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Violence in the home is probably the most horrific sort of violence. We laugh
about it. We talk about the horrors of war but not hitting in your own private
home . . . I wouldn't feel safe if our country was attacked by another one
but I think I would feel safer than if you feel threatened that you will be hit
or be killed by someone you live with and share your life with. [Marguerite,
migrated from France with her Spanish husband]

Many who marry undoubtedly cherish hopes for the future. For
some, these images may be based on novels, television or other
fictional portrayals of married life, and not be derived from a realistic
framework. Whether oriented in realism or fantasy, it is certainly
doubtful that any woman’s dream of marriage or intimacy includes
being kicked, shoved, slapped or punched by her partner. She also
doesn’t imagine being raped by him. Nor does that dream involve her
being called a hopeless slut and other terms and language that we would
define as verbal abuse. She doesn’t picture herself being held a virtual
prisoner controlled by financial or economic violence.

Refugees who are fleeing from persecution also have hopes for a
new life in Australia; an existence without the violence, repression or
lack of liberties that have propelled them to a new land. There are others
who migrate ‘down under’ because of the desire for something better,
a need to start over somewhere else, or by a multitude of push and pull
factors that culminate in a global human maelstrom of movement. The
migrant or refugee woman’s dream of life in Australia does not, one
thinks, involve the violence, suppression, and lack of liberties and
human rights that she will experience if she is subjected to violence in
the home.

The violation of her rights may be replicated in her experiences with
government agencies and service providers or by her failure to access
assistance. Successful support and policies dealing with immigrant
survivors of marital violence need to be constructed upon an empirical
foundation. Given the covert nature of violence against women, and
quite possibly even greater secrecy within migrant communities,' how
do we gather such knowledge? Shattered Dreams? the book from
which the following article is drawn, represents part of the answer. Its
principal objectives are to enable more understanding about ‘domestic’
violence in general and to highlight the unique experiences of the
overseas-born.

How was the study done?

e Over 800 victim surveys were completed by legal aid staff for
domestic violence clients throughout Australia and by refuge resi-
dents in the ACT, NSW, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria.

e Three other surveys gathered the views of nearly 400 legal aid
practitioners and ethnic welfare agency staff in all States and
Territories and refuge workers in the ACT, NSW, Queensland,
South Australia and Victoria.
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Information on a total of 3061 ‘domestic’ calls was col-
lected from police in all States except for Western Austra-
lia and Queensland.

21 survivors provided life histories through in-depth in-
terviews.

With unknowns excluded, over four-fifths of the callers
to police were Australian-born while one quarter of the
victims in the legal aid sample had been born overseas. A
higher proportion of refuge residents were migrants (58.7%),
which may reflect, at least in part, which refuges chose to
participate in the research. Nevertheless it would appear that
more immigrant women go to legal aid or to refuges than to
the police. And, their fairly high representation at those
agencies should be interpreted in light of the lack of knowl-
edge about legal and refuge services among many migrants.
Those women who have accessed help may therefore repre-
sent only the tip of the iceberg.

Living in violence — immigrant and
Australian-born

The dynamics in violent marriages, gleaned from Survivors
and workers, is the same, whether the women are Australian-
born or overseas-born. The most pervasive image is that of
isolation. Even if the women understand English and the
legal and social service systems, they still become emotion-
ally cut off from friends and family while some are secluded
in their homes. Safia migrated from Turkey as a child; her
marriage was arranged with another Turkish immigrant. Her
description of going to a shop after she moved away from her
husband, provides a dramatic insight into how total the
captivity may be.
... I went to a milk bar and bought a packet of bread and I gave
them one dollar. The shopkeeper kept on staring at me. He didn't
put the money in the money thing and he kept looking at me. He
said to me, ‘Where is the rest of the money?’ | said, ‘How much
is the bread?’ He said, ‘Where have you been, lady? It'sa $1.75.°
I was so embarrassed. | left the packet of bread. I said to him I'd
be back in a minute. I went home and got another dollar and
came back and paid the man the money.

Both within the family and outside, the violence is gener-
ally not discussed. Not talking is the effect of numerous
factors including the women’s own feelings of responsibility
for the abuse and the idea that such violence is no longer
exceptional but just a normal part of what has become an
abnormal reality.

How does this happen?

Picture assault within the home as centring around control
— the male’s desire to dominate his partner. Accordingly,
different manifestations of this power quest appear. Starting
with seemingly innocuous incidents that often involve jeal-
ousy, it culminates in treatment both as a possession and as a
hostage and the erosion of the victim’s self-esteem. As in
Safia’s experience:

He did everything very slowly. You get used to everything very
slowly. One day you will be taught that he does not like the way
your jeans are — either too loose or too tight — or no jeans at
all. You don't like it but you say to yourself, ‘Is wearing jeans
more important than my marriage?’ If you put both of them on
a scale to have them weighed, of course your marriage is heavier,
5o you change that.

He doesn't like the way you dye your hair or the colour of your
hair or don't wear makeup — every day it'’s one thing. When
visitors come or you've gone to visit someone, the way you sit
down, the way you stand up, the way you talked. When you come
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back home or when the visitors go, he’ll be at you: ‘Stop talking
and talking and talking'. Or if you refused or disagreed or
something like that, you'll get beaten up. So you listen. Youdon't
say anything. You just listen.

And after a while, you will be looking into the mirror and you
will not recognise who you are. The person you see reflected in
the mirror is not you and you don’t even know how this has
happened because it is such a slow process. And then you just
can'’t get out of it. You realise you're stuck. He has done it to you
so slowly from the beginning. If he tells you he doesn’t want you
wearing jeans: ‘I don’t want youwearing jeans’. If straight away
you did something about it, because at that time you are strong
enough to do something about it really but you don’t. You don't
realise these things; it’s okay, it doesn’t mean that he is going to
be possessive, he'’s going to be violent — you don’t think. From
the beginning he really does tell you what he is like, but you
refuse to believe, refuse to see.

Melina, a Greek woman who migrated with her husband
when she was just 17, believes that the emotional violence
was worse than the physical.

Sometimes I would tell my husband to hit me rather than keep
on that indirect manipulation that no one could see because |
was the crazy one in the whole situation. No one could see that
form of abuse. I would rather have that broken nose because at
least I can show it.

Emotional violence was frequently followed by physical
assault and then, they would be enacted concurrently. The
following excerpt from Noraika’s story dramatically depicts
this coupling of physical hurt and insult. She had married her
Australian husband in Malaysia, moved to Australia and
found herself isolated in the bush.

We were on a property once and an Italian woman taught me
how to make spaghetti bolognaise. I thought this was great and
so I made it one night when it was very cold and he came home
from the pub . . . Anyway, he came home and | served him the
meal and he looked at it blurry-eyed and said, ‘What is this wog
food?’

He got up and it was all kept hot — | waited up for him, the
children were all in bed — he picked up the plate — I'll never
forget it — and walked towards me and I thought he was going
1o throw it out and he tipped the whole lot on my head. | had
very long hair and we didn't have housing with hot water and
we had to boil the copper outside, carry the water inside. | was
washing my hair until about twelve and drying it until about one
in the morning and cleaning the kitchen while he went off to
sleep.

Two thirds of the legal aid cases and three quarters of
refuge cases involved physical injuries. Thu, a Chinese-
Vietnamese woman, who migrated with her Vietnamese hus-
band, describes the onset of violence in her marriage.

The first time he hit me he was so drunk and | was about eight
months pregnant . . . He hit me many times. Usually he grabbed
my hair and pushed me to the wall. One time he broke a beer
bottle and said he was going to kill me.

Francesca’s Australian-born partner also became even
more violent during her pregnancy. She was the child of
Italian immigrants.

And then | fell pregnant. I was trapped. | had all his family
around me. We moved while | was pregnant. I thought things
would be better when we moved but he only got worse. He'd
bash me really hard. A few times he knocked me unconscious.
He used to hit me in the stomach. One time he threw me down
the stairs.

For many survivors, one specific physical act of violence
experienced was rape. Some women didn’t define or see the
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sexual acts perpetrated by their partner without their consent
as violence while others minimised the impact. Susanne, who
came to Australia from France as a baby explains how it can
take place.

I was doing things to please him even though I didn't feel good
about it but I thought | knew why — because 1'd been abused.
So in that sense, no, I don'’t think I knew any better. He only did
what he could. I don't think sexually he really abused me; it was
Jjust the fact that he didn’t understand maybe.

I wouldn't tell him I didn’t want to because I thought it was
because of my abuse. I didn’t understand that no meant no.
A lot of my problems — [ wasn't allowed to say no to anyone,
even when I didn't like things, because I felt that because my
life had been pretty hard I could deal with practically any-
thing.

Melina says that her husband also didn’t see himself as a
rapist, just as a husband.

He wasn't the typical bashing guy. Normally people classify
abuse as when you are being punched in the face or in the gut.
His abuse was more subtle. It was over a long period of time.
For me it looked like a big mountain of abuse that I just wanted
to get away from. It was things like sexual abuse. But he didn't
see it as abuse because | was his wife and his property and | had
to submit to his pleasure whenever he wanted it. If I didn't, then
I'd be pushed and pulled around but that was ‘normal’, that was
‘okay’. I've come out of it with a bit of bruising but that’s ‘all
right, it'’s a part of sex play’.

For Safia, anal rape was the final straw.

Straight away — he’s your husband and you're his wife and
whenever he wants to have sex with you, you would do it. You
don't have to even enjoy it — as long as they enjoy it. | would
say that 1 was raped by him. My husband believes that God
created women for men’s pleasure. It’s very embarrassing to say
this but every part of your body belongs to him. There is anormal
way of having sex with a man through the vagina. One day | was
beaten up very badly and I fell on my face and he raped me, but
from behind, not through the vagina. I have never been able to
say this to anybody in my life because it is so degrading. | feel
so small, so down. That was the only reason that I took my
child and went away. I could put up with everything. I could
put up with being beaten up. I put up with every abuse but I
cannot put with the way that I got raped. That was the last blow
for me.

In addition to other expressions of power, some husbands
took absolute control of the finances. This economic violence
may be more common among immigrants, especially in cases
where the women don’t have knowledge about their rights to
family allowance or social security payments. The next two
women, both sponsored from the Philippines, describe their
total economic dependency on the violent partner. First,
Maria:

I just only know now that I have family allowance for children
and I didn’t know. He didn't tell me that | was getting a family
allowance . . . I'm just signing. [ don’t know that it is the family
allowance for the kids. He puts it in his account and I don 't have
absolutely any money in my pocket. Sometimes | want to buy
something for the kids. Luckily I brought all my clothes from the
Philippines because if not, my God, I'd be naked because |
cannot buy myself anything.

And, Rosa:

Then after that — a week, a week, a week — every time we went
shopping he said to me [he didn't give me money any more| ‘The
boss is the man. | told you before in the Philippines’ ... So I said
itwas no good and I had 1o talk to him. He said, ‘No, if you want,
I can give you $15.00 as your allowance for the fortnight. That's
your budget for yourself.’
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I'm like a robot. He said to me, ‘If you cook, don’t cook one kilo
of chicken wings. Cook only just a half a kilo of chicken wings.
What do you expect?’ The children are very innocent. They come
from the province. They say, ‘That's enough, two wings for one
child and rice. And he is eating ice cream in front of my children.
He doesn’t want to give them ice cream.

Abuse toward the children does often coexist with vio-
lence against the woman in the house. Among the refuge
sample, children were direct victims in 59% of the cases
(with known information). They were witnesses in more than
four-fifths of the families. Melita, who came to Australia as
a young adult and married another Maltese here, describes
his abuse of their children.

So he was continuously shouting at the kids and bashing them
up. He was physically violent towards the kids. One of the boys
got these shoes with spikes. He hit one of the boys with that. That
was about two years ago.

Rosa discovered that her husband had been assaulting
their baby since she was a newborn:

And then in the night after we had been fighting, | was washing
the dishes. I cleaned the kitchen. He is the one to look after the
baby, my daughter, and she is only six months old at that time.
And then | was just washing the dishes and the baby was
screaming a lot, non-stop. | asked what had happened. He said,
‘I don’t know what I'm doing’. So | grabbed Linda and I held
her to stop her and then I found out she could not move her hand
and she cannot put it up — because when the baby is crying she
is moving a lot. | found out that she had broken bones in the
wrist. He was squeezing.

Contributing factors

The tragedy of violence repeating from generation to genera-
tion was illustrated by a number of the women who had
experienced abuse in their own childhoods. In addition, some
survivors specifically mentioned their violent partner’s own
traumatic childhood and their belief that it had somehow
contributed to his violence.

In the context of contributors, what part, if any, does
alcohol play? More than half of the police calls (with un-
knowns excluded) and legal aid cases involved an alcohol
affected perpetrator; likelihood increased in the evening and
night-time. Cultural heterogeneity was evident with offend-
ers from areas such as the Middle East, Asia, Africaand Latin
America more apt to be sober. Victims were far less likely to
be under the influence although the likelihood increased if
the offender was drinking.

Forty per cent of the refuge residents believed that the
offender’s alcohol consumption played a contributory role in
his violence.

He gets drunk very often and it occurred when he was drunk
because he was good other times. [El Salvadoran survivor, age
42]

—_— ¢ —

Often he would drink and get drunk with his friends, and become
abusive in front of them and hit me when they left if I said
anything. [Greek survivor, age 56]

— ¢ —
He's always violent but when he was drunk he became worse.
[Vietnamese survivor, age 40]

Rajendra, a Fijian Indian who migrated to Australia as an
adult and married an Eastern European migrant, describes
how drunkenness and unemployment were intertwined in her
husband’s life, along with his violence:
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He lost a few jobs because of his drinking . . . They only last for

a couple of years. He gets the sack in direct relation to his

drinking. That's what keeps him from work or he gets drunk at

work. I think that's what it is. He gets drunk at work and he
becomes very vicious to the people he is working with and he
gets into more trouble. He was extremely irritable when he was
out of work. He was very difficult and constantly irritated and
cranky. I think he drank more when he was in trouble at work.

He’d stay home and he’d drink 24 hours a day — just one long

drinking binge.

What about the role of unemployment? With information
unavailable in over a third of the cases, almost three quarters
of the remaining offenders who had contact with the police
were unemployed. For more than a third of these, their
unemployment was long-term. The legal aid data showed a
higher proportion of offenders employed, 45%. The refuge
respondents’ information about employment was similar
with 42% of the violent partners employed full time. Almost
one quarter of the employed offenders in the legal aid survey
and one third of the employed partners of refuge residents
were identified as professionals or self-employed. Migrant
perpetrators were more apt to have jobs than were the non-
Aboriginal Australian-born.

Slightly less than half of the female partners of unem-
ployed men (in the refuge sample) felt that their husband’s
lack of employment had contributed to the violence.

Special issues for immigrant women

Many survivors and people who work with migrant women
expressed the view that aspects of being a inigrant contribute
to abuse by the immigrant husband. Normative wife abuse
within the culture of origin, belief in family privacy, changes
in gender roles in Australia, isolation, lack of support, lan-
guage difficulties, and downward shifts in employment status
were a few of the factors reiterated. These same forces may
militate against a victim seeking help.

In Vietnam, men have the right to hit their wives so it was
accepted. There is an adage, *'If you married with a dog you
have to follay him for all your life’. [INSW, Vietnamese welfare
worker] «, 'i‘gs,f

— ¢ —

Machismo and patriarchy within Argentinian culture and the
status of women and men in Argentina vary greatly. [ Argentinian
survivor, age 51]

— . —
Upset he /cannot provide for family. And the experience of

migration; unused to culture and cannot handle daughter grow-
ing up and living Australian lifestyle. [Iranian survivor, age 37]

The migration experience itself was cited by many as
problematic since it meant leaving support systems behind
and expectations that might not be met.

It was very difficult because we left all our family and friends in
Croatia. The experience of migration has been very traumatic
because we have no support networks. [Croatian survivor, age
53]

— ¢ —

I have believed it will be better, but you can change a planet and
you cannot change a person. With our migration when you must
start all your life from beginning, our problems are more evident
and more obvious. We do not have any more our established life,
families, friends, that contributed to staying in our hard mar-
riage. [Croatian]
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The migration, the pressure of work and the alcohol, I wouldn’t
say they were the cause of the violence but they were factors that
would prepare the ground. People who display violence have a
very low self-esteem and being in another country aggravates
your sense that you are not good enough. There was an obses-
sion with making money. We had a reasonably good life but he
had much higher expectations than that. [Marguerite, French
survivor]

Solicitors, refuge workers and ethnic welfare staff all
concurred that the issues of isolation and lack of support are
particularly applicable to Asian women (who may have even
less awareness of their rights) sponsored by non-Asian men.
Their violent husbands can translate these women’s lack of
knowledge into threats based on false information. Take what
Min’s (a Chinese woman) Australian-born husband said to
her:

He said that I only married him to get permanent residency, not
for him. He told me if | didn’t want to do the things he asked |
should go back to China. I told him that life would be better for
me in China because I was also very angry. He said he was going
to report me to the Immigration Department and say that | was
here under false pretences.

Aside from the Asian brides, another group emerged as
particularly vulnerable to abuse by their husband and his
parents. Brought to Australia to wed someone from their
culture already resident here with his family, these sponsored
women may experience particular isolation. The women’s
parents, back in the homeland entrust the care of their daugh-
ter to the parents of the groom who in turn violates that trust,
either by overt abuse themselves or by the complicity of
maintaining silence. Ruziye, whose marriage was arranged
in Turkey, describes how it happened to her.

They became very violent and kept me in total isolation.  wasn't
allowed to go anywhere. Each time he came home, he would
beat me up over little reasons. He used to kick me out of the bed.
I stopped going to my mother-in-law’s house. We were recon-
ciled a couple of times but then he became violent again and
started bashing me up every day again.

Cemille, who was also brought over from Turkey to
marry, explains why she stayed in the relationship for six
years.

I was informed by some other people that there were some
services available; that it’s a crime in Australia but I had that
fear with me all the time and it took me six years to overcome
that fear. I was not confident enough to leave that relationship
and start a new life on my own. That fear could be because it'’s
a new country, I don’t know the language but I always had that
fear with me.

Telling family or friends

More than half of overseas-born and Australian-born refuge
residents believed that they had experienced particular diffi-
culties telling friends or family about the violence. The
reasons articulated by immigrant women included the shame
and humiliation expressed by those born here, plus there
were additional factors attributable to being from another
country.

Only dearest friend who helped me run away but they don't know
the services so I was stuck. It is not my culture to tell other people
about how bad my husband is. [Korean survivor, age 25]

A substantial number had no one to tell since they had no
family in Australia.

My family is not here at all so I am very lonely. [Uruguayan
survivor, age 26]
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I have no family here at all other than my kids and was too
embarrassed to tell friends. [Greek survivor, age 50]

Going to the police

Women from Pacific, Asia, Middle East and Latin America
cultural backgrounds were more likely to state that they had
difficulties in contacting the police. There were some who
were unable to because they could not speak English.

Because of language and because we don't trust police. [El
Salvadoran survivor, age 26]

— ¢ —

My English-speaking is not well enough to express what I want
to say. Moreover, | feel it is not right to go to the police station
in order to report about my husband. [Vietnamese survivor, age

25]

— ¢ —
I cannot speak and understand English. I felt like the whole thing
going to be big and of course I might get my husband into trouble
by reporting to police. [Korean survivor]

—_ ¢ —

I felt embarrassed as my English is not good and I did not want
it to become known that |1 had problems at home. [ltalian
survivor, age 60]

Some women didn’t know that in Australia police are sup-
posed to play an interventionist role.

I do not know much about women'’s rights in Australia. [Viet-

namese survivor, age 35]

— ¢ —

Didn't know it was police’s role. [Lebanese survivor, age 43]

Or the women were concerned about the perceived preju-
dice of the police.

Police would be prejudiced and say ‘she’s just a wog’. [Greek

survivor, age 26]

In at least two cases the survivor’s previous experience
with the police, within the context of the violence, contrib-
uted to her reluctance to contact them again.

The first time | was badly hit by my ex-husband the police didnt

do anything so I lost my trust of the police. [Philippino survivor,

age 24]

— ¢ —

1 felt uneasy at times because I felt | wasn't believed sometimes.
As ifthey thought | may have provoked it somehow. [ Argentinian
survivor, age 45]

Lack of knowledge about rights and services
There was marked similarity between the responses of ethnic
welfare, legal aid and refuge workers to some immigrant
women’s lack of knowledge about rights and support agen-
cies. ’

The survivors concur.

Because | have no family here to help me, I could not leave —

didn’t know how. [Lebanese survivor, age 23]

— ’ J—

I didn'’t know anybody or any services to turn to. [Turkish
survivor, age 21]

Refuges
Some immigrant survivors didn’t know that refuges existed
until directed there by police. Others had heard about them
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but had been given a negative image. Once they attempted to
get help, there wasn’t always adequate availability of space.
In addition, many women experienced difficulties relating to
cultural differences and loneliness. Theresa, a South Ameri-
can woman who has been a survivor and a worker, explains:

" Men have said really bad things about refuges. They say the
women there are lesbians. Only a minority of migrant women
are reaching support services. They might be scared of someone
who doesn'’t present herself in the image of a woman. Workers
should present themselves well.

Refuges may present problems because of the mixture of different
cultures in one place, from family values to standards of clean-
liness. Unless they are completely forced by the situation they
are escaping, mostly they try but then they go back to their
homes. If they have come to a refuge and go to a social event,
people would find out and they would be talked about. For
migrant women to open up they need to talk to other migrant
women. Mostly women are surprised when they come to a refuge
that it is an okay place and is comfortable. Sometimes the women
become quite obsessive about cleaning the place.

Cemille also had received negative messages about ref-
uges from people in the Turkish enclave:

I realised that I was not the only one. I have met other women
who came out to Australia to arranged marriages. Refuges have
a bad name in our community which has been created purposely
by men. In order to deal with all those problems we need more
refuge workers. There are so many women that I know that are
stuck in violent relationships because they don't know the op-
tions.

What are the solutions?

Over the last decade particularly, the Commonwealth, largely
through the Office of the Status of Women has highlighted
the issues of domestic violence, has put moneys into educa-
tion and service provision and has worked to revise many of
the relevant laws. In addition, the Department of Immigration
has made a number of changes in its policies, legislation,
actions and funding in regard to domestic violence; most of
these modifications have, however, focused on serial spon-
sors. In light of these positive measures, it is not surprising
that the women who had come to Australia from other
countries overwhelmingly thought that the services here to
assist domestic violence survivors were far better than what
was available in their homelands. Additionally, they identi-
fied Australian culture as more supportive and less apt to hide
such violence away.

Despite the improvements, the research done for Shat-
tered Dreams shows that there is an urgent need for further
action to be taken. First, in the area of violence against
women in general, the following areas require on-going
(government commitment to) change:

e attitudes about domestic violence, both in mainstream
Australia and in ethnic cultures — learn to see it as
criminal assault;

e attitudes about jealousy — learn to recognise that it can
be an early sign of serious problems;

e attitudes about alcohol abuse — learn the risks;

¢ the mainstream criminal justice system’s response — the
police and courts need to stop trivialising and minimising
violence against women in the home.

Continued on p.63
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Easteal article continued from p.57

Specifically in resolving or improving the plight of immi-
grant women:

further modification of the immigration laws as they
affect battered women;

improving migrant women’s access to information about
their rights;

further screening of sponsors;

improving migrant women'’s access to information about
domestic violence and services;

improvements to refuges and more assistance for women
trying to leave the violence;

increased outreach programs for remote and rural areas;
appropriately skilled and bilingual workers;

greater co-ordination of government services.

Violence against women is about control. Policies and
practices that are constructed without an understanding of
what it means both to be a migrant and a battered woman
collude in the victimisation of these women. It is also too

easy to ignore or minimise the predicaments of people whose
words we may not understand. And yet if we look a bit closer
and start to put names like Marguerite, Safia, Melina, Thu,
Maria and Rajendra to the numbers, then perhaps they be-
come a little harder to forget and their hope of a better
tomorrow becomes a tenable dream.
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