. Support groups offered opportunities
for sharing, forming friendships and developing understanding of abuse and ways to be free from
abuse.

1

A co-ordinated programme to support family well-being has been initiated in Aotearoa-New Zealand with the Family Start
project, for which pilot programmes were begun in 1999, with training programmes being expanded from 2000. Family Start is a
joint intervention for family ‘strength’ between the Health Funding Authority, Children, Young Persons and Their Families
Agency and Parents as First Teachers. (Family Start Services Manual, 1998). The delivery of Family Start is focused on the
safety of children, and services are to be delivered through Treaty of Waitangi commitments, with culturally appropriate services
to Pacific peoples families and with cultural integrity as central to the delivery of all services. The referral points for referrals are
through doctors, nurses, midwives, public/community health nurses, early childhood workers and teachers and welfare
professionals. Such a service is intended to provide interventions where children are at risk of abuse.
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Police protected and supported women and were used by women to help manage the men’s
behaviour and to send a message that their behaviour had to change. Police were often the first point
of contact and only source of information and referral to refuge, Victim Support and other services.
Doctors, counsellors and support group facilitators played important roles in helping women to shift
their perspectives, to reinforce their choices and to participate again in their communities.
However, the experiences of women showed that professional services did not consistently operate in
a manner beneficial to them. Women experienced the silence, failure to enquire, misjudgement and
lack of support by some professionals as abuse. The institutions of the law in particular seemed in
some instances to them to act in complicity with the perpetrator. There is a need to ensure that police
and court personnel including counsellors and judges are trained and informed about abuse and the
behaviours of abusive men.
Poor procedures and lack of co-ordination among services may result not only in women’s feelings of
exclusion and re-abuse but also in significantly increased danger. For example, perpetrators of
violence must be contained (for example between court hearings and sentencing) for women to be
safe. Co-ordinated professional services and community actions can protect women and support their
inclusion in society. Women can then experience a sense of safety, justice and reconnection.
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Chapter Ten
What Can Be Done:
Implications for Policy, Practice and Social Change
Concluding Comments and Recommendations
All people will benefit when women are freed from abuse by male partners and their energy is directed
more positively. Social waste and damage to personal lives caused by abuse are likely to continue as
long as women resisting abuse find a series of barriers littering their paths. We have learned in this
investigation that these barriers are encountered at a number of levels. The purpose of the discussion
here is to identify these barriers and suggest actions to remove them.
The recommendations are offered as a means to stopping violence. Their purpose is to free the
energies of women rather than to put in place interventions or procedures that control their actions.
The principle is to support the actions of women as they try to meet their various goals. This may
mean providing personal and social support and police interventions for years to a woman attempting
to protect herself from the violence of her partner. It may mean ensuring that there is a network of
support, co-ordination of services and protection by the criminal justice system to protect her as she
leaves and to prevent “separation assault”. It means ensuring she has adequate material support. It
may mean the provision of ongoing support for years for her and her children. It may mean supporting
her again if she returns to an abusive partner.
Women interviewed in this study of becoming free from abuse made many suggestions for change.
Most of these suggestions were for specific changes in the procedures of the agencies whose help
they had sought. They identified ways in which agencies and services such as the police, doctors and
WINZ could have served them better. They also described the behaviours of individuals or agencies
that they felt had made things harder for them. Advocates who spoke most passionately were women
whose expectations of help had not been met and for whom “help” had resulted in added
psychological trauma or greater danger.
Women also identified a need for change in individuals and social circles whose attitudes they had
experienced as unhelpful or hostile. They felt that education of the public would result in better
understanding of their struggle and support for their attempts to manage or stop the abuse and their
decisions to separate. Education was also identified as a preventive measure to enable women and
girls to identify potential abusive partners and to access assistance quickly.
Women said that the most helpful experiences they had were when they were believed, listened to
and affirmed. They wanted better understanding and acceptance of their circumstances and
decisions. Informed responses from the community and broad social support symbolised by the
responses of helping agencies and Government services such as the police and by mass media
messages saying violence was wrong affirmed them and assisted their reconnection to their
communities. The women identified the following areas for change :
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Easy access to information about resources available to women in their situation, about
services and about their rights.
For Maori, whanau-focused initiatives to be the priority and whanau, hapu and iwi to be
actively involved in the design and delivery of interventions and programmes.
Provision of refuge and referral services that emphasise cultural sensitivity and dignity.
Issues of family violence and abuse in general to be included in the training of health, social
and community workers and police.
Practical and emotional support from people close to them.
Pacific women wanted better communication among family members and awareness and
discussion of the issue in their communities.
Doctors and nurses to be trained in domestic violence issues and to ask patients if they are
being abused.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Public information that says violence is wrong and is a crime and that helps people to
recognise abuse.
Public information that explains how psychological abuse and threatening behaviour are as
damaging as physical abuse and that physical abuse need not be extreme to be traumatic.
Prompt response by police at times of crisis and consistent enforcement of protection orders.
Assistance with practical and mental preparation for leaving and separation.
Quicker resolution of legal challenges to property and custody rights.
Adequate provision of material resources.
Interactions with WINZ that demonstrate respect and acknowledge that women escaping
violence are seeking help in a state of crisis and are experiencing high levels of fear and
anxiety.
A network of support linking services, communities and families together available before and
after separation.
Practical, financial, counselling and social support of sufficient duration for recovery.
Community acknowledgement of their grief, including an extension of the length of time it is
socially acceptable to mourn losses.
Assistance to reconnect to communities after they have separated.

The “Free From Abuse” study identified five key areas for action in policy, practice and social change.
These are:
•
•
•
•
•

Material and financial support.
The criminal justice system.
The health sector.
Education and Information.
The social environment.

Recommendations are made in each area and in the areas of responsiveness and cultural relevance,
commitment and consistency as in the 2000 Family Violence Prevention Action Plan. A discussion of
these areas follows.
Material and Financial Support
The material and financial needs of women who have separated from men who use violence against
them are poorly met. Income support policies and practices, the structure of the labour market and
the availability of affordable childcare all play a key role in determining the way in which this group of
women, and women in general, can meet their financial needs. In turn, access to adequate financial
resources are crucial to whether these women are able to meet other basic needs, such as housing,
food and health (Kirkwood 1993; Hoff 1990a).
Women’s fear of poverty is realistic, particularly if they have care of children. The median income for
all New Zealand women is $12,600, compared to $22,000 for all New Zealand men. Women are more
likely than men to be dependent on others for financial security. The typically low levels of personal
income, combined with the costs of children, mean that women alone or with children are likely to be
poor. The New Zealand Poverty Measurement Project has demonstrated the extent to which singleparent households are poor. Seventy-three percent of such families live in poverty and comprise 21%
of all poor. In 1992-3 Maori and Pacific Island people had poverty rates three and four times higher
than other groups (Stephens, Waldegrove, Frater, 1995:108). The social security system is less
effective for those with dependent children, with the poverty incidence increasing and the degree
(Stephens, Waldegrave, Frater 1995: 109) of poverty reduction falling with the number of children.
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The Criminal Justice System
The enactment of the Domestic Violence Act in 1995 signalled acceptance of the public obligation to
end private violence through deploying the law to criminalise abuse and punish offenders. This
legislation, and the pro-arrest policy established in 1987, were steps forward. However, women in this
study pointed to inadequacies in the implementation of the law and police policies. In addition, they
wanted co-ordination of services across sectors so that the criminal justice system could act in concert
with the health and education systems and with community services and families.
The Health Sector
Many women do not contact police or refuges and would be best served by the health services.
Health and disability service providers are well placed to identify abuse and to intervene. For
example, sexual health education, family planning, pregnancy and infant and child services are
opportunities for intervention.
The AWAKE (Advocacy for Women and Kids in Emergencies) project in Boston, Massachusetts
(Schechter 1996) offers a model for health care sites to intervene on behalf of abused women and
children.
The New Zealand Ministry of Health’s “Core Elements for Health Care Provider Response to Victims
of Partner Abuse and Child Abuse,” and the “DHB Tool Kit: Reduce Interpersonal Violence” provide
further guidance for the sector.
Education and Information
One of the deliberate strategies of abusers and one of the long-term effects of chronic abuse is social
isolation. The relational life of women is damaged. Validation of the women, the sharing of language
and the creation of new connections to repair the damage done to women’s relational lives are
community tasks achieved through the development of common understandings, personal interactions
and social action. Social action through shared participation in endeavours to stop abuse develops
common understandings of violence and ways women become trapped or try to manage violence and
so is a central strategy in the reconnection and empowerment of women.
One of the most painful experiences for a woman resisting an abuser is her sense that no one else
understands or can understand what she is going through. A large task that has emerged here is to
establish a commonly accepted language and vocabulary that definitely categorises some behaviours
as abusive. The Domestic Violence Act offers protection to those experiencing physical, sexual and
emotional abuse. However, there was variation among the women interviewed as to what constituted
abusive behaviour. Women recalled minimising the abuse they were subjected to, especially
emotional and psychological abuse, as if there were not adequate symbols to represent their
experience. Evidence of “severe” physical violence continued to prevail as ‘unacceptable’ abuse.
‘Mental’ or psychological abuse was accompanied by greater uncertainty. Community standards and
understanding of abuse were correspondingly variable and the legal definition was implicitly or publicly
contested. In turn, some women named their experiences as abusive only when they had access to
literature such as Douglas (1994), or to knowledge given through support agencies or could compare
abuse-free lives with their former existence. In addition, there was rarely consensus among people in
their family and social networks and among service providers that certain behaviours were abusive
and unacceptable so that the abuse tended to be not recognised, the abusive partner was not
confronted and interactions with police and health professionals were inappropriate and ineffective in
stopping the abuse.
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Discourses that deny abuse, justify the abusers’ behaviour, blame women and suggest that nothing
can be done are culturally embedded but can be challenged by mass media messages, by education
and most of all by actions and policies that make perpetrators accountable and value, protect and
make restitution to victims. As Judith Herman has written, “Restoration of the breach between the
traumatised person and the community depends, first, upon some form of community action. Once it
is publicly recognised that a person has been harmed, the community must take action to assign
responsibility for the harm and to repair the injury. These two responses – recognition and restitution
– are necessary to rebuild the survivor’s sense of order and justice” (Herman, 70).
Many relatives, friends and families are instrumental in enabling women to take steps away from
abuse. However, those giving help may not fully appreciate the processes of growing knowledge and
shifts in position that precede decisions and change. Those receiving help, while grateful, may
nevertheless feel misunderstood and want different kinds of support. Knowledge of the complexity of
living with abuse and a sense of community support are necessary to enable and inspire people in
their social networks to support people who have been abused and to challenge abusers and their
supporters. The current social environment is such that help and understanding cannot be routinely
expected.
The interviews for this research began two years after the Domestic Violence legislation was passed
in 1995. When women were asked about what assistance they needed or sought, their responses
reflected the presence of the legislation and also that the community in general still often concurs with
abuse. Legal sanctions against violence have not yet become embedded in social consciousness.
Education is an effective way of changing community perceptions and of building capacity for social
action. This education is for everyone: the general public, families, communities, professional groups,
service providers, decision makers, policy advisors, youth and women living with abuse. All need help
to recognise abuse and to take action appropriate to their own situations and spheres of influence.
The Social Environment: Women and Violence
Sustainable and practically simultaneous change in personal, family, community, cultural, social,
political and spiritual levels is required to root out all violence inflicted on women. We have become
acutely aware that women who are abused can be abused because they are members of a
subordinated sex living in a culture that condones and nurtures violence, privileges men and male
interests, and excuses and nurtures violent men. These structures affect the numbers of women who
are abused, the kind of abuse they suffer, the personal and social consequences, the difficulties they
face and the ease with which they can recreate themselves.
Violence is a basic and universal problem. Again referring to, for all their flaws, crime statistics, we
observe that while violent offending dropped nationally 1.9%, increases were recorded in Tasman
(14.3%) and in Northland (5.7%), and in both these districts domestic violence increased 21%. The
Acting Police Commissioner’s concern in 1999 at the trend of increase in domestic violence and his
statement that “we believe that violence in the home breeds violence on the streets” may express a
view of causal direction and priorities different from our own, but the sense that violence in different
sites is connected to and part of the same culture is one we share.
Responsiveness and Cultural Relevance
The need for improvement in the ways services meet the needs of women has been documented
throughout this report. Initiatives by Maori are not yet adequately resourced. The needs of Pacific,
migrant and other women from minority communities are particularly poorly met.
Commitment and Consistency
A consistent and sustained campaign to eliminate violence is required. Institutional changes need to
be embedded. Policies and plans are now in place but implementation is lagging. Community
initiatives wither for lack of adequate funding, local networking and technical support. The
sustainability of action depends on guaranteed funding over time, regular review of action and support
at the highest levels of Government.
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Recommendations
We recommend:
1.

The Government of New Zealand
1.1
1.2

1.3

2.

Local Territorial Authorities
2.1

2.2

2.3
2.4
2.5
2.6

2.7
2.8

3.

Adopt policies of zero tolerance to violence and raise awareness that violence is
unacceptable through, for example, messages on council-owned transportation and
facilities, flags flying outside council offices declaring the cities or towns “Violence
Free Areas” and stating that violence against women and children is a crime.
Formally adopt relevant national and international policies, for example United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child and United Nations Declaration on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women.
Promote the message that communities and individuals have a right and responsibility
to be involved in preventing violence in families and whanau.
Support local solutions by providing an umbrella for communities, safer community
councils and non Government organisations (NGOs).
Encourage neighbourhood groups to act when they are aware of violence in families
and guide appropriate responses.
Council planning and policy to encourage the development of safe public
environments, for example conduct audits of safety for women in public facilities and
places including appropriate lighting in parks and on streets and intolerance of all
forms of harassment of girls and women.
Implement the recommendations and the 2002 Government approved work plan for
family violence prevention in their areas.
Advocate with Ministers and Chief Executive Officers of Government departments for
improvement where local implementation of national services such as Children and
Young Person’s Service and WINZ is inadequate.

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)
3.1

3.2

4.

Support a community and whole Government approach to all forms of violence and to
abuse of women in particular.
Affirm the Treaty of Waitangi by ensuring that whanau, hapu and iwi are actively
involved throughout all steps of the design and delivery of any interventions or
programmes delivered by the state.
Implement international conventions for the equal status of women and protection of
women and children.

National organisations such as the National Council of Women, in partnership with the
Maori Women’s Welfare League, promote initiatives by their local branches and
provide an umbrella and leadership for actions by other groups and NGO’s of ethnic
communities.
Provide information to local branches and encourage them to develop strategies
relevant to local conditions and communities. Share information across the country
and co-ordinate projects where appropriate.

Professional Organisations
4.1
4.2

Ensure their members are aware of the dynamics, effects and types of abuse and are
able to identify abuse and act appropriately.
Incorporate this knowledge and appropriate practice in training and accreditation
systems.
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5.

Communities and Individuals
5.1
5.2
5.3
5.4

6.

Minister of Social Services and Employment
6.1
6.2
6.3

7.

Ensure that data on violence against women is included in the future in “The Social
Report: Indicators of social well-being in New Zealand” by supporting research on the
prevalence of violence against women and developing surveillance systems.

The Chief Executive of the Department of Child, Youth and Family Services
8.1

8.2
8.3

9.

Support the implementation plan for the Family Violence Prevention Action Plan and
ensure sustainability of budgets.
Establish an inter-agency working group including NGO and community
representatives to monitor and report on progress.
Support and provide resources for NGO services and co-ordination, and for NGO
workforce development.

The Chief Executive of the Ministry of Social Development
7.1

8.

Collaborate with Government and non-Government organisations to develop and
promote key messages in their communities.
Develop strategies for intervention when they are aware of abuse in families so that
they are able to respond appropriately and promptly.
Develop strategies to mitigate the effects of abuse, e.g., offering opportunities for
reconnection and personal and neighbourhood support to victims.
Advocate with Government, agencies and organisations to improve both crisis and
ongoing services for community members who have been abused.

Increase co-ordination and collaboration among child protection and women
protection services, e.g., screen for partner abuse when child abuse is investigated
and ensure that domestic violence advocacy services are available to women.
Increase the availability of counselling for children who have been affected by
violence.
Consider employment of a Domestic Violence Elimination Advocate to lead a project
to establish collaboration with other ministries.

The Director General of Health
9.1
9.2

9.3
9.4
9.5
9.6
9.7

9.8

9.9
9.10

Ensure that the protocol “Core Elements for Health Care Provider Response to
Victims of Partner Abuse, Child Abuse and Elder Abuse” is finalised and published.
Continue to support and expand the initiatives to screen for and address family
violence that have been undertaken with general practice doctors and piloted in
emergency departments.
Continue to resource maternal and child health services to develop protocols for
screening and treatment.
Resource mental health services to develop protocols for screening and treatment.
Promote the autonomy and adequate resourcing of whanau/hapu initiatives to prevent
violence and provide services.
Provide funding for Pacific peoples to raise awareness about family violence.
Liaise with the Ministry of Education, universities and professional bodies to ensure
that the prescribed curricula for the training and continuing education of doctors,
nurses and other health workers include education about dynamics of abuse and
appropriate interventions by health professionals.
Contract public health promotion units, NGOs and community organisations to
distribute information about resources and services available to women who have
experienced violence.
Contract public health interventions to prevent interpersonal violence in all regions.
Tag funding to district health boards to ensure ongoing funding is available to support
family violence interventions.
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10.

Chief Executive Officer of Work and Income New Zealand
10.1
10.2
10.3
10.4

11.

Chief Executive Officer of the Ministry of Education
11.1
11.2
11.3

12.

13.2

14.2
14.3

Instruct staff to adhere to the National Family Violence Guidelines so that maximum
protection under the law is offered to women and child victims of abuse and domestic
violence.
Re-institute monitoring police practices in all districts, and include client and
community advocate feedback in monitoring.
Ensure that education about the dynamics of abuse is included in the prescribed
curricula for the training and continuing education of police.

The Chief Executive of the Department for Courts
15.1
15.2
15.3
15.4

16.

Promote the use of mass media to inform the public about violence and the law and
about resources and services available.
Promote the use of mass media to promote concepts of community responsibility for
women who are being or have been abused.

The Commissioner of Police
14.1

15.

Provide education about discrimination against women in employment, banking and
housing.

Minister of Broadcasting
13.1

14.

Ensure that education about abuse, ways to keep safe and respectful relationships is
in the school curriculum.
Ensure that education about relational patterns and positive relationships in families
and between partners is available in schools and training courses.
Liaise with the Ministry of Health and professional bodies to ensure that the
prescribed curricula for the training of doctors, nurses, teachers and social workers
include education about the dynamics of abuse.

Human Rights Commission
12.1

13.

Establish procedures and training to enable staff to respond sensitively and helpfully
to women who have been abused.
Monitor WINZ practices in local offices, including through client and community
advocate feedback.
Adopt policy of immediate emergency support for women who have been abused.
Review entitlement to emergency and short-term income support for women who
have been abused and whose immigration status excludes them from services and
support.

Monitor court practices in all districts, and include client and community advocate
feedback in monitoring.
Conduct research on the effectiveness of bail conditions in protecting women.
Evaluate court policies to identify ways to serve women better with quicker resolution
of property and custody rights as a priority.
Extend Victim Support services to provincial courts.

The Chief Executive of the Accident Compensation Corporation (ACC)
16.1
16.2

Increase the availability and quality of counselling for women and children who have
been affected by violence.
Improve statistical information on the extent and causes of intentional injury.
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17.

Te Puni Kokiri
17.1

18.

Minister of Immigration
18.1

19.

Carry out regular evaluations of the cultural appropriateness of services.

Review immigration policies to ensure that women from other countries who are
partners of New Zealand residents have alternatives and are able to leave abusive
partners.

Minister of Research, Science and Technology
19.1

•
•
•
•
•
•

Research in the prevalence of interpersonal violence, abuse of children and
violence against women in New Zealand.
Research on ways to deepen discussion in Maori communities of violence
against women.
Research into Pacific concepts of violence and abuse, the extent of community
and leader awareness of abuse and the development of appropriate strategies
to counter abuse in Pacific communities.
Research about culturally appropriate models of non-violent masculinity and
positive relationships between men and women.
Exploration of issues arising from social responsibility for the prevention of
violence, the protection of women and assistance to survivors to participate in
or reconnect with communities.
Investigation of the extent to which recognition of abuse, restitution to survivors
and reconnection to communities are necessary and linked processes for the
recovery of individual women and the elimination of violence in communities.
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