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MODULE 2 VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
SESSION 2: Social and Cultural Influences
SESSION FOCUS
This session will be on the different ways society operates to perpetuate
the stereotypes of men and women. Some of the myths and commonly
held beliefs of the causes of violence against women, especially in an
intimate relationship, are discussed and dispelled. Attention is paid to
some general statistics on violence against women
SESSION LEARNING OUTCOMES
Participants will gain a better understanding of the dynamics of abuse by
examining the Power and Control wheel; an appreciation of the financial
cost of these forms of violence to society as a whole, as well as having
fact-based responses to counter the myths that circulate about the issue.
“Men are taught to apologize for their weakness, women for their
strengths.” – Lois Wyse

A. Woman Abuse Is:
I.
Socially Constructed
II.
Individually Willed
III.
Culturally Organized
B. What Are We Talking About?
C. What Does Society View As a Crime?
D. Myths And Truths About Woman Abuse
E. Violence Against Women – At What Cost?
F. Canadian Statistics On Violence Against Women
G. The Power And Control Wheel
Activities

“Sexual, racial, gender violence and other forms of discrimination and
violence in a culture cannot be eliminated without changing culture.”
– Charlotte Bunch

A.






”WOMAN ABUSE” IS:
Socially constructed
Individually willed
Culturally organized

We are living at a time when access to information and opportunity to
observe and be influenced by others has never been so great.
What does this mean to
you?

Take a few minutes to think about a situation you were in
that you:

Didn’t feel good about.

Felt was not healthy.

Did something that you knew wasn’t a good thing to
do.

Woman Abuse is socially constructed, by which we mean that:
We live in societies where social
attitudes, norms and practices all
tolerate, if not perpetuate, the idea that
within an intimate relationship, men can
be violent and abusive to their intimate
partners.

: 


What kept you in the situation?
How did you finally get out of the situation?

Put your thoughts into a short paragraph that you can
choose to share with others. The answers to these
questions help us understand why women stay in abusive
relationships.

Woman abuse is individually willed, by which we mean that:
 Not all men are abusive in their intimate relationships; in fact, the vast
majority of men are not abusive. Each individual makes his own
decisions and has the choice to be abusive or not.

B. WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT?
This video contains swearing and disturbing visuals but it helps us
understand that men who abuse their partners are making conscious
choices. Facilitator, please play this:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7eho0jiDV44

How would you define woman
abuse?
A definition of woman abuse was developed by a joint committee of
community and government workers active in violence against women
work. This committee was formed after a major inquest into the death of
Arlene May.

Woman abuse is culturally organized, by which we mean that:



Different cultures, communities and religions
have their own strong traditions that play a
role in how women and men’s lives are
shaped. The way gendered differences and
inequalities are played out and acted upon is
shaped to a large extent by the culture. This
means that woman abuse can look different
in different communities based on the
cultural norms. Sadly, in almost every culture
and religion around the world, we know that woman abuse exists.
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Arlene May, a mother who lived in Orangeville, Ontario, was murdered in
March 1996 by her former boyfriend, Randy Ile, who then killed himself.
The Office of the Chief Coroner, under the Minister of Community Safety
& Correctional Services, is a provincial office that investigates deaths that
are thought to be preventable, in the hope of identifying
recommendations that could prevent similar kinds of deaths in the future.
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A Coroner’s inquest into the murder of Arlene May was carried out and over
200 recommendations were made to better protect the safety of women.
You can find the jury’s verdict and recommendations here:
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquestrecommendations.pdf

Intimate relationships include those between the opposite-sex and samesex partners. These relationships vary in duration and legal formality,
include current and former, dating, common-law, and married couples.
(“Working towards a Seamless Community and Justice Response to
Domestic Violence: A Five-Year Plan for Ontario” – Joint Committee on
Domestic Violence, August 1999. pg. 42)

The Joint Committee on Domestic Violence was created after the Inquest to
develop a plan to ensure that the 200 plus recommendations that came out
of the 9 month Coroner’s Inquest would actually be implemented. Sadly, the
majority of the recommendations have still not been fully implemented.

C.

WHAT DOES SOCIETY VIEW AS CRIME?

In Canada, most of these forms of abuse are not considered criminal
offences. Under the Criminal Code, R.S.C. 1985, offences include, but are
not limited to (under Part VIII) murder (Section 235), uttering threatening
threats (Section 264), assault with a weapon or causing bodily harm
(Section 267), aggravated sexual assault (Section 273), forcible
confinement (Section 279), criminal harassment – stalking (Section 264)
and under Part XI, property-related offences.
(http://www.canlii.org/en/ca/laws/stat/rsc-1985-c-c-46/latest/rsc-1985-cc-46.html#sec264_smooth)

Below is the ‘Recommended Common Definition’ of the Joint committee on
Domestic Violence, from their report – “Working towards a Seamless
Community and Justice Response to Domestic Violence: A Five-Year Plan for
Ontario"-Joint Committee on Domestic Violence, August 1999. (pg. 42)

Domestic violence is any use of physical or sexual force, actual
or threatened, in an intimate relationship. Although both
women and men can be victims of domestic violence, the
overwhelming majority of this violence/abuse involves men
abusing women.

In certain jurisdictions, psychological abuse is considered a criminal
offence. France is a good example of where this is being implemented. See
article:
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/30/world/europe/30france.html?_r=0
D. MYTHS AND TRUTHS ABOUT WOMAN ABUSE:

These behaviours/crimes are often committed in a context where there is a
pattern of assaultive and controlling behaviour. As we saw in the VAW
Schematic in the last session on Patriarchy, this violence may include
physical and sexual assault, emotional, psychological, financial abuse and
Criminal Harassment. It can include threats to harm children, other family
members, pets and property. The violence is used to intimidate, to humiliate
or frighten victims or to make them powerless. Domestic violence may
include a single act of abuse; it may also include a number of acts that may
appear minor or trivial when viewed in isolation, but collectively form a
pattern that amounts to abuse.

Myth 1: Woman abuse is a new social problem.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: Woman abuse is not new. It has been condoned throughout
history. For example, the widely used term "rule of thumb" is
thought to come from a 1767 English common law that permitted a
husband to "chastise his wife with a whip or rattan no wider than
his thumb." (1)
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Myth 2: Woman abuse occurs more often among certain groups of
people.

Myth 4: Alcohol causes men to assault their partners.
NOT TRUE.

NOT TRUE.

Fact: Research shows that the use of alcohol tends to be
associated more with violence in cultures where alcohol is
used as 'an excuse' for socially unacceptable behaviour. (2)

Fact: Woman abuse occurs in every ethnic, racial, economic,
religious and age group. The reality is that those who are more
affluent can often hide the abuse more effectively because they
have the money and resources to cover up their situation and
they do not need to use public services such as abused women
shelters, legal clinics and other community and social services.

Many abusers claim that they are "unconscious" when they
are drunk or high, and that they have no control over their
actions. However, a truly "unconscious" person would not
be able to perform behaviour that they have not performed
in the past, and they will not be able to enact new or
unlearned behaviour unless they are conscious of their
actions. (3)

Myth 3: Women remain in abusive relationships because they want to
stay.
NOT TRUE.

In Canada this issue has been taken to the Supreme Court
where the excuse “I was drunk” has been proven to be
unacceptable.

Why do women stay in abusive relationships?

Fact: A woman may feel she cannot leave an abusive relationship
for many reasons. For example:
 She hopes the relationship will get better.
 She doesn't want to break up the family.
 Her partner's abuse isolates her from friends and family.
 She is afraid her family and community will blame her
for the abuse or encourage her to stay.
 She feels ashamed and blames herself for the abuse.
 She fears for her own and her children's safety.
 She depends upon her partner's income.
 She has lost her self-esteem because of her partner's
abuse.
 She has nowhere else to go.
 Her partner has threatened to harm her if she leaves.

Myth 5: Men who assault their partners are mentally ill.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: The psychological characteristics of abusers are
extremely diverse, so no single pathology can be linked to
this behaviour. (4)
Research shows that no personality traits or clinical factors
set abusive men apart from the general population. (5)
Most men who assault their partners are not violent outside
the home. They do not hit their bosses or colleagues.
When abusive men hit their partners, they often aim the
blows at parts of the body where bruises don't show.
If abusive men were truly mentally ill, they could not
selectively limit and control their violence.
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Myth 6: Men are abused by their partners as often as women are.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: Research in Scotland has found that wife assault
constitutes the largest proportion of family violence, almost
76%, as opposed to 1.1% for husband assault. (8)
Furthermore, more than 93% of charges related to spousal
assault in Ontario, Canada are laid against men. (9)
Most charges laid against women are counter-charges laid
by an assaultive partner or stem from acts of self-defence.
Over 90% of those killed by a current or former intimate
partner are women

Myth 9: Women often provoke assaults and deserve what they get.
NOT TRUE.
 Fact: Violence is a tool men use to control and overpower women.
Men believe that they are entitled to abuse their wives and
girlfriends - because they believe it is their right.
 Abusive men know their wives or girlfriends are frightened of them
and use violence as a method of control.
 When a man is inclined to be violent, there is no behaviour or
response a woman can use to prevent or stop his abuse. She can
yell at him, she can hit back, she can run away or even withdraw,
and he will still be violent. (7)

Myth 7: Most sexual assault happens between people who don't know
each other.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: Between 70-85% of women who are sexually
assaulted are assaulted by men they know. (10) Six out of
ten sexual assaults take place in a private home, and four
out of ten take place in a woman's home.

Some men expect their partners to know what they want without telling
them. These men then blame their partner when she doesn't do what he
expects her to. In this way, men create 'provocation' in their own minds
through their own expectations.
For example, assaulted women report that their husbands or boyfriends
abused them because:
 "I fried his eggs the wrong way."
 "I didn't turn down the radio enough."

"I went out with friends without asking his permission."
Men then attempt to justify the abuse of their wives by saying that "she
deserved it."

Myth 8: Pregnant women are free from the violent attacks of the men
they live with.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: Of the one-quarter of all women in Canada who have
experienced violence at the hands of a current or past
marital partner, 21% were assaulted during pregnancy. (11)
40% of these women reported that the abuse began during
pregnancy. (12)
Some reasons why men abuse during pregnancy include:
 Added financial stress.
 The foetus becomes the centre of attention, triggering the men's
jealousy and fears of abandonment, which they deal with through
violence.
 Abusive men may view the foetus as an intruder and the pregnancy
as something out of their control, which they then try to exert
control over.
Module 2 Session 2: Social and Cultural Influences WomenatthecentrE © 2014
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A man who abuses often claims his partner provoked the
assault as a way of avoiding taking responsibility for his own
behaviour and his need to control his partner. No woman, no
child, no person, ever deserves to be beaten or emotionally
or psychologically abused.



The real cause of wife assault is the abuser’s desire for power
and control over his partner. Abusive men often use alcohol
as an excuse to avoid taking responsibility for abusive
behaviour.

Hard costs incurred by the victim of violence often includes replacing
damaged or destroyed property, legal cost of separation and divorce,
moving expenses, special phone features and lost wages. Soft costs may
include loss in productivity, lost education, mental health issues, suicidal
ideations and attempts, pain and suffering, and at the extreme end – the
loss of life and human potential.

Myth 10: Children who grow up in violent homes become violent when
they are adults.
NOT TRUE.
Fact: Children who have seen family violence can become
abusers themselves because violence is the behavioural
model they grew up with. But, children are also very
open to learning and realize that violence is not the way
to feel good about themselves.
For example, in a shelter for battered women, 1 of 4
children believed that it was okay for a man to hit a
woman if the house is messy. After group counselling,
none of the children believed this anymore. (13)
E.

Hard costs to society, paid for through taxation, include costs of her
physician visits, emergency department visits, counselling and support
services including shelters and transition homes, police and criminal justice
enforcement, criminal prosecutions, upkeep and maintenance of jails
when the abuser is arrested, charged, prosecuted and convicted.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN – AT WHAT COST?

Third-party costs, including losses to employers, loss of affection and
enjoyment to family members, costs to other persons threatened or
harmed, tardiness, distraction, losses in productivity, missed school days
for children, crisis lines, lost future income, support centres, delinquent
acts against property, victim services and various government
expenditures.

Violence against women results not only in pain and suffering to the woman,
her children, if she has any, her family and friends, but also carries with it
additional costs that we can define as ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ costs. Hard costs can
be measured in dollars and cents, while the soft costs are harder to quantify.
In 2009, the total economic impact of spousal violence in Canada in 2009
was estimated at $7.4 billion, amounting to $220 per Canadian. See:

There are also costs to the justice system including the police, court,
prosecution, legal aid, corrections, incarceration, conditional sentences,
probation and fines.

http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/pi/rs/rep-rap/2012/rr12_7/rr12_7.pdf
See also:
http://www.canadianwomen.org/sites/canadianwomen.org/files/PDF-domestic-violence-alberta.pdf

(http://www.canada.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/cj-jp/fv-vf/rr12_7/index.html)

In 2011 the costs associated with domestic violence and intimate partner
violence in Canada was $6.9 billion: (Varcoe et al. 2011). In the United
States, the costs are estimated as being as high as high as $8.3 Billion
annually. For more research in other countries on the costs associated, see:
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/conventionviolence/Background%20info/Overview%20of%20studies%20on%20the%20
costs%20of%20violence%20against%20women%20and%20domestic%20viol
ence_INTERNET%20VERSION.pdf
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What is your reaction to these myths?



Are they easy to respond to?



Are there additional complexities? For example,
some women speak about the role that alcohol
plays in their experience with abuse.

F.

CANADIAN STATISTICS ON VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN


Most men are not abusive to their families. However, when
family violence does occur, the victims are overwhelmingly
women. (Canadian Women’s Foundation)



The estimated annual cost for medical treatment for all forms of
violence against women range from $408 million to $1.5 billion.
(Greaves, 1995; Day, 1995)



3 to 5 children in every Canadian classroom have witnessed their
mother being abused. (National Clearinghouse on Family
Violence)



25% of women and 7.6% of men have been raped or physically
assaulted by a current or former partner. (American Bar
Association)



Spousal violence makes up the single largest category of
convictions involving violent crimes.



83% of all police reported domestic assaults are against women
and this pattern is consistent across all provinces and territories.



Over 90% of offenders in non-specialized adult courts from 1998
to 2002 were male. (Statistics Canada, 2006)



36% of female victims of spousal violence and less than 10% of
victims of sexual assault reported these crimes to the police in
2004. (Statistics Canada, 2006)
See also
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-224-x/85-224-x2010000eng.pdf



Men are far more likely to initiate violence, while women are
more likely to use violence in self-defence. (Canadian Women’s
Foundation)

Statistics can be hard to take in; however, the stats about woman abuse
are truly startling and powerful.

As you read these stats- think about how the inequity
between genders plays into and perpetuates violence
against women






In Canada 60% of victims of sexual assaults reported to the police
are less than 17 years of age. Over 50% of girls younger than 16
years of age have reported unwanted sexual attention with 24%
experiencing sexual assault and 17% incest.
(http://www.torontopolice.on.ca/sexcrimes/sas/statistics.php)
83% of women with disabilities will be sexually assaulted at some
point in their lives.
(http://www.metrac.org/resources/downloads/sexual.assault.sta
titics.sheet.pdf)
In Aboriginal communities, 75% of sexual assault survivors are
under 18 years old. Of those, 50% are under 14 years old, and
almost
25%
are
less
than
7
years
of
age.
(http://www.metrac.org/resources/downloads/sexual.assault.sta
titics.sheet.pdf)



Due to racist stereotypes, women of colour are more vulnerable
to sexual assault. They also have less access to justice due to
these stereotypes.
http://www.metrac.org/resources/downloads/sexual.assault.stati
tics.sheet.pdf)



51% of Canadian women have experienced at least one incident
of physical or sexual violence since the age of 16. (Statistics
Canada, 1993)
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1/4 of all women who have been abused feared for their lives

For example, if a woman fears that disclosing the abuse she’s been
experiencing might mean the involvement of the Children’s Aid Society,
then she will be extremely hesitant to speak openly about it. We know
that many women experiencing abuse are too afraid, embarrassed or
uncomfortable to be able to talk openly about the reality of their situation.
Many women live in a culture of fear and
violence. Can the same be said for men? Have
you heard others say that violence against men
is just as prevalent as violence against women?



58,486 women and 36,840 children sought refuge in one of the
473 shelters across Canada from April 1, 2003 to March 31, 2004.
http://dev.cdnwomen.org/en/section05/3_5_1_1violence_facts.html



Every minute of every day a Canadian woman or child is being
sexually assaulted. (Ontario Women’s Directorate, 1989) See
also: http://criaw-icref.ca/ViolenceagainstWomenandGirls#_edn9



In Ontario, 30 women are killed each year by intimate partners.
(Domestic
Violence
Death
Review
Committee
http://news.ontario.ca/mcscs/en/2011/10/domestic-violencedeath-review-committee-annual-report-released.html)

While we know that men can also be victims of abuse by women, we know
that the overwhelming majority of abuse is perpetrated by men against
women. Research helps us better understand the complexity of the issue
of violence against women, and shows consistently how women
experience more severe and life-threatening abuse and violence than
men.
 Men and women have very different understandings of abuse:
men see abuse as physical whereas women identify many
different kinds of abusive behaviours including emotional,
financial, sexual, spiritual, social, psychological and physical.

Although the statistics are staggering, there is reason to believe that they
are not an accurate reflection of the true state of intimate partner abuse.
To get accurate statistics we must rely on women reporting the abuse and
we know that few do. We must also look at who is asking the question and
when it is being asked. Finally, we need to ask what is at stake, or what
the women feels may be at stake, when she is asked to disclose. So as bad
as they are, these statistics may represent a significant under-reporting of
the actual magnitude of the problem.
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This experience demonstrates the gendered nature of violence in
intimate relationships.
“Gendered nature” refers to the
differences between the experiences of women and men.



Women are five times more likely to fear for their lives as a result
of spousal violence. The violence or threat of violence was so
severe that 38% of women feared for their lives compared with
7% of men.



Women are more likely than men to be victims of the most
severe forms of violence.



Women are three times more likely than men to be physically
injured by spousal violence and five times more likely to require
medical attention.



In looking at physical abuse, it’s important to understand the role
that fear and intimidation play as well as the intent and impact of
the abusive behaviour.



Women experience more severe abuse; are more frequently
assaulted; suffer more emotional consequences and greater
physical injury; and are more afraid than their partner.



Men may be hit but most are not intimidated and do not fear for
their lives. The abuse women experience is generally ongoing
intimidation and abuse from a spouse/partner or exspouse/partner where they fear for their physical and emotional
safety.

http://www.standupguys.org/power-and-controlequality-wheels/

For recent research – Measuring violence against women: Statistical
trends, see:
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/article/11766-eng.pdf

G. THE POWER AND CONTROL WHEEL
In 1984, staff at the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project (DAIP) in Duluth,
Minnesota developed the Power and Control Wheel from the shared
experiences of women in abusive intimate relationships.
The wheel is available in over 40 languages. It’s a visual way of explaining
abuse to victims of abuse, offenders, the justice system and the general
public. An equity wheel explaining the way a healthy relationship
functions was designed as an alternative to the power and control wheel.

Watch Ellen Pence speak more about the history of the development of
the Power and Control Wheel, Facilitator, please play this:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r9dZOgr78eE
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Abuse within a same-sex relationship shares similarities to heterosexual
intimate partner abuse, but same-sex relationships have added pressures
from society.
Special resources are available at web sites like
www.nwnetwork.org. Look under Advocacy Tools for the wheel. The
Northwest Network was established to end abuse in lesbian, gay, bisexual
and trans communities. (See below)

ACTIVITIES
Activity 1: GROUP DISCUSSION
Women’s rights are human rights. How does society change the sense of
entitlement that many men have into a sense of equality between women
and men within intimate relationships, family, school and workplace
settings?
Activity 2: VIDEO
Watch this news interview with an advocate who is working to identify
and dispel some myths. Facilitator, please play this:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u1gZ26zSNN8
Are there other myths around intimate partner abuse that need to be
dispelled?

The Power & Control Wheel
– LGBT

Activity 3: ARTICLE
Find an article that interests you and share your thoughts with the group
Activity 4: JOURNAL ENTRY
Consider the following questions while writing this week’s journal entry:
 Did you see your situation reflected in the myths and statistics
quoted throughout this session?
 Which myths or statistics were relevant to your situation?
 How does that make you feel?
 What is one thing that you can do to help put an end to these
misconceptions?
 How could you help improve gender equity in your community?

The Equality Wheel

Song of the Week: Listen to this moving song by Tracy Chapman - ‘Behind
the Wall.’ Facilitator, please play this:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1iUoqTaowaI
Congratulations! Well Done! You are amazing! Thank you for caring and
sharing! Treat yourself for a week well done!
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