
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

How can it be stopped?

What forms does it take?Who are the victims?

How is it carried out? How are victims impacted?

What happens after separation? What about the children? How can it be explained?

Why do women tolerate it?

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  What forms does it take?

Domestic violence does not occur randomly, between strangers. It always 

takes place as part of a current or past romantic relationship. It does not 

consist of a few impulsive actions. Domestic violence refers to behaviours 

ranging from insults to threats and harassment, from superfi cial to serious 

physical injuries, sexual assault, rape or sexual exploitation.

Domestic violence doesn’t necessarily involve an escalation of abusive 

behaviour that starts with verbal abuse, moves to psychological abuse and 

culminates in physical violence. We often identify domestic violence with this 

last form of violence only. However, there are women who are killed by their 

spouse without ever having endured physical abuse in the past. No form of 

violence is justifi able; domestic violence always ends up destroying 

women’s psychological, emotional and physical health. 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: Who are the victims?

There is no typical domestic violence victim, just as there is no typical abuser. 

Regardless of culture, ethnic origin, social status, age or income, men resort 

to violence to dominate or control their spouse, ex-spouse or girlfriend. In 

theory, nothing distinguishes those who resort to violence from those who 

avoid it. These power relationships exist everywhere in the world, 

everywhere where men want to dominate their spouse, everywhere where 

society allows them to exist. They are not restricted to individuals from 

disadvantaged backgrounds or certain categories of people, as is too often 

believed. They occur regardless of household income. They are not at all 

related to alcohol, drugs, religious or cultural customs, age, etc.

As a result, no woman is predestined to become a domestic violence victim. 

Being a victim is related to circumstances beyond her control. This means 

that the victim is not responsible for the violence perpetrated against her. 

No woman or girl is immune to domestic violence.

an overview...
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Resorting to 
INTIMIDATION
• makes the victim 

afraid through looks, 
actions and gestures

• smashes objects, 
destroys her possessions

• abuses pets

• displays a weapon        Resorting to  
   PSYCHOLOGICAL 
ABUSE

                • puts the victim down

           • makes her feel bad about 
       herself, insults her 

   • makes her think she’s crazy, plays 
mind games with her, humiliates her 

• sends her harassing text messages

   Resorting to   
 FINANCIAL 
ABUSE 

     • takes her money away from her

   • prevents the victim from getting 
  or keeping a job

 • makes her ask for money

• doesn’t inform her about family 
income or give her access to it 

Resorting to
THREATS

• makes and/or carries out
threats to harm the victim

• threatens to leave her,
to commit suicide,

to report her
to social assistance

• makes her
drop charges

• makes her
commit

illegal acts
                        

• monitors what the victim does, 
who she sees, who she talks to, 
    what she reads, where she goes 

           • limits her participation 
             in activities outside the home

                    • blames certain actions 
                      on jealousy 
                          

DENYING, 
BLAMING and  
MINIMIZING
• minimizes the abuse 

and doesn’t take the 
victim’s concerns 
seriously 

• refuses to admit 
that the abuse exists 

• doesn’t feel responsible 
for his abusive behaviour 

• says that it’s her fault

• makes the victim feel
guilty about the children

• uses the children
to communicate with her

• takes advantage of visiting
rights to harass her

• threatens to take
the children from her

Using
 MALE PRIVILEGE
• treats the victim 

 like a servant 

  • makes all the important 
   decisions 

     • acts like the master 
      of the house

         • is the one who 
          defines male 
             and female 
               roles  

Resorting to ISOLATION

       Using the
     CHILDREN

CONTROL

POWER 
and 
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Developed by the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project (202 East Superior St., Duluth MN 55802)

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  How is it carried out?

Domestic violence isn’t an interaction in which the two parties each take 

turns being the abuser and the victim. It’s a series of coercive control 

strategies used by abusers to isolate, degrade, exploit and dominate women 

by directly attacking their right to freedom, dignity and equality. 

The abuser regulates and monitors women and children’s daily activities, 

and this control continues even in his absence, thereby creating a constant 

climate of fear in his victims’ lives. This is how the abuser maintains his hold 

over his victim, all the while ensuring that she doesn’t leave him. 

We call this the cycle of domestic violence (see the diagram at the top of the 

next page).

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  How are victims impacted?

As the abuse continues, this woman comes to see violence as normal and 

even justifi ed. Her tolerance threshold increases to the point that she no 

longer notices the daily manifestations of control. The eff ects of this violence 

on the woman literally deplete her of her dynamism and her vital energy. 

Why? Because she conditions herself to constantly endure living in a tense 

environment; because she questions her emotions and her own 

understanding of the situation; because she does everything possible to 

avoid being abused again; because she is forced to justify her attitudes and 

behaviour. The cycle serves to keep her captive in the relationship and that 

is why she has trouble leaving it. The cycle is eff ective because the victim 

comes to believe that the abuse is her fault. 

Domestic violence has devastating eff ects on the mental and physical health 

of the women who are its victims. Physically, they will experience diff erent 

kinds of pain, allergies, insomnia, digestive problems, etc. They will 

sometimes be left with permanent scars or disabilities. Mentally, the 

consequences will show up as high levels of psychological distress, sleep 

disorders, symptoms of depression, anxiety disorders and even suicidal 

thoughts or a state of post-traumatic stress leading to the use of medication 

(antidepressants, anti-anxiety medication and analgesics). 

There are many expressions of domestic violence, including verbal, 

psychological, physical, sexual and fi nancial abuse, which are detailed in 

the Power and Control Wheel. 

This model helps some women identify the behaviour of a violent spouse.
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CYCLE OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Reconciliation: He does everything he can to be par-

doned, seeks help, talks about therapy, suicide, etc.

Hope: She sees his eff orts to change, she gives him a 

chance, she helps him, she sees the man she fell in love 

with, she changes her attitude.

Tension: He displays excessive anger, heavy silences, 

intimidating behaviour, threatening looks.

Anxiety: She feels that things are probably going to 

turn ugly, she feels worried, she puts a lot of eff ort into 

reducing the tension, she’s afraid, she freezes, she feels 

like she’s walking on eggshells.

1 2

4 3

Abuse: He verbally, psychologically, physically, sexually 

and fi nancially abuses her.

Anger and shame: She’s humiliated, feels sad, feels a 

sense of injustice.

Justifi cation: He fi nds excuses, explains that his actions 

are due to reasons beyond his control. Most of the time, he 

shifts the responsibility for the abuse to her. 

Accountability: She believes and understands his justifi -

cations, she hopes she can help him change, she adapts to 

him, she questions her perceptions (is it really abuse?), she 

feels responsible and because of this, her anger fades away.

Through this dark and realistic picture of the consequences that domestic 

violence has on women, it is important to recognize the immense inner 

strength and resiliency that they demonstrate. They are strong women, who, 

as survivors, reach deep within themselves to fi nd hope and the ability to 

regain control over their lives. For those who have children, the desire to 

provide them with a peaceful and harmonious life is an additional source of 

motivation. 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  What happens after separation?

Separation is a dangerous time for women because, unfortunately, the 

violence doesn’t necessarily stop when the couple is no longer together. For 

some women, it continues and, in many instances, worsens. The abuser 

doesn’t easily accept that she has left him. He’s prepared to do anything to 

keep his hold and control over her. The insults, threats and monitoring 

sometimes become daily realities. . 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  What about the children?

Children exposed to the violence of their mother’s abuser, or children who 

were themselves subjected to mistreatment, abuse or psychological and 

verbal attacks, are always the victims of the violence that exists in their 

family unit; they have to live with its consequences. These children, like their 

mother, have to face distress, fear, shame, anger, helplessness and the hope 

for change. They often have to keep the domestic violence experienced at 

home secret. And like their mother, they have to deal with the impact the 

cycle has on them. 

The impact on children varies according to the length of their exposure to 

violence, their age, their sex, and their relationship with the abuser. Just like 

all other children, those who are victims of domestic violence have the 

ability to bounce back. If they receive adequate support and have access to 

resources and follow-ups that will help them understand what they’ve 

experienced, its consequences and the coping strategies they have 

developed to deal with the situation, they will be able to rebuild their lives 

positively. If the mother-child relationship is maintained and strengthened, 

they will fi nd themselves in an atmosphere of emotional security that will 

prove benefi cial for their future relationships. 
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  How can it be explained? 

Domestic violence is not a marginal phenomenon, isolated from the 

social context in which we live. It is, essentially, only one of the many 

facets of violence towards women found here in Quebec and 

everywhere around the world. In fact, by being verbally, 

psychologically, physically, sexually or fi nancially abusive towards his 

partner, a spouse is asserting his power. He feels entitled to this power 

because, in most spheres of society, men are favoured over women. 

He wants to preserve this power at all costs and justifi es it so that 

those around him accept it. 

But should this woman want to make changes in their relationship, 

become more self-assertive, get a job, have her needs acknowledged, 

gain more independence or see whomever she wants, the violence will 

erupt. And the more independence she wants, the more he resorts to 

using new strategies to maintain control. This refusal to recognize the 

woman as a free, independent being – as his equal – is at the heart of 

the post-separation violence. The inability to acknowledge the 

woman’s right to leave him, to live without him, drives some violent 

men to extremely dangerous levels, even as far as homicide. 

But this man is not a mentally ill person or a monster. He controls his 

spouse because he has the privilege and the means to do so – means 

that he has used without suff ering the consequences. 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  Why do women tolerate it?

From a very young age, women are socialized to focus on others rather 

than themselves or their own needs. They are conditioned to please, to 

be concerned about others and about their appearance. They are 

constantly reminded of the importance of being nice and pretty and of 

taking care of their body to stay young, slim and fl awless. Why? To 

please men. One of the unintended consequences of this discourse on 

feminine beauty is that it allows everyone to comment on women’s bodies, 

to criticize them as if they were objects or public property. As a result, wo-

men lose control over their own bodies. Wanting to please at all cost, they 

end up accepting unacceptable behaviour in their romantic relationships. 

But how does the way women are socialized contribute to domestic 

violence? By the fact that this socialization leads women to feel decentered, 

to constantly question their own perceptions, their ability to defend 

themselves, their own worth. In this context, abuse is perceived as inevitable 

and justifi ed. When men, public institutions and women themselves 

invalidate the violence they are victims of, they sustain a system in which 

men are convinced that they have all the rights – including that of killing – 

and in which women assume the responsibility for men’s violence.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE:  How can it be stopped?

How can the vicious cycle of domestic violence be broken? “The abused 

woman needs to leave her tormentor!” say some. This leap into the unknown 

is no easy feat. And it is very hard to do alone, which is why it is important to 

be able to rely on resources. 

A woman trapped in the cycle of domestic violence experiences a profound 

sense of helplessness. She will need a serious helping hand to deal with the 

eff ects of this situation and to help her regain her self-esteem and 

confi dence in her perception of reality. She will need someone that will listen 

to her and believe her. She will have to prioritize her safety in her search for 

solutions. The help of people around her – her neighbours, family and 

friends – will be valuable in providing the support required for her 

protection. This primary network is part of a range of community and 

institutional resources that can help women break out of the domestic 

violence trap. Shelters play a key role in ensuring the safety that they and 

their children need and in supporting them as they regain control over their 

lives. Society as a whole and, primarily, government and legal authorities, 

must also act to prevent, detect and stop domestic violence.

The reproduction and adaptation of this document, in whole or in part, 

is prohibited without the express written consent of the 

Regroupement des maisons pour femmes victimes de violence conjugale..

www.maisons-femmes.qc.ca


