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Domestic violence and abuse describe a fundamental lack 
of understanding and appreciation of the commonality 
of our humanity, of what truly makes us human, 
of the bonds that support and nourish us. 
Patriarchy, sexism, machismo, ageism, and racism 
are different attempts to establish hierarchies; 
to inflate and exploit superficial differences; 
to mask one’s weakness by denigrating and oppressing others; 
to deny our interdependence and mutual linkages; 
and to subdue, oppress, and take advantage 
of those considered to be inferior.  (Viano 1992:10) 

 
Introduction 
 
I can still vividly recall the day when I came to the realization that my husband 
(as he is now) was the person with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life.  
It was not only because I loved him but because I believed that he could and 
would be my best friend (and I his) for the rest of my life. 
 
I do not think that this is a novel or unusual expectation on the part of persons 
committing to a life together.  Despite the fact that, in recent years, research 
and the popular presses have sought to demonstrate the dark side of family 
relations, the idealistic perception of the home as the center of warmth and 
happiness, a refuge from the outside world, persists.  Therefore, it must be said 
that there can be no greater betrayal of human trust than violence committed 
between intimates.  Yet, daily there are reports revealing the endemic nature of 
the problem - reports of husband abusing wife, of husband killing wife (and vice 
versa).      
 
In 2000, the Social Work Research and Development Military Psychological 
Institute conducted a study with respondents from the South African National 
Defence Force (SANDF), which included male and female employees and 
military wives.  The study sought to gauge the attitudes and responses to 
intimate assault and domestic abuse.  In 2001, Technikon Southern Africa (a 
higher education institution) permitted a similar study to be conducted amongst 
its employees.  The purpose was to interrogate community prevalence and 
social understanding of domestic violence.  The reason that the Institution was 
selected to provide a sample for a study was because of its representivity of the 
broad national demographic (racial and gender) profile, the geographic spread 
of the population, and the range of the social and cultural status of the 
employees.  In short, it was believed that the diverse and heterogeneous 
sample complement could reflect a microcosm of the South African community.  
This paper reflects on the findings of the two studies and further juxtaposes the 
responses, identifying communal differences and similarities in attitude between 
civil society and the military.  
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Acknowledged limitations of the study 
 
1. A restricted sample: 
 However, whilst the sample from TSA might prima facie appear limited 

(being from a single Organisations), the men and women who received the 
questionnaires represented a cross-section of South African community – 
academic, administrative, support, maintenance and technical services 
staff, urban and rural households, black and white, old and young, men 
and women.   

2. Based on closed-ended questions: 
 The respondents at TSA were required to answer questions set out in a 

structured questionnaire.  This is an acknowledged limitation of the 
findings.  There were no face-to-face interviews or follow-up discussions 
held with respondents.  In justification for the approach, it should be noted 
that this research was intended to be an exploratory study to gauge the 
levels and awareness of domestic abuse within a sample of South African 
community.  To ensure a response (and given the extremely sensitive 
nature of the subject), respondents were assured of complete anonymity, 
hence the difficulty of follow-up sessions.  In the study conducted with the 
SANDF, the questionnaires were followed up with interview sessions.   

3. Did not distinguish urban and rural respondents: 
 The study omitted to distinguish between the rural and urban respondent 

and no provision was made to recognise the differing circumstances. 
4. Study aimed at the heterosexual domestic relationship: 
 This was an intentional restriction.  The researchers had identified a 

specific issue namely, violence against women in intimate heterosexual 
relationships.  Specifically, the study seeks to ascertain the perceptions 
and myths that continue to prevail and the reason why women continue to 
endure abuse that is metered out to them.  For the purposes of an 
exploratory analysis of the problem, a limited study was considered more 
efficient.  It is, however, further submitted that this specific restriction does 
not detract from the value and validity of the findings.1     

 
Methodology 
 
The primary source of information for both studies was collected through 
questionnaires. Separate questionnaires (but with overlapping question content) 
were developed for male and female respondents and distributed to all 
employees of the Organisation.  Seven hundred questionnaires were distributed 
at TSA and 230 responses received.  The responses were anonymous and 
designed to elicit attitudes and perceptions to domestic abuse and intimate 
violence.  Four thousand three hundred and fifty questionnaires were distributed 
to members of the SANDF and 3208 responses were received.  All questions 
were close ended but were designed in such a way as to obtain self-definitions 
of abuse and violence, rather than normative definitions.  It was hoped that in 
this way the questionnaire would be sensitive to the individual response to 
intimate abuse. 
 
 
                                                           
1 Research indicates that the frequency and severity of the assaults by men on women is far greater than the other way 
round.  It has been shown that men are socialised into being aggressive and demanding control – women mostly resort 
to violence as a protective reaction, in self defence or out of fear. (Moore DA 1979:38)  This view is also supported by 
Goetting, who notes that for the homicidal husband the act is nearly always offensive, whereas for the wife it is usually 
defensive. (Goetting 1989:352)   
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Respondent profile 
 
TSA: 
PROFILE INFORMATION: WOMEN RESPONDENTS MALE RESPONDENTS 
Domestic Relationship 85% had been and/or still 

were in a heterosexual 
domestic relationship (as 
defined by the Domestic 
Violence Act, 1998). 

97% had been and/or still 
were in a heterosexual 
domestic relationship (as 
defined by the Domestic 
Violence Act, 1998). 

Children 76% had children. 81% had children. 
Educational Level 68% had a qualification 

higher than Grade 12, 
whilst only 8% indicated 
that they had not attained 
Grade 12. 

81% had a qualification 
higher than Grade 12, 
whilst only 3% indicated 
that they had not achieved 
Grade 12. 

Work Sector 71% were employed in the 
administration section of 
the Institution and 23% 
worked in the academic 
sector.  6% were employed 
in the support services. 

49% were employed in the 
administration sector of the 
Institution and 37% worked 
in the academic sector.  
14% served in the support 
services.  

Age 70% fell into the 26-45 
years age category. 

62% of the respondents fell 
into the 26-45 years age 
category. 

 
SANDF: 
PROFILE 
INFORMATION 

MALE 
EMPLOYEES 

FEMALE EMPLOYEES MILITARY WIVESS 

Domestic 
Relationship 

92% indicated that 
they were/still are in 
a heterosexual 
domestic relations, 
as defined by the 
Domestic Violence 
Act,  1998 

81% indicated that they 
were/still are in a 
heterosexual domestic 
relationship, as defined 
by the Domestic 
Violence Act, 1998. 

100% of the 
respondents were in 
heterosexual 
domestic 
relationships. 

Children 71% indicated that 
they had children. 

69% stated that they 
had children. 

84% indicated that 
they had children. 

Education Level 12% had a 
qualification higher 
than Grade 12, 
whilst only 40% 
indicated that they 
had not attained 
Grade 12. 

23% had a qualification 
higher than Grade 12, 
whilst only 32% 
indicated that they had 
not achieved Grade 12. 

21% had a 
qualification higher 
than Grade 12, 
whilst 38% indicated 
that they had not 
completed Grade 
12. 

Work Sector 94% of the sample 
worked in the army, 
navy, or air force.  
5% were employed 
in the military 
health service, and 
1% in the corporate 
division. 

72% of the sample 
worked in the army, 
navy, or air force.  24% 
were employed in the 
military health service, 
and 3% in the corporate 
division. 

77% of the sample 
worked in the army, 
navy, or air force.  
21% were employed 
in the military health 
service, and 2% in 
the corporate 
division. 

Age 82% fell into the 
age group 26 – 45 
years. 

73% of respondents 
feel into the age group 
26 – 45 years. 

82% of the sample 
were between the 
ages 26 – 45 years. 
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It is interesting to note that Wallace and Seymour found that the average 
age of abusers was relatively young, with a mean age of 32 years.  They 
found that about two-thirds of offenders range between the ages of mid-
twenties to early forties.  (Wallace and Seymour 1999:8-10) 
 
Results 
 
Respondents were required to answer questions that had been clustered into 
categories and the results will be advised according to the sections. 
 
1. Respondent’s experience of domestic abuse 
 
The women respondents were required to answer a series of questions on their 
personal experiences/suffering of intimate abuse – both emotional and physical, 
whilst the male respondents provided information on whether they had ever 
conducted themselves in a manner that could be construed as emotional or 
physical abuse of an intimate partner.  Male and female respondents were, 
accordingly, questioned on whether the male respondents had done any of the 
following, and whether the female respondents had suffered the same: 
 
• Verbal Abuse 
! Husband/male partner saying something to his wife/female partner which 

made her upset 
! Husband/male partner insulting his wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner swearing at wife/female partner 

 
• Physical Abuse 
! Husband/male partner throwing something at wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner pushing wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner slapping wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner punching wife/female partner on her body or arms 

with his fist 
! Husband/male partner threatening wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner hitting wife/female partner so that she was 

physically bruised 
! Husband/male partner throwing a dangerous object (such as a knife) at 

wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner ‘throwing’ wife/female partner across a room 
! Husband/male partner punching wife/female partner in the face with his 

fist 
! Husband/male partner kicking wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner biting wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner threatening wife/female partner with a weapon  
! Husband/male partner threatening to kill wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner stabbing wife/female partner with a knife or other 

sharp object 
! Husband/male partner trying to choke wife/female partner 
! Husband/male partner causing injury to wife/female partner to the extent 

that she required medical treatment 
! Husband/male partner causing wife/female partner to sustain broken 

bone injuries 
! Husband/male partner forcing wife/female partner to have sexual 

relations with him 
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The responses yielded the following information: 
 
TSA Study: 
Verbal Abuse 
56% of the women respondents indicated that they had hardly ever (‘never’ or 
‘seldom’) experienced insult from their husbands or male partners, whilst 34% 
of the women respondents indicated that they had hardly ever (‘never’ or 
‘seldom’) suffered verbal abuse that made them very upset.  More specifically, 
80% of the female respondents indicated that their intimate partners had either 
‘never’ sworn at them or if they had, had done so less than six times in the 
duration of the relationship. 
 
Coincidentally, 34% of the male respondents noted that they had hardly ever 
(‘never’ or ‘seldom’) spoken to their wives in a manner as to make them very 
upset.  Approximately 83% of the male respondents also indicated that they had 
never insulted or sworn at their wives or female partners, or if they had, had 
done so less than six times during the entire relationship.   
 
Physical Abuse 
In respect of experience of the physical abuses listed earlier, between 70 and 
75 percent of female respondents said that they had never been victims of such 
conduct.  Of those who had experienced some abusive behaviour, the majority 
described it as pushing and slapping activity. (17-19% of the female 
respondents admitted that they had been pushed, whilst 15% had been 
threatened with injury.)  Between 80 and 85 percent of the male respondents 
indicated that they had never physically abused their intimate partner.  (11% 
indicated that they had pushed their wives – less than 6 times and 9% had 
threatened to hurt them.) 
 
These were the personal experiences of the respondents.  The respondents 
were then asked to indicate their views on such behaviours with a specific focus 
on their perceptions of ‘abusive’ versus ‘violent’ conduct. 
 
Re: Abusive Conduct 
Only 58% of the female respondents perceived all of the behaviours listed 
earlier as ‘abusive’, whilst a further 28% regarded most of them as ‘abusive’.  
About 14% of the respondents thought that fewer than half of the listed actions 
were tantamount to abuse.  67% of the male respondents perceived all of the 
behaviours as abusive, whilst 20% considered most of the actions to be 
‘abusive’.  About 13% of the male respondents thought that less than half the 
mentioned categories were actually indicators of abuse. 
 
Re: Violent Conduct 
Sixty-one percent of the female respondents believed that all listed behaviours 
were ‘violent’ and 25% said that most could be considered indicative of 
‘violence’.  Still about 14% thought that fewer than 51% of the actions were 
‘violent’ behaviours.  52% of the male population viewed all listed conduct to be 
‘violent’, 36% thought that most were so, and 12% felt that less than half of the 
listed behaviours were ‘violent’. 
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In the military study, 14% - 21% of those surveyed did not believe that any of 
the aforementioned behaviours were abusive and 7% - 16% did not regard any 
of the conduct as violent.  The military wives reported the highest current 
experience of intimate violence and/or abuse, with 27% of the sample 
population indicating that they were currently being abused by and/or 
experiencing violence from their husbands.  Second were the female 
employees of whom 17% reported being in abusive/violent relationships.  12 % 
of the men surveyed admitted that they were currently violent and/or abusive 
towards their partners.   
 
The researchers are of the view that all the behaviours listed above are, at 
least, abusive and that most are violent.  Yet, from the responses, many 
respondents indicated a view that more conduct was violent rather than 
abusive.  These findings must be cause for concern for they indicate, quite 
evidently, that men and women still do not understand what constitutes family 
violence and/or believe that such behaviour is acceptable in the family.  Gelles 
and Strauss found that many women continued to live in the abusive 
relationship because they tend not to define what they experience as violence.  
As one of the respondents in their study stated, ‘Now, as I look back, I think Jim 
[her husband] has pushed me or slapped me a couple of times.  I don’t recall 
that he ever really hurt me.  I think maybe I have had a bruise or two, but never 
something as bad as a black eye.  You see, Jim doesn’t really have a bad 
temper.  He’s not really gentle, but not rough either.  But sometimes, we get to 
fighting and he might push me, grab me, or even slap me.  Once I think he 
punched me.  But, he’s not a violent man.  (Gelles and Straus 1988:52) 
 
A feature that some authorities found common to battered women was that 
many of them had grown up in homes where there was violence.  This often led 
to the erroneous belief amongst the women that violence in the home was 
acceptable, that all women are abused, or the woman might even confuse 
abuse with love and attention.  Gelles also believes that the greater the 
exposure of women to violence as children, the more likely they are to accept 
their victimisation, as adults.  (Gelles 1979:101)  However, Browne found also 
that in cases where the woman has never experienced violence, the sudden 
exposure may leave her feeling shocked and confused.  The abused victim may 
then make deliberate efforts to alter her behaviour to avoid further conflict and 
when this does not work, feelings of helplessness and depression may set in.  
Thus, Browne argues that ‘the assumption that how well a woman copes with 
violent acts by an adult partner is primarily related to whether or not she was 
exposed to violence as a child is greatly oversimplified, and may mask the 
much more important issue of how a woman explains the violence to herself.’  
(Browne 1987:28-30) 
 
It must, however, be stated that the results indicated are in themselves alarming 
and even more so if one considers that they may nevertheless still be 
underreported.  
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The survey then progressed to question whether the respondent: 
• Had been abusive to someone in a previous relationship or had been in an 

abusive relationship 
• Is abusive towards his present wife/female partner or was experiencing 

abusive behaviour from her current intimate partner 
• Is abusive towards his children  
• Suspects his/her partner to be abusive towards his/her children 
• Had been violent to someone in a previous relationship or had been in a 

violent relationship 
• Is violent towards his present wife/female partner or was experiencing 

violent behaviour from her current intimate partner 
• Is violent towards his children  
• Suspects his/her partner to be violent towards his/her children 

 
In tabular summary, the responses from TSA indicated as follows: 
 
 MALE 

RESPONDENTS 
FEMALE 

RESPONDENTS 
Abuse and/or violence 
in previous 
relationships 

85% - no 
15% - yes 

67% - no 
33% - yes 

Abuse and/or violence 
with current partner 

86% - no 
4% - yes 

71% - no 
12% - yes 

Abuse and/or violence 
towards children 

88% - no 
3% - yes 

82% - no 
2% - yes 

Current partner’s 
abuse of children 

89% - no 
5% - yes 

68% - no 
2% - yes 

Current partner’s 
violence to children 

89% - no 
2% - yes 

68% - no 
4% - yes 

 
From the SANDF responses, the researchers concluded that people with 
children experience greater levels of family violence, both currently and over 
the life span as compared with people without children.  ‘Men who have 
children seem to harbour more conservative, patriarchal views than men 
without children.’  (SANDF Report 2000:54) 
 

2. Proximate causes of domestic abuse  
 
TSA Study: 
 
In ascertaining the perceived role of alcohol in incidents of intimate abuse, 63% 
of the women respondents indicated that the abuse happened ‘always’ or ‘often’ 
when the man was drunk.  (49% of the male respondents had a similar opinion.)  
25% of the women (and 26% of the men) felt that alcohol was only ‘sometimes’ 
the proximate cause of the violence.  Only 12% of the women respondents 
recognised that alcohol was ‘seldom’/’never’ the cause of violence.  
Interestingly, 25% of the men recognised that this fact. 
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82% of the women believed that violence was learned behaviour and that 
socialisation played an integral role in the man’s conduct.  In other words, an 
overwhelming number of the women respondents felt that men abused their 
partners because they had either seen abuse and violence happening or 
experienced violence and abuse in their homes whilst growing up.  Male 
respondents were more disparate in their views – 42% believed that violence 
was learned behaviour and that socialisation played a role in their interaction 
with their own intimate partner; 32% opted for the choice of ‘sometimes’; whilst 
26% replied that parental interaction during their childhood and developmental 
years ‘did not’ or only ‘seldom’ influenced men’s relationships with their partner. 
 
In sum, 64% of women indicated that in their opinion, men hit their partners 
because they (the men) believed that it was – completely, or at least, partially – 
socially acceptable.  63% of the men also responded that men hit their partners 
because they considered that it was reasonably socially acceptable conduct. 
 
Only 35% of the women saw a correlation between violence and financial 
stress; and similarly, 24% of the men recognised a link between these factors.  
With regard to stress experienced by male partners (specifically linked to work 
and employment deadlines), only 2% of the women saw this as a catalyst for 
violent behaviour; and 4% of the men.  It would appear that difficulties within the 
work environment (which included working overtime) were indicated as an 
unlikely contributor to violence. 
 
According to the women respondents, the most compelling cause of violence is 
the need to dominate. 
• 64% of the women respondents answered affirmatively to this question.  

Similarly, 57% of the male respondents ascribed the abusive conduct to a 
‘need to show control’.  (In other words, men who had a need to prove 
authority and had no alternative options often resorted to physical strength 
to ensure subservience.) 

• 52% of the sample believed that the men who resorted to violence had 
issues with their own confidence and were not completely at ease with their 
own competencies and ability. 

• 26% of the respondents felt that violence was the result when men believed 
that the woman was taking control of their space. 

• 61% of the respondents saw jealousy as a real cause of intimate abuse, 
specifically when the men experienced some jealousy in reference to their 
partner.  
 

Contrarily, according to the male respondents 
• 48% of the men were unequivocal in the opinion that the cause of violence 

was the need to dominate, with 44% ascribing it to the need to show control. 
• 38% of the men believed that men who resorted to violence had issues with 

their own confidence and had were not completely confident with their own 
competencies and abilities. 

• 24% believed that violence was the outcome when men believed the women 
were taking control of their space. 

• 76% of the respondents indicated jealousy to be a causative factor in 
respect of domestic abuse. 
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39% of women respondents stated that men resorted to acts of domestic abuse 
because the perpetrators were unhappy in the family or marriage relationship.  
41% of the women held the view that this was ‘sometimes’ the cause, and 20% 
were adamant that this was ‘seldom’ or ‘never’ the cause.  Of the male 
respondents, 32% indicated that men beat their partners because they were not 
happy in the marriage/family relationship, 37% believed that this was 
‘sometimes’ the cause, and 31% saw this fact as an unlikely (‘seldom’/’never’) 
cause. 
 
Interestingly, 35% of the women respondents said that men abused their 
intimate partners specifically when provoked by the women.  (40% of the men 
who responded also held this view.)  57% of the women said that the men 
became abusive when their partners were unfaithful.  An unexpected pregnancy 
in the family was, in 43% of the responses, ‘sometimes’ the cause of violence 
and in 20% of the cases, ‘often’/’always’ the cause.  Similar statistics were 
yielded from the male respondents – 55% ascribed partner unfaithfulness as a 
major contributing factor to violence, whilst an unexpected pregnancy in the 
family was ‘sometimes’ (40% of the responses) the cause of violence and, in 
14% of the responses, ‘often’ and ‘always’ the cause. 
 
In response to the question on violence as a substitute for communication, 79% 
of the women respondents denied any real link between the two factors but 
21% believed that it was ‘often’ or ‘always’ the cause.  Men, on the other hand, 
responded – in 20% of the cases – that there was a definite link; 49% said that 
there was ‘sometimes’ a link; 9% were categorical that there was no link; and 
22% had no opinion on the correlation between violence as an alternative to 
communication within the family. 
 
In the study conducted with the sample from the SANDF, the three most 
important factors that caused men to be violent towards their partners were the 
same – though the order differed. 
 

CAUSES 
OF 

VIOLENCE 

MALE 
EMPLOYEES 

FEMALE 
EMPLOYEES 

MILITARY WIVES 

1. When the 
wife/partner was 
unfaithful. 

When men feel 
jealous. 

When the wife/partner 
was unfaithful. 

2. When men get 
drunk. 

When men get 
drunk. 

When men feel jealous. 

3. When men feel 
jealous. 

When the 
wife/partner was 
unfaithful. 

When men get drunk. 

 
The next factors on the list of cause were similar for the female employees and 
military wives, but different for the men. 
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CAUSES 
OF 

VIOLENCE 

MALE 
RESPONDENTS 

FEMALE 
RESPONDENTS 

MILITARY WIVES 

4. When men are 
provoked by their 
wives. 

When men like to 
dominate women. 

When men like to 
dominate women. 

5. When men are 
unhappy in the 
family/marriage. 

When men don’t 
feel confident. 

If men saw their father 
being violent towards 
their mother. 

 
While the majority of the respondents rejected the notion that it was socially 
acceptable for men to hit or physically hurt their wives/partners, it is relevant to 
note that 10% of the female employees, 12% of the military wives, and 14% of 
the men agreed with the statement.  These figures, comprising between 10% 
and 14% of the total sample that replied to the survey, show a scary reality of 
the respondents who shared the belief that it is acceptable for a man to hit or 
physically hurt his partner. 
 
Once again, in the military study, the link between intimate abuse and stress at 
work did not reveal itself as a main contributor to violence.   
 
What is notable about these results, specifically, is the high percentage of 
women who are prepared to ascribe the blame for abuse elsewhere than with 
the perpetrator.  In many instances, women will blame the victim directly for the 
abuse.  Similarly with the male respondents – in many instances, the victims are 
seen as responsible for the abuses and expected to take responsibility for the 
violence.  Also, batterers appear not to share the view of the justice system that 
what they did was wrong, much less criminal.  Many abusers will not admit the 
extent of their assaultative conduct and will often minimise the extent of the 
harm caused or blame it on others.  It is interesting to note that in the SANDF 
study, men indicated that four of the five factors (excluding being drunk) are 
attributable to factors external to the man himself.  (Some may argue that even 
drunkenness may be considered external to him as it implies influence or 
control of action by something else.)  Placing the blame on external factors is a 
patent indicator that the men in the study did not regard themselves as being, 
personally, the cause or reason for any abusive condition.  The ‘external’ 
explanation of family violence may be seen as a mechanism by which to relieve 
men of some of the responsibility of family abuse. 
 
On the other hand, the women were more likely to attribute the cause of family 
violence to the man’s person, as opposed to factors outside of him namely, ‘lack 
of self-confidence’, ‘liking to dominate women’ and ‘exposure to family violence 
during childhood’.  (Perhaps, in this response, one may even add ‘being drunk’ 
to the list of factors located internally.)  
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Many research studies attribute intimate violence to learned behaviour and 
socialisation.  It may be either a situation of the abuser witnessing the 
aggression on his mother or even being the recipient of abuse.  According to 
Krause sons of most violent parents have a rate of wife beating ten times higher 
than that of sons of non-violent parents.  (Krause 1990:273)  Walker confirms 
this view noting that witnessing fathers beat mothers puts a boy at a seven 
hundred times greater risk to use violence in his own home.  (Walker 1991:22)  
Bandura notes that tests demonstrate that people do not even have to be 
personally involved in the violent experience to be influenced by it.  Apparently, 
they learn equally well from hearing or reading about it.  (Bandura 1973:73)  
 
Abusers are not, as a rule, suffering from mental abnormality or defect.  
However, many men who commit acts of violence are often substance abusers.  
In a 1996 study quoted by NICRO, it is indicated that the perpetrator was under 
the influence of alcohol or drugs in approximately 47.8% of the cases that made 
up their sample. 
 
Much research that has been completed also indicates a rather definite 
correlation between financial and workplace stresses and intimate abuse.  This 
was not the case in either of the studies under consideration.  A possible reason 
for this deviation is that whilst work related factors were not irrelevant, they were 
seen as subordinate to personal and family factors.   
 
3. Why do victims remain silent about abuse? 
 
There is no gainsaying the fact that intimate violence is one of the most 
underreported crimes.  This dubious distinction has given rise to a myth that is 
often repeated by the misinformed namely ‘if the abuse were truly as terrible as 
claimed by some victims and researchers, abused women would not remain in 
the violent relationships’.   
 
The third section of the questionnaire looked at the factors which constrained 
victims from revealing their abused status and seeking help.   
 
Likelihood of divorce 
 
Almost half (48%) of the female respondents felt that women ‘often’ do not talk 
about being physically hurt by their abusive partners as this would result in 
divorce action by the abuser.  One-third (35%) of the male respondents 
accepted this view. 
    
5% of the women and 12% of the men said that women kept silent because to 
discuss the abuse would ‘always’ lead to divorce.  If the responses of the two 
categories are collated into a single category of people believing that talking will 
lead to divorce, then there is only a 6% difference between the male and female 
responses.  These findings indicate a fairly strong belief amongst the sample 
population that violence against women is a private affair and once it is allowed 
to enter the public domain, could have serious repercussions for a continued 
domestic relationship.  It must be noted, however, that 12% of the female 
respondents and 8% of the male respondents stated that revealing the 
incident/s of abuse would ‘never’ lead to divorce. 
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Abuser’s feelings may be hurt 
 
45% of female respondents felt that abused women ‘often’ did not talk about the 
abuse for fear of making the abusive partners ‘feel bad’.  35% of the men 
responded that they believed that abused women ‘often’ did not want abusive 
partners to feel bad which is why they did not talk about the abuse.  From these 
findings, one can deduce that not hurting the abusive partner’s feelings is a 
concern for the majority of respondents.  One can relate this finding to the 
Stockholm Syndrome in terms of which the abused over-identifies with the 
abuser and will protect the abuser even though they were suffering hurt at the 
hands of the person.  Slightly fewer than 50% of the sample were not sure 
whether the fact that the partner ‘felt bad’ had any influence on the real reason 
that women remained silent. 
 
Social norms stressing violence in the home as a private matter are also 
obstacles to the victim calling the police.  Also, many women are afraid of the 
constraints that are concomitant with divorce and speak of a desire to ‘provide 
the children with a father’ in the house.  For many black women living in tribal or 
rural clans, leaving a violent relationship may necessitate leaving the area 
entirely and, as a result, moving away from her family, friends, and customs.  
This carries the added hardship of forfeiting all emotional and physical support 
of their extended families and their communities. 
 
Abuser may be dismissed from employment 
 
One-third (39%) of the female respondents felt that women were ‘often’ scared 
that if they talked about the incidents of abuse, it might lead to the abusive 
partner losing his job.  One-quarter (25%) of the male respondents believed that 
the women remain silent for fear that outspokenness might lead to a job loss for 
the partner. 
 
Abuser might cause them greater harm 
 
Most interestingly, only 15 % of the female respondents indicated that women 
did not talk about the abuse because they are ‘always’ afraid of being hurt even 
more; whilst 50% said that women were ‘often’ afraid of further injury.  
Contrarily, 31% of the male respondents indicated a belief that women kept the 
violence private because they are ‘always’ afraid of being hurt even more and 
43% recognised this as ‘often’ the reason. 
 
The three most important reasons for women not speaking out when they are 
abused, according to the SANDF respondents, each related directly to the 
impact that such publicity would have on the marital relationship and indirectly 
to the wife/partner, herself.  They were, in order of response: 
 
1. Fear of being hurt even more. 
2. Fear of getting divorced. 
3. Avoidance of making the partner feel bad. 
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Fear of the abuser’s reaction to her leaving often keeps the battered woman a 
prisoner in the home.  Mahoney describes this as ‘separation abuse’.  The 
battered woman may reasonably fear that should she attempt to withdraw from 
the relationship, the batterer will take revenge upon her or the children or even 
her family.  (Mahoney 1991:1)  Research by Walker, Thyfault and Browne led 
them to the view that during the experiences of battering, many women do 
make efforts to leave the abusive situation.  ‘Some actually had gotten away but 
their husbands traced them and followed them, even to another state.  …  
Some of the women … had been separated or divorced for up to two years … 
and yet still experienced life-threatening harassment and abuse.’  (Walker, 
Thyfault and Browne 1982:12)  As Truss writes, ‘The combination of extreme 
dependence and violent control make the abuser a dangerous man to live with, 
but an even more dangerous man to leave.’  (Roy 1977:195)  
 
From specific interviews with the group of military wives, the following factors 
were strongly highlighted as being reasons for women maintaining the silence. 
• Women experience embarrassment about the abuse. 
• Women feel ashamed. 
• Women blame themselves for the abuse. 
• Women are afraid of what others will think of them. 
• Women fear further violence. 
• Women stay for the sake of the children. 
• Women need the financial support. 
• Women believe that, absent specific proof, no-one will believe them. 
• Women enjoy being beaten.  
 
These responses all suggest that women regard themselves and are seen as 
being heavily invested in maintaining the stability of their relationship, even in 
the presence of abuse and violence.  It is always easier to pretend that the 
traditional norms remain intact and that the home and family are characterised 
by protection and love.  Many women subscribe to the belief that if that is what 
is expected, then that must be what is correct.  To indicate that something 
different is happening in her home is a direct indictment on the woman herself.  
She experiences guilt or embarrassment at the thought of admitting that she is 
being beaten because she believes that others will attribute her husband’s 
behaviour to some fault on her part.  Other women are humiliated to admit the 
abuse because they believe that it is their own doings that resulted in the 
abuse.  Another indicator for silence is shame – that anyone could consider her 
so bad that they would have to beat her.  
 
Most interestingly, however, Andrew Klein, a former Chief Probation Officer in 
Massachusetts, who conducted extensive research of convicted batterers, 
found that it is extremely difficult to identify a batterer without living with him and 
being part of his private home.  He concluded that batterers have a distinctly 
separate public and private persona.  Most abusers will present a very different 
image in public, appearing to be compassionate and caring, whilst their private 
posture is distinctly contrary.  (Wallace and Seymour 1999:8-9)  Bowker 
concurs with this finding.  Based on his research he concluded that even when 
drunk, these men are careful to avoid demonstrations of their abuse.  (Bowker 
1983:45)  Walker indicates that batterers, described as having Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde personalities, often show their violent side only to their partners, thereby 
reinforcing the victim’s opinion that no one would believe that he could do such 
things.  (Walker 1984:23)    
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The last response is, however, the most perturbing of all and indicates, without 
more, the complete lack of understanding that surrounds the issues of domestic 
abuse and intimate violence.  
 
4. Perceptions of social reaction to intimate abuse 
 
71% of the women stated that the victim’s family would ‘never’ or ‘seldom’ reject 
her and 63% of the male respondents took this stance.  53% of the female 
respondents believed that the woman’s family would ‘never’/‘seldom’ ignore her 
and 32% of the men.  However, the more revealing figures were in respect of 
the categories ‘sometimes’, ‘often’ and ‘always’. 
 

 FEMALE 
RESPONDENTS 

MALE 
RESPONDENTS 

The family will reject 
the victim: 

  

• Sometimes 22% 33% 
• Often 7% 6% 
• Always 1% 2% 
The family will 
ignore the victim: 

  

• Sometimes 25% 26% 
• Often 18% 13% 
• Always 25% 36% 

 
Just fewer than 50% of the sample believed that family members will provide no 
or little support to victims. 
 
34% of the women respondents acknowledged that the victim’s friends would 
‘often’ (22%)/‘always’ (12%) help deal with the abusive home environment; 
whilst 36% of the men held this view – 28% indicating ‘often’ and 8% indicating 
‘always’.  46% and 45% of the female and male respondents respectively felt 
that assistance would only ‘sometimes’ be received.  The remainder of the 
sample stated a more negative view that friends would ‘never’ interfere to 
provide assistance.  
  
79% of the women respondents were of the opinion that victims will tend to 
defend their abusive partners and 59% of the men agreed.  More specifically, a 
third of the female respondents felt that women might defend the abuser; whilst 
three-quarters of the male respondents felt that women will ‘often’ defend him.  
On a 13%:7% ratio, the women and men respondents indicated that victims will 
‘never’ defend an abusive partner and on an 8%:26% ratio, the female and male 
respondents believed that she would ‘seldom’ defend him. 
 
An astonishing 59% of the women (and 42% of the men) who responded 
believed that if the incidents of domestic violence were revealed, the victim 
would lose her job.   
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According to the respondents from the SANDF study: 
 

COMMENT AFFIRMATIVE 
FINDINGS 

The woman’s family will reject her once 
advised of her abused status 

7% - 11% 

The woman’s family will ignore her 
even after being advised of her abused 
status  

12% - 17% 

The woman will lose her job if the 
employer learns of her abused status 

9% - 13% 

 
Contrarily, 19% - 28% of the respondents indicated a view that the woman’s 
friends would not assist or help her deal with her circumstances of abuse, 
suggesting a support for the view that intimate abuse is a private/family matter.  
Women respondents (both employees and wives) who reported currently being 
in an abusive relationship (as opposed to those who were not) also report 
anticipating more negative responses from the community (family, friends, and 
at work) should the woman disclose the abuse to the community.  However, the 
lack of involvement must not be confused with a rejection or lack of interest.  
During the interviews, it became apparent that the general feeling was that 
abused women would not be rejected – they would just not receive active 
support.   
 
5. Specific comments derived from the male population  
 
Only 3% of the respondents agreed with the view that men were better than 
women (with 1% actually ‘strongly agreeing’ with the statement).  7% of the 
respondents remained uncertain.  90% of the respondents disagreed.  Of this 
figure, 40% ‘strongly disagreed’. 
 
86% of the total sample indicated that they would have no issue with a female 
boss/line manager. 
 
4% of the replies agreed with the statement that being a man required that they 
be in power over their partner.  92% disagreed with this statement. 
 
7% of the respondents agreed with the view that men should be in control whilst 
9% were uncertain.  14% of the men agreed with the view that real men were 
those in control of the things around them, with a further 2% ‘strongly agreeing’.   
76% disagreed with this view. 
 
24% of the responses agreed (with 4% ‘strongly agreeing’) with the idea that it 
was natural for men to have control over others.  10% were uncertain. 
 
2% of the respondents accepted the view that violence was the way to deal with 
conflict and 1% was uncertain.  The remainder of the male sample disagreed 
with this notion with 68% ‘strongly disagreeing’. 
 
13% of the respondents agreed that a man must do whatever he needs to do to 
ensure that his wife behaves in an appropriate manner.  76% of the men did not 
agree with the statement and 11% were uncertain. 
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Similarly, 13% of the men replied that a man’s conduct in his home should not 
be open to public scrutiny.  18% were uncertain of whether all conduct could be 
said to be ‘no-one else’s business’.  
 
Interestingly, only 77% of the male respondents were of the view that they were 
‘sensitive’.  12% denied the trait of sensitivity and 11% were uncertain.  
Synchronously, 78% believed that it would be easy for them to inform another 
that he cared about them and 16% were uncertain about their ability to make 
such an open commitment.  
 
Abusers are often described as having poor communications skills and are 
incapable of expressing emotions other than anger or jealousy.  In an attempt to 
compensate for this deficiency, the abuser reinforces his control through 
violence.  After the abusive episode many abusers will express remorse, 
blaming the partner for ‘provoking them to violence’.  This serves to reinforces 
the feeling of self-blame that many victims of abuse harbour as well as 
entrenching the belief that the violence is an expression of the partner’s ‘love’ 
for her.  
 
A somewhat different perspective of the male perception was revealed in the 
answers provided by the male respondents in the SANDF study: 
• 24.7% of the men believe that men are better than women. 
• 36.8% of the men believe that men should be in charge of women. 
• 27.1% of men would hate to have a female boss. 
• 41.1% of the men believe that the wives should do what their husbands tell 

them to do. 
• 46.5% of the men believe that it is natural for men to have control over 

others. 
• 54.4% of the men believe that men are naturally more violent than women. 
• 41.1% of the men believe that what men do in their own homes is no-one 

else’s business.   
• 39.8% of the men believe that a man must do whatever he needs to do to 

ensure that his wife behaves properly.  (SANDF Report 2000:42-3) 
 
Further, men who report currently being abusive or violent towards their 
partners (as opposed to those who report being neither abusive nor violent 
currently) also report: 
• believing that the role of the military in responding to incidents of family 

violence should be less; 
• believing that less needs to be done to prevent family violence; 
• defining fewer of the abusive behaviours as abusive; and 
•  subscribing to a more patriarchal belief system.  (SANDF Report 2000:97) 
 
These findings merely serve to further highlight the large numbers of men who 
appear to continue to support overtly patriarchal and sexist positions.  The 
responses once again confirm the theoretical link between patriarchy and 
violence in men, as well as the view that family abuse is a private matter.  This 
suggests a complete denial of the extent and endemic nature of intimate abuse 
or perhaps a ‘normalisation’ of family violence (i.e. no longer defining it as 
abusive).  In the latter case the severity if the abusive behaviour is minimised.  
This, concomitantly, relieves the abusive man of the burden of perceiving 
himself as abusive.  
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Research indicates that many abusers are, fundamentally, extremely traditional 
in their way of thinking.  Thus, where the male partner in a couple believes that 
his social image as the head of the home is being threatened or compromised 
by his partner’s behaviour, he may resort to violence. 
 
Other interesting statistics are as described in the notes below.2 
 

Conclusion 
 
There is no gainsaying the reality that South Africa has some of the best 
enabling legislation to protect victims of domestic violence.  Despite this fact, 
however, the legal changes with respect to domestic violence law reform has 
had limited effect.  Social and moral traditions – public and private – still appear 
to keep women trapped in violent relationships.  To be properly effective, law 
reform must be accompanied by more fundamental changes in attitudes, values 
and behaviours. 
 
Some would argue that, in fact, the legal system has played a pivotal role in 
maintaining the status quo and has been no ally to victims of intimate abuse.  
This impression has, in part, resulted from the extent of the discretion that 
criminal justice professionals enjoy, from issues of arrest, to court assistance, to 
sentencing.  (Jagwanth 1994:360)  Many courts and law enforcement agencies 
still perpetuate men’s norms, men’s values, men’s experiences and culture and 
are, concomitantly, disqualifying of the abused woman’s experience. 
 
Under the Domestic Violence Act, 1994 arrest of an abuser was mandatory in 
cases of domestic violence.  The Prevention of Family Violence Act, 1998 
provides the police officer with a discretionary power to effect arrest based on a 
reasonable belief of ‘imminent danger’ to the victim.  It has been argued that the 
discretion is a further victimisation of the woman in that the police have not 
been adequately trained to understand the social and psychological ethos of 
intimate violence and to effectively enforce the discretionary power: 
Consequently, individual mores characterise the application.  When no arrest is 
made, it often reinforces the belief that the conduct was not to be taken 
seriously.   
 
However, it must be noted that a mandatory arrest policy is also not always  
an advantage because it leaves women with an even more difficult choice to 
make – to seek to protect themselves from their partner’s violence or to seek to 
protect their partner from imprisonment.  (Jagwanth 1994:363)  Sherman 
argues against presumptive arrest on the grounds that it can also increase the 
likelihood of re-offending by some men.  As he notes, ‘Why should simply 
arresting a man for a few hours fundamentally alter practices that have long 
established histories.  Arguably these men who were arrested learned that 
nothing much happened; it was to them a further example of society condoning 
their violence against women.  (Jagwanth 1994:366) 
 

                                                           
2 99% of the replies denied that it was only a man’s role to make sexual advances with the remaining 1% being 
uncertain.  4% of the respondents indicated that the caregiver’s role in the family was a function of the woman.  90% of 
the men said that they assisted their partners with housework.  6% of the respondents believed that asking for help was 
a sign of weakness.  However, 40% strongly disagreed and 50% disagreed.  10% of the replies indicated a view that 
real men don’t cry and 8% were uncertain.   
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There is also evidence that arrest often serves as a catalyst for further violence, 
with the abuser justifying his conduct by blaming it on the partner – and 
perpetuating the myth that she was provocative and deserved the abuse.    
 
Ultimately, however, it must be understood that the problems of domestic 
violence cannot be solved simply by reforms in policing and law.  Social 
services, media and education all play an integral role.  Additionally, social 
fabric values, communal spirituality, and individual mores must be revisited and 
interrogated.  The challenge has been put by Morris, who writes, ‘Changing the 
law, the legal system and traditional attitudes, norms and values is not 
impossible.  It is just not easy.’  (Jagwanth 1994:372)  The question is: Are we 
up to accepting the challenge? 
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