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Abstract 

This thesis explores the relationship between family vioIence and family identity. 

Specifically, it looks at the effects that having lived in an abusive relationship have on the 

intergenerational transmission of family identity through family history, traditions, 

intergenerational contact and material culture. Participants were ten women who self- 

identified as having previously lived in an abusive intimate relationship. Data were 

colIected via semi-stmctured interviews. Generally, the results illustrated the pervasiveness 

of violence in the famil ies of oriçin of both the respondents and their abusive ex-partners. 

Results were organised into six thematic categories: myth and reality of the happy farnily, 

the tradition of abuse, silences, isolation, preservation of material culture, and creation and 

maintenance of a histon'cal record. Results are discussed in the context of relevant 

concepts from the literatures on both family violence and farnily identity. 
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Family Violence and Family Identity 

This thesis explores the relationship betcveen family vioIence and family identity. 

SprcificalIy, it looks at the effects that having lived in an abusive relationship have on the 

intergenerational transmission of family identity through farnily history, traditions, 

intergenerational contact and material culture. 

The idea for this work represents a melding of two aspects of my own life, my 

persona1 and acadernic interest in material culture and family history, and my professional 

experience working with a transition house for wornen who have been abused. Women 

who accessed the transition house toId of family heirlooms and items o f  sentimental value 

being destroyed, often deliberately, by their abusive partners, and of  the necessity o f  

Ieaving behind such items when departing the reIationship, sometimes with little o r  no time 

to pack. Further, these women frequently identified isolation from family as a key rneans 

of  control used by their partners. Such anecdotal evidence suggests that living in an  

abusive relationship may affect family identity, a woman's sense of connectedness to her 

farnily of  origin and by extension, her children's sense of identification with a tàmily 

beyond their sibl ings and parents. 

This introduction provides a brief overview of the current study and discussion of 

how the study originated and its early stages. Additionally, this chapter presents relevant 

research findings from two fields, family violence and famiIy identity. The Met hodology 

chapter explains the methods guiding the current study, with specific attention to the ethical 

issues invoived in doing this work. The demographics of the  research sample, the 

interview data and analysis of that data are presented in the Results chapter. The 
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Discussion chapter provides a surnrnary of the current study's findings, further analysis, an 

examination of limitations, and suggestions for further study. 

A Review of the Literature on Family Violence 

According to a 1993 Statistics Canada survey commissioned by the federal 

Department of Health and participated in by 12,300 women, 5 1 % of Canadian wcirnen had 

esperienced at least one incident of physical or sesual assauit since the age of 16. For 10% 

of women, this had occurred in the previous tweIve months. In 45% of the cases, the 

assault had been camed out by a man known tu the woman', usually a partner, ex-partner, 

or date (Johnson, 1996). While incidence rates Vary among studies accordinç to such 

thinçs as definitions of abuse and questions asked, they nonetheless indicate that violence is 

or has been a part of many wornen's lives. Statistics relating to psychological abuse are 

difficult to separate as they are usually combined with overall statistics on abuse, but since 

most women who report physical abuse also report psychological abuse, one can assume 

the numbers are higher than those for physical abuse alone. 

For the purpose of this study, a relatively broad definition of family violence will be 

used. While the current research has been limited to women abused by male partners, the 

nature of the relationships involved includes manied, common-law, dating, and ex- 

partners. The term ubz~.ve in the present study extends beyond physical abuse to include 

those forrns of abuse variously labeiled elsewhere as verbal, emotional, financial, sexual, 

and psychological. I have simplified the terminology, however, to physical and 

1 While the violence in lesbian relationships is worthy of study, it will not be discusseci here because al1 
participants in the current study identified their abusive partner as male. 
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psychological, with psychological abuse forming a key focus of the current study. 

According to DeKeseredy and Hinch ( 199 1 ), while much research has been 

conducted about physical and sexual abuse, psychological abuse needs further study. 

Smith, Tessaro, and Earp ( 1995) point to the importance of recognising the chronic effects 

of psychological "battering". They suggest that living in a relationship where one is 

psychologically abused, (characterised by chronic anxiety, disempowerment and 

diminished self-esteem) has mental, rnedical, and behavioural consequences as severe as 

physical abuse. Psychological abuse includes: isolation frorn family and fnends, 

humiliation, criticism of appearance or values, attacks on one's self-esteem, threats of 

physical violence or of taking away one's children, beiittIinç, ridicule, destruction of 

chet-ished personal possessions, and the withholding of money (NiCarthy, 1997; Smith et 

al., 1995; Wiehe, 1998). Such an existence can have a significant effect on a person's 

behaviour and their perceived ability to exercise control over their own lives. 

Living in an abusive relationship (Whv women stav). Much has been written about 

why women remain in abusive relationships. The existing literature sheds some light on the 

topic but general conclusions are hard to draw because different authors analyse each new 

finding in the context of widely divergent theories that tend to stress different factors. One 

subset of the Iiterature focuses on the individual psychology of the abuser and the victim. 

Often, especially in early studies, abused women were seen as having intrinsic personality 

flaws that predisposed them to participation in abusive relationships. However, in looking 

at three decades ofresearch, Rhodes and Baranoff McKenzie (1998) found that it may be 

the psychological effects of abuse, not pre-existing penonality traits, that cause a woman 
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to remain in an abusive relationship. Living in a relationship where one is constantly put 

down can have a significant effect on a person's self esteem (Kaufman Kantor & Jasinski, 

1998; Wiehe, 1998). Similarly, in a review of studies conducted between 1977 and 1994, 

Giles-Sims ( 1  998) found that having witnessed vioIence in one's family of ongin was a 

geater contributor to participation in abusive addt relationships than was low self-esteem. 

These findinçs suggest that, even if variables are limited to the psycholoçy of the individuaI 

woman, the reasons for staying in an abusive relationship are more complicated than a 

single trait. Black and Newman (1996) in their review found women frequently tended to 

blame thernselves for the abuse. Further, they found that women experienced shame and 

humiliation about the abusive relationship, atternpted to keep it a secret, and experienced a 

feeling of eritraprnent, brought about in part by the hidden or supposedly hidden nature of 

the abuse. The effect of these factors was, fiequently, to prevent women frorn seeking 

outside support (see also Smith et al., 1995). 

Other contnbutinç factors to a woman remaining in an abusive relationship can 

include depression and ansiety (Wiehe, 1998). More women living in abusive relationships 

experience depression and post-traumatic stress disorder than do their non-abused 

counterparts (Rhodes & Baranoff McKenzie, 1998). It has also been shown that 

depression, anxiety, and post traumatic stress can hinder a woman's ability to leave an 

abusive relationship, affecting her self-efficacy and her world view (Giles-Sims, 1998). 

The prospect of leaving the known for the unknown can be an additional stressor, 

regardless of how abusive the relationship has become, preventing a woman from making a 

decision and finding the energg to leave. It is not uncoinmon for women to understate the  
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seriousness of the abuse in which they are living, partly as a coping mechanisrn and partly 

because, having grown up in an abusive home, they do not recognise it as anything other 

than normal. The latter is especially true in the case of psychological abuse, which some 

women do not understand as abuse, and therefore may remain in the relationship until it 

becornes physically abusive. 

Sometimes women stay in an abusive relationship out of fear or perceived threat, 

for themselves, their children, or their family. An Arnerican study of twenty-two women 

who had been or were currently involved in serious dating relationships involving violence, 

found that almost ail the women were pursued by their ex-boyfriends after the relationship 

ended (Rosen & Stith, 1997). The women employed various strategies to stop the 

harassment, including moving away, going to the authorities, and having family and friends 

act as a buffer. 

Rhodes and Baranoff McKenzie ( 1998) and GiIes-Sims ( 1998) point to the scarcity 

of studies examining the behaviour of abusive partaers as a deteminant in whether women 

leave abusive relationships. The existing titerature indicates that abusive partners may 

engage in a number of strateges, such as apdogising for their behaviour, pleading for 

reconciliation, and promising to change or to seek counselling. I f  these are unsuccessful, 

they rnay become depressed, tell the woman they can not live without her, and threaten or 

attempt suicide. Finally, they rnay simply refuse to accept that the relationship has ended, 

choosing instead to stalk or haras the woman, sometimes threatening to injure or kill her, 

the children, or members of her family of ongin (Black & Newman, 1996; Bowker, 1993). 

A particulariy effective threat, which can paralyse a woman and prevent her from leaving 
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an abusive rclationship, is the threat of losing her children. An abusive partner may claim 

that she is a bad mother and convince her that he would get custody should she Ieave, or 

tell her that if she leaves she will never see her children again (Rhodes & Baranoff 

McKenzie, 1998). There is substantial risk in even making an attempt to leave; should she 

be unsuccessful, the woman may find that the level of violence escalates (Bowker, 1993). 

Other reasons for remaining with the abusive partner are equally compie?c, for 

esarnple, the belief that the abuser will change (Black & Newman, 19%). Love and guilt 

are both powerful factors in this belief, especially when the abuser is begging forgiveness 

and pleading with her to stay. Even if this is an ongoing pattern, as is frequently the case, it 

can be difficult for a woman to persevere in her decision to Ieave (NiCarthy, 1997). Some 

women may have a strong need to establish intimacy with the abusive partner which is 

encouraged by his promises to change which may follow an abusive incident (Smith et al., 

1995). Certainly, the abusive partner is likely to have leamed what to Say to manipulate her 

and convince her to give him just one more chance. Many abusive perçons are very good 

at what they do and have developed multiple techniques, having practised over the years by 

intimidating and threatening numerous people in their lives (Bowker, 1993). Frequently, 

they have learned specific techniques to control their partner. These techniques rnay not be 

threateninç to an outsider because the abuser lacks the information necessary to control or 

intimidate that person. In their abused partner, however, they may be able to provoke 

feelings of dread which can virtually paralyse her (Smith et al., 1995). 

In addition to these direct pressures, woinen face more subtle social influences to 

remain with their partner. They rnay feel responsible for the abusive relationship and 
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believe it is their job to repair and maintain it. Family members or religious afiliations rnay 

encourage the belief that one must stay, no matter what; to do othenvise would be 

admitting failure (Bowker, 1993). 

Black and Newman ( 1996) found financial hardship to be an additional factor 

causing women to remain in abusive relationships. Women reported that abuse affects 

their income-earninp capacity; they rnay be Iate for work, distracted at work, or their 

abusive partners rnay prevent them from workinç or going to school (Wiehe, 1998). In 

some instances, the abusive partner shows up at the woman's workplace, harassing or 

intimidating her, customers, ancilor clients until she loses her job. Further, even if the 

couple own property, a vehicle, or a bank account, they are not likely to be in her name, 

preventinç access to ready cash (Bowker, 1993). This inability to be financially 

independent, and the lack of options associated with it necessitate remaininç in the abusive 

relationship longer than she might othenvise (Rhodes & Baranoff McKenzie, 1998). In 

fact, cultural norms dictate that rnany women initially enter a relationship expecting to be 

financially supported by their male partners, and leaving that relationship can necessitate a 

complete shift in values (NiCarthy, 1997). 

I f  a woman does rnake the decision to leave an abusive partner, her options rnay be 

limited not only by financial hardship but also by a lack of personal and community 

resources available to assist her in this transition. Even where resources such as women's 

shelters exist she rnay be hampered by a lack of information about their existence or rnay 

have been given false information by her abusive partner. Al1 these factors c m  serve to 

further increase her feeling of entrapment (Black & Newman, 1996; Smith et al., 1 995). 
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Bowker ( 1993) suggests that women sometimes remain in abusive relationships due 

to the potential loss of social identity and indeed oftheir entire way of Iife should they 

Ieave. In spite of the violence, an abusive relationship c m  provide some semblance of 

security and familiarity, even social standing in the comrnunity. 

Leaving an abusive ~artner. While leaving an abusive relationship can be dificult 

and painfut (Rosen & Stith, 1997), many women ultimately do make that step. In their 

review of the literature, Black and Newman ( 1996) found that a "last straw" event was 

frequently the catalyst which caused women to ultimately leave the relationship. Often, 

these events involved the children of the relationship. Leaving couid be engendered by a 

new understanding of the effects that witnessing the abuse has on children reinforced, for 

example, by abusive behaviours on the children's part, either towards the mother or 

others. Other women were motivated to Ieave when their partner began to direct abuse at 

the children, especially where this had not been the case previously; or by increased threats 

of abuse to themselves. Rosen and Stith (1997) further suggest that the last straw event is 

accompanied by a shift in perspective from: " I  need fhis relufionship " to ''1 nwcl fo gel 

ou/ r f th is  reiufic~nslzip ". The changes which can lead to this point of preparedness 

include: an increase in the ainount or severity of the abuse, a new knowledge of available 

resources, a Iesseninç of the degree of remorse expressed by the abusive partner, an end to 

the hope that thinçs will improve, the violence becorning visible where previously it had 

been hidden, or a change in the level of concem or anger expressed by family and fiends 

(Ferraro & Johnson, 1983, as cited in Rosen & Stith, 1997). 
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Thc Iast straw event often leads women to seek outside assistance, a significant step 

to ending the violence in their lives (Rhodes & Baranoff McKenzie, 1998, Rosen & Stith, 

1997). Becoming amre of comrnunity resources, for example a place to go such as a 

shelter for abused women, significantly increases a woman7s options. Some women access 

private counselling white others choose to participate in support groups for abused women 

or enlist the support of family and friends. Even afier leaving the relationship, the process 

of healing and moving fonvard can take years. 

Bowker ( 1 993) suggests, after 146 in-depth interviews and 1000 questionnaires and 

voIuntady submitted case histories, that the lack of self-esteem so often indicated as a 

reason women remain in abusive relationships is "curvi~inear". Her theory proposes that 

while living in an abusive relationship takes a toll on a wornan's self-esteem, causing it to 

sink lower and lower, "when al1 seems hopeless, a spark of innate health ignites" (p. 157), 

creating an upswing which enables the woman to begin the process of change. Bowker 

suggests this process can be a long one, as a woman struggles to rebuild her self-esteem, to 

summon courage to leave, and in many cases, to financially prepare to be on her own. The 

process may not be visible to outsiders who would be unable to diferentiate between a 

woman who might never leave and one who was very close to saving up enough money to 

support herself. Bowker concludes then that many women presently living in abusive 

relationships are actively working toward change both through personal and community 

resources, a factor which is rarely considered when examining the self-esteem of such 

women. 
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Effects on childi-=. Attala et al. ( 1995), in reviewing 14 studies of the effects on 

chi ldren of wi tnessing domestic viol ence, found that children from abusive homes generai ly 

have more difficulties than those from non-abusive homes. These included but were not 

limited to: developmental delays, co~riiitive deficits, behavioural problems, increased 

aggesslon, attachment problems, and depression. Some children resort to fantasy or  

'disengagement' (dissociation) as coping strategies. They rnay report more psychosomatic 

complaints, have lower self-esteem, show signs o f  post traumatic stress syndrome and have 

less ernpathy for others than do children From non-abusive families (Black & Newman, 

1995). 

Effects are age-specific, as highlighted in two review articles (Black & Newman, 

1996; Wolak & Finkelhor, 1998). Even before birth, abuse o f  the pregnant mother affects 

the child; this can take the form of developmental delays caused by physicaI abuse of  the 

mother. As early as infancy, children have been found to exhibit distress when exposed to 

anger and hostility. In addition, children from abusive homes rnay show signs of  neçlect or  

have health probIems. They rnay be undenveight, have poor sieeping habits, or  cry 

inconsolably. They are especially vulnerable to the risk of  injury because of the violence in 

their environment. 

Toddlers and preschoolers rnay experience developmental delays or regess to 

earlier levels of  functioning in behaviours such as toilet training. Their anxiety rnay be 

exhibited as being whiny and clingy, or they rnay experience fear, even terror, rnanifested 

as nightmares, yelling, hiding, or shaking. Because they interpret the wodd in relation to 

themselves, children rnay blame themselves for the abusive behaviour while feeling 
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sympathetic toward their mother and ansgy at their father. 

From ages 6 to t 2, children feeI less responsibility for the abusive behaviour of 

others but rnay also develop resentment toward their mother because she does not stop the 

abuse, or because they feel she is responsible for it. Because the child is now in school, 

behavioura1 and developmental problems become more apparent. Interventions rnay be 

recommended by school offkials. Chikiren rnay experience academic dificulties due to 

anxiety or to sleepless nights. They rnay exhibit low self-esteem or depression and be 

emotionally needy. DifficuIties with peers rnay begin to emerge as a result of not having 

learned appropriate socialisation at home; further, some children rnay not want to invite 

peers to their homes because they are ashamed of their family, choosing instead to isolate 

themselves. 

BIack and Newman (1 996) and Wolak and Finkelhor ( 1998) further note that 

adolescents rnay also experience anxiety out of fear for their own safety or thst of other 

famity members. Further, the lack of appropriate socialisation at home rnay now mean 

they have begun imitating their parents' behaviour and using aggression to solve conflict in 

th& lives. Teenagers rnay assault their peers or their parents. They rnay become 

manipulative, or rnay run away. As their peer goup begms to play a larger role in their 

lives, it can either provide an opportunity to leam more appropriate coping strategies or 

rein force the inappropriate roles Iearned at home (Burgess & Youngblade, 1 988). 

In the early teen years, gender related differences begin to emerge with the majority 

of studies suggesting that boys become more aggressive and dismptive. They rnay begin to 

associate more closely with their fathers and rnay even become abusive to their mothers. 
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Girls may becorne passive and withdrawn and experïence more somatic complaints than do 

either giris from non-abusive homes or the boys fiom abusive families. 

Intercenerational transmission of familv violence. The effects on children of 

violence in the home are especially important because of the proposed link between being 

abused or witnessing violence as a child and being abused or abusive as an adult 

(Besharov, 1990; Breiner, 1992; Levinson, 1983). Repeatedly, studies have shown 

violence in the family of orïgin to be the best predictor of individuals becoming abusive 

themselves (Giles-Sims, 1998; Kaufman Kantor & Jasinski, 1998; Wolak & Finkethor, 

1 W8), leading to a cycle of violence that can continue for generations if not stopped. 

Egeland (1993) cites severai studies which concluded that chiidren growing up in abusive 

homes leam to be abusive. The majonty of these studies examined abusive adults and 

found they were abused as children. 

An opposing theory suggests that the intergenerational transmission of abuse has 

been overstated. Kaufman and Zigler ( 1 993, after reviewing the literature, suggest that 

the rnajority of aduIts who were abused as children do not become abusive partners or 

parents (also see Burgess & Youngblade, 1988). In the studies reviewed, non-abusive 

individuals had characteristics different from the abusive parents and included larger 

proportions of those who had sought therapy, who had gained an awareness of the abuse 

and were determined not to repeat the pattern and who had extensive social supports. 

What is not addressed by either of these opposing arguments is whether children 

who grow up in abusive homes are more likely to end up in relationships where they are 

abused, rather than abusive. There has been considerably less written on this issue. This 
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can be explained in part because abusers have been more visible; especially those whose 

violence, within and outside of the home, leads them into the justice system. Much of the 

existinç research is Iirnited in its findings because it does not control for variables such as 

parenting abil ity, general stabil ity of the home environment, poverty, genetic links, 

alcoholisrn, or mental illness. Numerous studies Iook at abuse within the tàmily and its 

relationship to one or another of these variables, such as alcohotisrn (Kaufman Kantor & 

Jasinski, 1998), with which there seems to be a particularly strong correlation, but there is 

little indication as to how several might act together. 

One significant factor which seems to help children cope effectively with family 

violence is the existence of supportive pers  or adutts outside the family (Black & 

Newman, 19%; Burgess & Youngblade, 1988). This kind of extra-familial support 

appears to act as a buffer and provides an opportunity to learn alternative coping skills 

from those modelled in the home, thus, allowing maladaptive behaviours to be unlearned 

and the intergenerational transmission of abuse to be stopped. The child's personal 

characteristics, adaptability, intelligence Ievel, and outside interests or talents also have an 

effect although this is difficutt to measure as each of these can be affected by the home 

environment (Wolak & Finkelhor, 1998) . In addition, there are studies, although a lesser 

number, which found only limited support for the theory that witnessing violence in one's 

family of origin is a siçnificant risk marker for beinç in an abusive relationship as an adult 

(Simons, Wu, Johnson, & Conger, 1995). Certainly, it is evident that any study exarnining 

the intergenerational transmission of abuse must take into account relationships outside of 

the farnily. 
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A Review of the Literature on FamiIv Identity 

Family identity, herein defined as a sense of connectedness to one's family of 

origin, i nvolves a range of factors inc luding intergenerational contact, a knowledge of 

family heritage, traditions, rituals, material culture, and the sense of being part of 

sornething beyond one's immediate self. According to Bennett, Wolin, and McAvity 

(1988), "Family identity is the family's subjective sense of its o m  continuity over tirne, its 

present situation, and its character. It is the. . . qualities and attributes that make it a 

particular family and that difkrentiate it from other families" (p. 2 13). The means by 

which family identity can be represented and reinforced are discussed below. 

Familv stories. oral historv and myths. Our lives are filled with events and stories 

of things that happen to us and around us every day. From al1 of this we choose just a few 

stories to hoId on to. Zeitlin, Kotkin and Cuttinç Baker (1982) suggest these rnay be the 

funniest or the most tellinç. As they are told and retold, sometimes altered in the retellinç, 

they become a part of our family heritage - our inheritance - and knowing them connects 

and orients us with a world beyond ourselves. The stories that are told, how and in what 

situations they are tolci can tell us much about a farnily. They provide insight into the way 

fami!y members think of themselves. For Stone (1 989), they are one of the ways the 

family unit bonds and lets its members know they are special and different from other 

families because they have a shared sense of meaning. For most famiiies, it is stories of the 

past that encourage the preservation of the present (Bennett et a1.,1988). And yet for al1 of 

this, a family's stones are oflen "thoroughly invisible" to outsiders; what may be visible is 

the eKects of these stories, the way they influence how individuals within the family 
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interact with one another. 

Falnily stories are especially significant to researchers because they afford insight 

into intergenerational relationships and provide a forum for the relatively spontaneous 

emergence of  family themes (Martin, Hagestad, & Diedrick, 1988). The benefit of this to 

researchers is that themes e m e g e  from interviews about which no direct questions were 

posed providinç an opportunity to leam what 1s of most significance to the family. Such 

S ~ O + S  allow a researcher to examine how life experiences are handed down throuçh the 

generations. In their research into the tàmily stories of university students, Martin and his 

CO-authors found that personality descriptions were central to many of  the stories, with 

central characters generally beinç portrayed favourabiy. 

Traditions and rituals. Just as stories and an awareness of our past connect us to 

our families, so too do our ntuals and traditions, providing a glimpse into a family7s sense 

of shared identity. Meske, Sanders, Meredith, and Abbott (1994), in a study of elderly 

people's perceptions of rituals and traditions, found participants understood these as 

important to building success€ul families because they provided a forum to maintain family 

contact, share mernories, and promote intergenerational communication thereby 

strengthening relationships. As with stories, ntuals and traditions work to reinforce a 

collective sense of identity for family members (Allen, 1982) providing an opportunity to 

remember and celebrate the farnily, not only through the action but also through the 

process of preparing for it (Pett, Lang, & Gander, 1992). Minute details take on great 

importance (Lofgren, 1996). Each tirne a t-itual is reenacted, it calls up memones fiom 

previous years (Zeitlin et al, 1982). Farnily çatherings are a part of this, giving individuals 
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an opportunity to see and reinforce for themselves that they are part of "something larger 

than themselves" (White, 1994, p. 16) and to "enact" the tàmily identity (Bennett et al., 

1988). Lofgren speaks of a "lust for ritual" (p. 1 15). 

A family ritual is defined as: 

. . . a symbolic fotm of communication that, okving to the  satisfaction that 
family members experience through its repetition, is acted out in a 
systematic fashion over tirne. Through their special meaning and their 
repetitive nature, ntuals contribute significantly to the establishment and 
preservation of a family's collective sense of itself (Wolin & Bennett, 1984, 
p. 413) 

Not al1 rituals, however, are necessady positive and sorne go through a period of revision 

and renegotiation before settting into a cornfortable place. Family crisis or dissolution, 

even positive and anticipated change such as an adult chiid starting a famiIy of her or his 

own can alter a family's traditions. In an examination of the impact of late-life divorce on 

family ritual keeping, Pett et al. ( 1  992) found sibmificant disruption. Keepinç family rituals 

was found to be hindered by family members' feelings of saciness, anger, hurt, and loss 

after a parental divorce. Sorne family members found it too painful to continue family 

traditions; others attempted to do so but found the traditions significantly altered by the 

absence of not only the divorced parent but extended family members as well, and by the 

inclusion of "new" people such as a parent's new partner. This confusion led frequentfy to 

the creation of alternate ways of doing things which then developed into new family 

traditions. Some respondents reported that the opportunity to let go of some of the oid 

traditions and create new ones was a positive experience signifjhg a new begmning. It has 

been sugçested that a family's ability to adapt its rituals in times of chaos or crisis is crucial 

to its successful functioning (Wolin, Bennett, & Jacobs, as cited in Pett et al., 1993). 
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Family celebrations present opportunities to act out unresolved conflicts, to pubficly 

exclude specific family memben, or to create new, inclusive traditions which respond to 

the evolving nature of the family unit (Whiteside, 2988). As mentioned above, every 

family needs at some time to adapt its ntuals and traditions to acknowledge the biending of 

families, as in martiage. Managed successfully, this can strengthen and consolidate the 

institution of the family, ensuring its continuity through time (Bennett, et ai., 1988). 

In a study of rituaIs in early remarriage, Whiteside ( 1988) found that even the rules 

of everyday famiiy life needed to be altered, through a process of examination and 

negotiation, to fit the new family unit. Additionally, traditions may be adopted directly, 

adapted to fit the new family, or constnicted anew; while this entire process may occur 

with ease, respondents indicated that it is frequently fraught with tension. Children, caught 

in the middle, find themselves moving between "two separately organised, minimally 

overlapping household organisations'' ( p. 282) which may be in competition for the 

children's time and emotions and which may have conflicting rituals. Children of unhappy 

or chaotic families may welcome the opportunity as young adults to alter or completeIy 

discard the rituals and identity of their family of origin in hopes of creating a future vastly 

different from their past (Bennett et al., 1988). 

Many of a family's rituals and traditions centre around calendâr celebrations such 

as Christmas, birthdays, Thanksgiving, and life cycle ntuals such as mam-age and birth. 

How these are organissd, who is included or excluded, and indeed whether they are 

celebrated at al1 can çive ches about a family's sense of identity. The emotional 

investrnent in our rituals can be great. Furthemore, they may entai1 much responsibility 
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and work; this is perhaps especially true of hoiiday festivities such as Christmas which 

brïiigs with it "expectations and obligations, demands and wishes . . . and although 

Christmas is a festival of fun and mirth, it is also a festival that is taken in dead earnest" 

(Lofgen, 1996. p. 104). There is the necessity of shopping, baking, cleaning, cvrapping, 

visiting, concert-going, etc; "preparations become demands, the things that must absolutely 

be done if the true Christmas atrnosphere is to descend on the house on the 24th" (p. 106- 

107). This vision of the perfect Christmas becomes the vision of the pertèct family, 

infl uenced increasin y1 y by media portrayals of happy, organised, festive nuclear and 

extended fami lies. What is frequently not s h o w  is the complications and di fficult choices 

present in separated and divorced famil ies at ho1 idays. With whom wilI the children spend 

Christmas Eve? Christmas Day? Will there be two, or more, Christmases, complete with 

turkey and gift eschanging? None of this is part of the dream of the perfect family 

(Lofgren, 1996). 

Intergenerational contact. Another aspect of family identity closely related to both 

stories and ntuals is intergenerational contact. Many of the stories that survive from 

çeneration to generation are told by the older members of the extended farnily, 

gandparents, for example. Celebrations provide an opportunity for the younger members 

to see their extended family and to learn their role in the family. In a study of the quality of 

the relationship between young-adult b~andchildren and their grandparents, Sanders and 

Trygstad (1993) found that the large majority of the grandchildren indicated that their 

grandparents kept them informed of family heritage. According to di Leonardo (1987) 

contact across households, both inter- and intra-generational helps to ensure a satisfying 
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tàmily Iife. 

Material culture. Matenal culture, the things people Save, is included in the current 

study as an aspect of family identity. Many cherished items saved and handed down 

through the generations are in fact symbolic and help us to hold fast to a memory of famiiy 

or an experience we have had within our family. Other artefacts connect us through the 

stories associated with them to people, places, and events of a more distant family history. 

According to Csikszentmihalyi ( 1993), such objects "give concrete evidence of one's place 

in a social network" (p. 23). For Tuan (1980), they "have the power to stabilise life" (p. 

163) because of their endunng quaIi:ies, their permanence. Tuan shares with 

Csikszentmihalyi the view that material possessions are sornehow crucial to our images of 

ourselves, forrning a link between ourselves and a sense of immortaiity: 

Our fragile sense of self needs support, and this we get by having and 
possessing things because, to a large degree, we are what we have and 
possess . . . . We value genealogical trees, grandfather clocks, and cluttered 
ware of a local museum because they suggest that our identity far from 
being a transient and elusive thing, is flxed in extensive time and space . . . . 
Recognising that the past is slipping to oblivion, we wish to rescue what we 
can. in the process we not only reclairn the people and the culture of an 
earlier time but also enlarge and enrich our general conception of the world 
- and thereby, inevitabl y, though perhaps unintentional ly, a sense of 
ourseives (p. 472). 

Material items "stand for the ties that link a person to others" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993 p. 

27) and serve as evocateurs helping us to recall events, people, and our place in the farnily 

(Zeitlin, et al., 1982). The examination of materiai items, especially in combination with 

oral history interviews, provides an opportunity to retrieve 'forgotten' information. 

Weigert and Hastings (1977) refer to the family as having a "special archiva1 function as a 

repository of identity symbols which compose a biographical rnusewn or even a hall of 
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fame for an individual's personal and social identities" (p. 1 174). Often those cherished 

objects that bind us with our family are not of great monetary value (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1982); some are practical or utihtarian, others are purely sentimental or cybolic. AI1 

represent a tangible connection to one's past. Examples of material culture, of items saved 

and handed down through the generations, include quiits, recipes, dishes, locks of hair, 

furnishings, baby bracelets, diaries, and perhaps most widely, photoçraphs. What is saved 

provides insight into the lives of families both through its designation as something of 

si~wificance to retain and through the stories which are Frequently atîached to the items. 

The destruction of these items represents a significant Ioss for both the individual and the 

fam ily as "a whole period of our personal and col tective life will vanish without a trace" 

(Tuan, p. 470) 

Photographs are one example of material culture and are frequently used to 

document the traditions and rituals described above. In fact, Zeitlin et al. ( 1983) suggest 

that the taking of photographs at celebrations has become a tradition in itself. Photographs 

capture forever a single moment making it possible "to record the past at the moment of its 

occurrence, to record the present at the moment of its transformation into the past" ( p.6). 

They then become a permanent part of the farnily record with their "promise of eternal 

life" {Kildegaard, 1985, p. 73). Interestingly, hocvever, this image is not necessarily 

representative of a reality beyond the moment. In fact the reality is that most photogaphs 

today are taken of special, happy times, of celebrations, and are not indicative of a family's 

daily l i  fe (Tuan, 1 980; Walker & Kirnball Moulton, 1 989). While photographs serve as 

links with our past, over time they serve to augment and sometimes replace our memory of 
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events. Kildegaard refers to a photosaph as a "synthetic mernory". "[Bjetween one 

scene of the beach and another of a Christmas pars - memory is blank" (Tuan, p. 469). 

Thus, whether consciously or not, they allow the manipulation of reality, of our memory. 

In essence, then, photographs, as consciously formed images, may be used, consciously or 

unconsciousiy, to distort the  truth. The popdar perception of photographs as images of 

reality makes this probIem more difficult; we tend to believe what we are seeing forçetiing 

that the photographs are simply representations of a moment in tirne- The advance of 

technology has meant the availability of cameras allows ordinary people to create images of 

themselves and their world, to record not simply how they look but how they would like to 

look, and what they want to show others (Mahan, 199 1 ). This illusion or potential for 

illusion in photographs is a topic of research in itself and makes the use of photographs for 

historical research dubious; nonetheless, because they record what was considered of 

importance, they are an important tool for researchers studying cultural and family values, 

and customs, particularly festive occasions, such as weddings, birthdays, and holiday 

gatherings (Kildegaard, 1985; SinisaIo, 1987). As with other items of material culture, 

photographs are useful in combination with interviews; the information supplied by each 

supplements, sometimes supporting, sometimes contradicting, the other. Greenhill (1 98 1 ) 

has examined the interconnections between one farnily's photogaph album and that 

family's stories concluding that looking at a farnily album is "more than a visual experience, 

it is a multi media evocation of the family" (p. 3). 

Women7s customs. What al1 of the above methods of reinforcing family identity 

over and through time have in common is that they are generally viewed as women's work 
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( Pctt et al., 1993; Stone, 1989; Weigert & Hastings, 1977; Zeitlin et al. 1982). Women 

become the "kinkeepers", the "archivists", and the "preservers of family lore", having the 

significant role of maintaining traditions and links with farnily, their own and their partners' 

(Sherman, 1990). Women send the birthday cards, buy the Christmas presents for both 

sides of the family, record the births and deaths, organise the photogaphs in family 

albums, and decide what items to Save for future generations. Thus, any examination of 

material culture is, in large part, the study of what women considered significant to keep. 

Di Leonardo ( 1987) divides women's work into three categories: housework and childcare, 

paid work, and the work of kinship which she defines as: 

. . . the conception, maintenance, and ritual celebration of cross-household 
kin ties, including visits, letters, telephone calls, presents, and cards to kin; 
the organisation of holiday çatherings; the creation and maintenance of 
quasi-kin relations; decisions to neglect or to intensiQ particular ties; the 
mental work of reflection about al1 these activities; and the creation and 
communication of altering images of family and kin (p. 442-443). 

Often, the frequency, and indeed the occurrence of this work, the contact among 

households and between generations, and the family celebrations, depends on the presence 

of an adult woman in the family. Where there is no woman to do this work, either because 

of death or divorce, traditions frequently fa11 by the wayside. Where there is more than 

one woman abte to fil1 this role, negotiation rnay see the responsibilities, especially those of 

holiday celebrations such as hosting and food-preparation shared or alternated, arnongst the 

househoids (di Leonardo, 1 987). 

In couple interviews, Stone (1989) found that women frequently knew not only 

their own family history but knew more of their husbands' family stones than did the 

husbands, having leamed them from their mothers-in-law. Another study found similarly 
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that in three of eight farnilies interviewed, the husband could not remember a story about 

his childhood or a family identity story until prompted by his wife (Sherman, 1990). The 

findings in both of these studies echoed the work of di Leonardo (1987) who also found 

women to have more accurate and extensive knowledge of their husband's families than 

did the husbands themselves. 

The Current Studv 

While family violence has been ctudied extensiveIy and family identity to a lesser 

degree, the relationship between the two and its effects on the family need further 

esamination. The current study, then, is at the intersection of these two fields of research, 

and represents exploratory work grounded in the lives and experiences of the women 

interviewed. There is no body of literature about how family violence affects the 

intergenerational transmission of family identity. This study, then, draws on more general 

research from those two fields, family violence and family identity, in search of context. 

The initial focus of the research centred on five interview topics which developed out of 

the literature. These were: material history or culture, i.e., the artefacts we Save to hand 

down to future generations such as quilts, jewellery, locks of hair, recipes, and 

photopphs; oral history and family stories; rituals and traditions; and intergenerational 

contact. The fifth topic, introspection or self-analysis on the part of the interviewee, was 

included as a means of ensuring the inclusion of the women's own voices and is tied to the 

ferninist framework which guided the research. The exploratory nature of the study 

provided an opportunity to learn whether and how the topics were relevant to women in 

abusive relationships. These topics evolved throughout the interview process, as will be 
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discussed in the rnethodolo~y chapter of this paper. 

The exploratory nature of the current study suggests that no specific theory of 

family identity or family violence is being tested. However, aspects of kminist theory 

tùndamentally inform this work both in its analysis and methodology. Firstly, much 

feminist theory is rooted in women's oppression within the family. This thesis recognises 

the nuclear family as only one possible cultural construct among many and as havinç a 

patriarchal past. In particular, it explores women's participation in maintaining this mode1 

of the family. Secondly, women's experiences of the family are examined in the first 

person. Drawing on the feminist conviction that women be allowed to speak for 

themselves, this study explores family violence and family identity through the subjective 

experience of women. 
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Methodo i o ~ y  

Partici~ants 

Data were collected through interviews with 10 women, al1 of whom had lived in 

an abusive relationship in the past. Some of the women had lived in more than one 

abusive relationship. None of the women defined herself as currently living in an abusive 

relationship. interviewees came from one source and were past clients, current staff, and 

volunteers o f a  local transition house'. 1 had the support and CO-operation of the transition 

house's executive director for this project. AI1 data came from face-to-face interviews; no 

women's files or confidential shelter documents were accessed. Ali participation was 

completely voluntary. Some women volunteered when they leamed of the research 

through the transition house; others were approached directly. 

1 did not use a specific definition of abuse to select participants, rather 1 interviewed 

women who themselves named their experience as abuse. This was not limited to physical 

abuse. To ensure minimal emotional risk for the women, I included as part of my selection 

cnteria that al1 of the woinen interviewed must have been out of the abusive relationship 

for a minimum of six months. It was my intention that this time petiod would have 

allowed their emotional wounds to have at least begun healing. 

Interviews 

Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 2 hours; al1 but one were audio-taped. 

Women were given the option of where they would like to be interviewed. Most 

interviews occurred in women's homes; two took place at the transition house. 

2 T o  ensure confidentiality, the transition house will not be named in this paper. 
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Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions or topics were used to gather 

data. Relevant parts of the interviews were transcnbed and the material was then organised 

thematically. This method of information gatheting is popular in feminist research because 

it allows for ample discussion and exploration of topics and provides opportunity for 

clarification (Anderson & Jack, 199 1 ; Edwards, 1993 ; Minister, t 99 I ; Reinharz, 1992). 

Further, and of most significance to this research, this style of interview allowed me to 

learn about women's experiences and mernories in their own voices. 

Sirnilar oral history style intewiews have been used to record the stories of people 

less likeIy to be included in the written record (Reinharz, 1992). Traditionally, this has 

included women and disadvantaged or "powerless" groups and individuals, such as those of 

lower socioeconomic status. Oral history provides a forum for these voices. I would 

hesitate to caII the women I interviewed "powerless"; after all, somehow they found the 

strength to survive and ultimately to leave the abuse (see discussion of this issue in the 

literature review section). Nonetheless, however they are IabeIled, women in abusive 

relationships do belong to a group whose voices for years were not heard. In a discussion 

of her OMTI research, Buss (as cited in Reinharz, 1992) commented: 

On the whole, the women whose stories appear in this book are survivors, 
and they are often not the desperately poor. For each of these women who 
have somehow made it through a11 the bamers of class, racial, and sexual 
discrimination, there are those who did not survive. Those women's stories 
tend not to be told, because they are not very visible, because they are so 
vulnerable that publicity would be dangerous, or because thy have died or 
have been too "beaten down" to discuss their lives (p. 141). 

Buss's experience was not inconsistent with my own. In fact, 1 made a conscious decision 

to interview wornen who had succeeded in leaving and remaining out of an abusive 



Violence and Identity27 

relationship rather than women currently in abusive relationships. This l did for the 

women's safety, my own safety, and for ease of access, fully aware that this omitted the 

voices of women who still lived in abuse, some of the most oppressed. The data in the 

Resuits chapter would seem to indicate that the women 1 interviewed had a sense of seIf- 

awareness around the issue of violence in their lives. 

Feminist Framework 

As discussed above, both the research topic and the interview method chosen to 

gather data are indicative of the feminist framework guiding the study. Further, in keepinç 

with that feminist framework, 1 encouraged participants to analyse and interpret their own 

experience (Reinharz, 1992). This serves to involve women in the process more than does 

simply "taking" their stories from them. There are at least two perspectives on this idea. In 

her review of oral history research, Reinharz found that some researchers deliberately and 

consciously refrained from any analysis of their owm so as not to speak for or transfom the 

data, believing instead that interviewees are quite capable of commenting on their own 

lives. An alternate perspective encourages researchers to use their academic knowledge to 

analyse what is being presented (Elizabeth Harnpsten, as cited in Reinharz). In this 

research, 1 have attempted to combine the two perspectives, encouraging wornen to offer 

reflection and analysis of their own expenence, as well as providing rny own analysis. 1 

have included women's introspection and analysis in their own words to a geat extent, in 

an effort to have their voices heard. Realisticaliy however, due to the bulk of data 

coliected, it becomes necessary to be selective. Because of the vast wealth of information 

çiven to me by the women 1 interviewed, deciding what to include and what to omit 
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bccomes a tremendous responsibility as one endeavours to give sufficient voice to each 

wornan's experience. Regardless of the arnount of space the women's voices receive, as 

the researcher, 1 undeniably have a hand in shaping the work, from choosing the topic and 

the informants tu ultimately determining which data are included and in what format. Thus, 

a researcher's voice is evident regardless of whether she choses to analyse the text. 

Ethical Concerns 

In spite of the selection critena discussed above, Le., women must have been out of 

t h e  abusive relationship a minimum of six months, rnany of the topics likely to be raised 

during the interviews were potentially ernotional issues for many, if not al1 of the women. 

As the researcher, 1 was aware of the sensitive nature of the topic. According to Lee and 

Renzetti ( 1  9 9 3 ,  sensitive topics are those which involve "potential costs to those 

participating in the research . . . beyond the incidental or merely onerous" (p.4) and include 

research which "intrudes into the private sphere or delves into some deeply personal 

experience" (p.6). It is not at al1 uncomrnon for feminist researchers to find themselves 

working with sensitive topics as uncovcring the hidden or oppressed in women's lives is a 

cornmon theme in feminist work. Certainly, my research examines the private and 

persona1 aspects oF women's lives, asking about their families and their intimate 

relationships. 

In my initial contacts with women, I stressed the sensitive and potentially emotional 

nature of the research topic. Further, 1 emphasised that al1 participation was completely 

voluntary; this I reiterated when calling to confimi appointment times and at the outset of 

each interview. In addition, each woman signed a consent form which 1 first read to her 
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and which highlighted the fact that she could withdraw her participation at any t h e .  

Additionally, because I knew al1 of the participants through rny work at a local transition 

house, I was aware that some might feel obligated to participate, or in the case of ex- 

clients, might feel that their participation was tied to the quality of service they could expect 

should they need to access the transition house in the future. Therefore, 1 attempted to 

address these issues with each woman during our initia1 contact and stress that this work 

was separate from my job at the transition house. 

While some interviewees may be more comfortable opening up to a researcher who 

is a stranger to them (Reinharz, 1992), I found the opposite to be hue. Every wornan 1 

approached agreed to be interviewed- Women welcomed me without hesitation into their 

homes and into their lives and their mernories precisely because they did know me, albeit 

not weI1, and knew of my background working in the field of violence against wornen. 

Further, this allowed me, as it has other researchers to have "shorter, more focussed 

interviews than researchers in unfamiliar terrain" (Segura, as cited in Reinharz, 1992, p. 

26). For me, the relationship of trust - the groundwork - was already estabhshed. Indeed, 

1 do not believe that I could have obtained the same depth of information from mangers. 

Reinharz found that for some researchers the existence of such a relationship encouraged 

interviewees to raise additional topics beyond those the researcher presented. This was 

also rny experience and it dtimately had a major impact on the direction of this study. The 

previously esisting relationship of trust between the women interviewed and myself 

allowed them to kel safe participating, but also enabled them to feel comfottabIe taking the 

lead in the interview at times. An obvious benefit of this was that it enabled me to learn 
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what was of significance to the women; in this way new themes emerged which became 

key pieces of the study. These themes wil l  be discussed in the Results, below. Thus, the 

experience of trust works both ways; an interviewer aIso trusts participants to move the 

interview in a significant direction. This is not a tremendous leap of faith on the part of a 

researcher since the interviewee is, after aI1, the expert of her own experience- What 

initially rnight appear to be sirnply a digression rnight, as in the case of the current study, 

generate valuable and previously unexplored data. 
C1 
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Results 

Demomaphics 

Dernogaphic information was gathered which related to the two existing areas of 

study. Women were asked to identiw the nature of the abuse experienced in the 

relationship and the relationship's duration to place the discussion within the context of 

family violence. In order to facilitate the discussion of family identity, they were further 

asked to describe their family unit, Le., marital status, number and ages of children, 

custody arrangements. Discussion pertaining to intergenerational transmission of family 

identity was especially pertinent because al1 of the women interviewed had children. 

Questions such as age, length of time in relationship, and socioeconomic status were 

included to demonstrate a range across these variables. A conscious attempt was made to 

çather no superfluous demographic information sirnply for the sake of creating statistics. 

Therefore, a minimal amount of information was requested. 

As discussed above, al1 of the 10 interviewees self-identified as having lived in an 

abusive relationship. Al1 were psychologically abused by their ex-partners; 8 aIso identified 

some level of physical abuse.' Of the wornen interviewed 1 was in her twenties at the time 

of the interviews, 4 were in their thirties, 3 in their forties, 1 in her fifties, and 1 in her 

sisties. The abusive relationships they discussed began when they were frorn 18 to 25 

'one womao explained that while the abuse was physical and psycholoçical during the relationship, now 
that they are separated it is still psychological but no longer physical. Others expressed similar sentiments about the 
abuse, especially control aspects, continuinç beyond the relationships in the fom of stalking, harassinç phone calls, 
repeatedly dnving by the women's home, sending inappropriate messages throuçh the children, etc. 
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ycars of age, and ended when they were 2 1 to The relationships had a duration of 

from 2 to 34 years, with 7 of the wornen living in abusive reIationships for less than I O  

years and the remaining three women in relationships of 20 or more years. Two of the 10 

women talked about two abusive retationships each. Of the 12 relationships discussed by 

the interviewees, 7 were rnamages, 4 were common-law, and 1 was a dating relationship. 

At the time of the interviews, the women had been out of the abusive relationships 

anywhere from 9 months to 2 1 years. 

AI1 of the women had at least one child. Six women had 1 chiId each'; 3 had 2 

children, and 1 had 3 children; 3 of the 4 women with adult children also had 

grandchildren. AI I but one of the children was born into the abusive household - and that 

one child was born prior to and therefore lived in the abusive relationship. Two children 

were infants (less than 1 year of  age) when their mothers lefi the relationships; 7 children 

were 5 or under; 2 were between 5 and 10 years; 2 were late teens / young adults" and the 

remaining 2 were adults with children of their own when their parents' abusive relationship 

ended. 

For the 3 women whose children were 17 or older at the tirne of separation, 

custody and access arrangements were not an issue. For one woman who had 2 children, 

J This refers to  when the manied o r  common-law relationship ceased; several of the women expressed that 
the abuse continued, especiaily the psycfioloçical abuse, albeit in a different f o m ,  once the partners were no longer 
CO-habiting. Examples were stalking o r  harassinç phone calls. 

5 Unsolicited, three o f  these women expressed regret at not feeling safe to  have more children because o f  the 
volatility and instability o f  their relationships. 

C- Two women made the decision to remain until their child had reached an age of independence. One of  
these women had been toid by her pariner she would not see her cluld again should she leave. 
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custody was dividcd with her es-partner with each parent having custody of 1 child and 

visitation with the other. The remaining 6 women7 al1 had full custody of their children, 

and the children spend the bulk, or al1 of their time with their mothers. The 7 

corresponding fathers al1 had or have had access. For one of these men, the Family Court 

had ordered that his visits with his child be supervised. While most of these men 

apparently fought vigorously through the Court process in order to gain access to their 

children, none were consistently exercising their right to access at the time of this study. 

Socioeconornic status of interviewees covered a fairly broad range. Two of the 

women had completed some highschool; 2 had graduated from high school or completed 

GEDs; 2 had at least some coltege or trade level education; and 4 had at least some 

university education."he 12 male ex-partners covered a similar range: 4 had some 

highschool; 3 had graduated high school; 3 had college or trade; and 2 had some 

university. in 6 of the 12 relationships discussed, the women had the higher leveI of formal 

education; in  4 relationships, educational attainment was the same for the partners; and in 

2, the man had the higher level. Four of the women stated that their current family 

incomes were higher than when living with their ex-partner; 4 were lower; and 2 were the 

same. Table 1 presents these figures broken into income while cohabiting with the abusive 

partner (Previous) and income at the time of the interview (Current). Of the 6 women who 

stated that their current family incornes were greater than or the same as when living with 

their ex-partner, 4 had incomes which decreased immediately following the separation or 

7 One of these women had one child by each of two Fathers, therefore there were 6 women and 7 men. 

8 Three of these women returned to or began university after their relationship ended. 
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divorce, thcn rosc again. Several women volunteered that they have more available 

income now because they are no longer supportinç their ex-partners some of whom did not 

work or worked only occasionalIy or seasonalIy. 

Table 1 

Incomes While Involved in Abusive Relationshi~s and Subsequently 

Income Range 

under 10,000 

10,000-20,000 

30,000-30,000 

30,000-40,000 

4G7000-50,000 

Previous Current 

L 
Note. One of the 10 women intem-ewed Iived in two abusive cohabiting relationships, 

therefore the numbers in the Previous column total f 1. 

The Emereence of Thernes 

As mentioned in the introduction, this work is exploratory The five original topics 

that organized the semi-structured interview format emerged from the literature on material 

culture and the transmission of family identity. Their role was to act as broad categories in 

which to gather facts and concepts as they emerged From discussion with the interviewees. 

From the interviews, six themes emerged. The emergence of these themes was reflective 

of the grounded nature of this research and, while there is overlap, they do not foilow 

closely the five topics initially identified. 
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The six themes became the focus of attention and analysis because they were 

repeatedly addressed by different women, although not al1 women discussed al1 themes. 

As themes began to emerge, the interviews changed slightly in an attempt ta take into 

account these new directions. The central themes to be discussed below are: myth and 

reality of the happy family, the tradition of abuse, silences, isolation, preservation of 

material culture, and creation and maintenance of a historical record. 

Mvth and Realitv of the ~ D D V  Family 

An important outcome fiom interviewing women for this study \vas that for many 

of them the experience of gj~owing up in their families of ongin was generally not a positive 

one. This reality came to light very quickly in the interviews and will be discussed further 

in the section. The Tradition of Abuse. Repeatedly women spoke of abusive and 

disconnected families. AIcoholism was mentioned often, as was undiagnosed mental 

illness. Criminal activity was not far behind in frequency. Not one woman reported her 

own or her ex-partner7s families of origin or extended fàmilies to be without at least one of 

these problems. Alcoholism seemed especially prevalent and many of the interviewees 

spoke of more than one alcoholic in their own and their ex-partners' extended families. 

Açain and again, women used negative language when speaking of family 

members. From one woman, "My [matemal] grandmother was a nasty old woman; my 

rnother took after her . . . . My mother's family was cold . . . . She had two alcoholic 

brothers . . . . My brother is a male chauvinist pig". The rnajority of the other women 

used similar, often stronçer lançuage in discussing their families of origin. Of her paternai 

grandfather, one woman remarked, "he was very abusive, he was domineering, he was a 
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truc patriarch and he rulcd with an iron flst". From another woman whose grandmother, 

rnother, and self were al1 abused in their adult relationships: 

My father was a nightmare of a person to live with and my mother put up 
with it. 1 think he was mentally il1 and he was never diagnosed; he'd get 
very depressed and sort of paranoid, absolutely sure she was having an 
affair with just about everybody in the world. 

One major outcome of living in these families for most of the wornen interviewed 

was that for most of the women interviewed it was not possible to reiy on their families for 

support either on a day-to-day basis, or in times of crisis. This is especially important 

because support is exactly what most of the wornen would have liked when leaving or 

preparing to leave their ex-partners. While one woman reported her farnily to be very 

supportive of her when she lefi her abusive relationship, the maJority found themselves 

quite literally on their o~vn. One vmnan explained that her mother believed she was 

making up the stories of abuse and continually to1d her to ço back to her husband. She did 

not. A number of years later when he physicall y assaulted a new girl fiend and found 

himself facinç criminal charges, the interviewee's mother finally believed she had been 

telting the truth al[ along. Another woman summed it up this way, "The reality of family is 

that they are not always there when you need them." Instead, this woman turned to friends 

and to professionals for support. 

According to the women interviewed, the famiIies of their ex-partners did not fit 

the ideal or pedect family mouid either. One woman, in describing her ex-partner's father 

painted an interesting picture of a man who had lost the family home in a poker game and 

who encouraged criminal activity by his children. "As for [ex-partner], his father would 

pat him on the back and Say 'good job' when he stole sornethinç." This woman's ex- 
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partner came from a large family and according to her, most of his siblings were "abusive, 

in trouble with the law, drinking, and doing drugs . . . . If we had everyone over, I'd cany 

my purse from room to room and i'd worry about things getting broken or stolen, and 

usually a fight wouId break out." Another woman described her ex-partner's family this 

way: "his father drank and I thinli he  drank quite a bit but he was very, he was funny . . . . 

When he wasn7t drinking he was extremely cold because he wouldn't speak to anybody". 

Of her ex-partner's mother, she said "she's like a smiling steam roller . . . . She ruled the 

roost and she still does; he [ex-partner] is afiaid of her". The same interviewee desçribed 

her ex-partner's uncle as "very abusive" to his wife. Of his aunt, she said, she '-was an 

alcoholic and died an alcoholic". Descriptions of this nature were the n o m  in the 

interviews. 

The farnily the woman and man formed together was obviously one with problems, 

otherwise they would not have been included in the current study. Unfortunately, children 

becorne the casualties in such families. Sornetimes they are not welcomed or wanted, as 

was the experience for one womân who said, "When 1 was pregnant, [partner] decided it 

kvas an inconvenience for him and went around telling everyone it wasn't his." From 

another woman, '7 wish when the kids were small that they had a decent father. He never 

took them to a beach, picnic, or fàirs, or anything"; and from the same woman, "He made 

it a scary place to live . . . . 1 feel bad for what they [children] saw; I know they saw things 

they shouldn't have". There were also stories of children being deserted in the immediate 

and extended families of both the interviewees and their ex-partners. "The first time my 

dad met his mother, h e  was 13 and he hitch-hiked to Halifax and knocked on her 
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apartment door and said: 'I'm your son'." 

Some of the women talked about the necessity of protecting their children from 

family members, including the chitdren's fathers. Others discussed how the family 

dynamics affected their children. One woman spoke of her baby crying whenever the 

woman's then-partner and the woman's rnother were in the room together because the 

child was sensitive to the animosity behveen the two. This, then, is the experience of the 

children who quickly learn the reality of life in their immediate and extended families. 

They pick up on negative emotions, hear arguments, learn who to avoid, and know who 

will be drunk at family gatherings. 

One woman said of her child, he "has had to deal with so much turrnoil". This 

child's father rarely called or visited him anymore and had taken back toys that h e  had 

bought for him in order to give them to a second child by a different wornan. Yet another 

woman commenting on the maturity of her young child said, "She knows al1 about dnig 

use, hot knives and things like that . . . . She is a much more worldly girl [because of the 

parents' relationship and subsequent separation]; she understands abuse, homelessness". 

A third woman speaking of her adult daughter's view of her father explained: "[She] 

doesn't expect anythin~ of him that he can't provide like being nice or kind or a good 

father or a good gandfather or anything." 

The consequences of life in abusive families, then, can be long lasting and affect 

children into adulthood, even into future generations. The women interviewed for this 

study and the literature both state clearly that children do not outgrow the effects of such 

upbringing; instead it foms one of the primary factors in the intergenerational transmission 
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of abuse as will be discussed further in the foliowing section. 

Most of the women did not enter their relationships expecting the abusive situation 

they ultimateiy found themselves in. Instead, they believed the myth about happiness ever 

afier. "1 always expected [es-partner] to be nice." Despite story after story of abuse from 

their family of origin experience, most of the women interviewed Iooked to their 

relationships to be different, better, special, not to be a copy of the homes they had been 

reared in. This expectation points to the power of the myth of the happy family. Some 

women described going to considerable lengths to perpetuate this myth. 

There are indicators that some women interviewed rnay have been naive about the 

dynamics of abuse and that this may have contributed to their being surprised by their ex- 

partners' abusive nature. One woman said her parents were not abusive: "1 only ever saw 

my dad once push my mother." Another woman, commented that she '-never expected to 

have that kind of life" becauss her father was not abusive; instead her "mother was the one 

who hit". 

The tendency to expect everything to be rosy despite their experience to the 

contrary is a learned behaviour which was modelled in the home. One woman explained 

that her parents "liked to make it look like a perfect world" despite their own past and 

current experiences of abuse. One woman perhaps best summed up this when she said of 

her own parents (her father was "quite abusive" to her mother): "they had a really strong 

desire to make farnily despite their difficulties and their ineptitude at it". Another woman 

expressed that she wished her mother and gandrnother had talked about their abusive 

relationships and dealt with their issues because she grew up with unrealistic ideals. 
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For the wornen, the net result of the tension between myth and reality was 

considerable ambivalence towards their own family of origin and to a lesser extent, their 

es-partners. Their children apparently esperienced the same emotional contradictions, 

especially where their fathers were concemed; after all, despite their ançer at him for his 

lack of involvement in their lives, he was still their father. The chiIdren believed that their 

fathers who neither visited nor called them for months at a time loved them dearly. They 

made excuses for the fathers who did not acknowledge their birthdays or Christmas, and 

kept what they had that reminded them of their fathers - photographs, gifts, fishing rods - 

in places of honour. At the same time, women expressed the sentiment that increasingly 

their children were forgetting paternal relatives but they themselves were sometimes 

ambivalent about the significance of this. "He [child7s father] doesn't visit his parents 

much anymore; he used to go weekly; so [child] never sees them. Of course, this is 

probably good overall. [His] father d h k s  heavily". One woman, through a comment 

about her own expenence, altuded to the origins of some of the ambivalence experienced 

by the children of abusive homes: 

I believe that most of my issues regarding self-esteern and my inadequacies 
in that regard stem from my rnother's criticism and must have begun before 
1 was born. 1 couldn't do anything right and yet I was wonderful on the 
other side you lcnow it was bath messages coming across at once which is 
very confusing. 

It is important to note that women aiso spoke of positive aspects of their families. 

One woman who found her family supportive when she was starting over on her own 

remarked, "I7m thankful that my family is such a good and strong family like they are 

because 1 don't think 1 would have corne through as well as 1 did if it wasn't for it 'cause 
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they stuck by me through it all". This represents the ideal that the other women had 

expected. Frorn another woman came this comment about her farnily's strength: 

Our family is ali about you know when anyone is in need of anything we're 
al1 there to heIp whether it's financial or support or if someone7s sick type 
thing if someone needed this if they had it they'd give it . . . . It's the time 
the love the support you know to still be together after a dysfunctional 
upbringing. 

Another woman spoke of the generosity of her ex-partner's family of origin saying that 

they would buy things her child needed because they were aware of her own limited 

budget, this in spite, or perhaps because of the fact that the child's father rarely visited, 

called, or contributed financially to his son. Other women spoke of fond memories of 

family members, especially grandparents: 

Mum, Dad, and my brother and 1 would al1 go to visit my grandmother for 
supper, baked beans and hash. Then my grandmother, me, and my brother 
would ail go for a walk about one mile to the beach and pick up beer and 
pop bottles and keep them for money. We'd go in a side road to a waterfall 
and go fishing, then we'd go back and play Parcheesi. 1 want to find the 
waterfall and take [child]. 

The "Tradition" of Abuse 

When 1 asked women about the existence of traditions in their families, one thing 

that emerçed, beginning with the first wornan interviewed, was the "tradition" of abuse in 

the family of origin. While this was not necessarily an anticipated answer, it is not 

inconsistent with the iiterature on family violence as discussed above and represents the 

reality of many women's lives. While the rnajority of the literature discusses the effects on 

abusers of having been reared in abusive homes, the effect on women of having been 

abused or of witnessing abuse in their homes as children is less well documented. 
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In the current study, interviewees spoke about abuse expenenced by generations of 

women in their families. Younger women spoke about the abuse of their mothers and 

gandmothers by their fathers and grandfathers; women with adult children spoke of the 

abusive relationships of their mothers and of their daughters. "She [interviewee's mother] 

was one of the ones who said well 1711 stay in the relationship, what else could I do, what 

would I do, and so she stayed." This interviewee went on to explain the transformation of 

her mother after her (interviewee's) father' s death: 

She blossomed after he died and she was probably in her late seventies and 
she was like a new woman completeIy al1 her. She'd laugh and she'd tell 
stories and you know she had some cheeky sense of humour that was really 
buned for a11 those years. She could barely speak her mind because he 
wouid pick on that and you know find some problem so she was 
housebound, isolated . . . . I f  she developed any friendship with women it 
would very definitely be controlled, limited. 

Another woman who described her mother's and grandmother' s relations hips as abusive 

suggested that, after much introspection, she believed this family background meant her 

own abusive reIationship was 3nevitable": 

My mother . . . sees me as being different from her and that . . . my 
mistakes are different from what hers were and she had different reasons 
for hers and so she doesn't recognise the pattern. . . and yet now that 1 see 
sort of where i7ve corne from and how 1 grew up and what their [mother's 
and grandmother7s] relationships were like 1 can see the abuse and the 
pattern and I see where I've fallen right into the same sort of things that 
they did but yet she [interviewee's mother] doesn't recognise that as being 
the same. 

This tradition of violence existed not only in the women7s families of origin but also 

those of their ex-partners. It penneated every aspect of the family; their relationships with 

one another and with outsiders, their rituals, their family storks, and their gatherings and 

celebrations. One wornan painted this picture of Sunday dinner at her ex-in-laws: 
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His [ex-partner's] father was extremely abusive . . . . Sunday dinner was 
the thinç 1 guess and it was always very stressful you know there was 
always a, [ex-partner's father] always had at Ieast one temper tantrurn whiie 
we were there: he was very volatile and acted like a chi Id and that kind of 
thing. That was the standard. 

Another woman whose ex-partner rarely visited his child explained that he was "following 

the pattern'' as his own mother had not seen him either as a child. 

While it needs to be noted that certainly not al1 women in the interviewees' 

extended families were in abusive reiationships, nor were al1 men in their families abusive, 

this was a recumng theme and one that had a tremendous effect on the family as a whole. 

From the women's own words, it is clear that this is one tradition which cornes with a 11efI-y 

price tag. Of her own relationship, one woman remarked: 'Y'm a n g y  at staying in a bad 

relationship for so many years and 1 was surprised at how long it took afier 1 made the 

break to feel good again." The same woman said she felt as though she had "lost years and 

years" of her litè. Another woman commented, "If 1 was to meet me before I married [ex- 

partnerl and now, 1 wouldn't know who I was; it took a lot away from me . . . self- 

confidence . . . when [ finished with [ex-partner] I had none". From another woman: 

It's been a stniggle but 1 think that 17ve gotten back most of my self-esteem, 
most of my dignity, and I'm not just tatking about my two partners, I'rn 
talking about what my father did to me day in and day out because he was 
extrernely verbally abusive yoli know every day that i was a youth or teen 
he would Say you'll never amount to anything, that kind of thing. You'll 
never be nothing but a, a washer woman and those words stay with me 
more than anything my partners could have said to me 'cause of?en when 
I'm doinç housework, cleaning up the mess, I think oh my God he's right. 

Another wornan summed up the effects for her of growing up in an abusive home in the 

following way: 
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I think that 1 would have been a much more out in the world kind of person 
with my skills and talents than I have been had I not been raised in an 
abusive environment, had 1 not sought out what 1 knew unconsciously, 
perpetuated it and spent most of my life having the single most important 
thing in rny l i fè  be my relationship. 

From the same woman, "what I'm working on is learning to re-pattern myself and my 

relationship dynamic in my new relationship . . . to practise what I've learned. 

In addition to the replication of abuse, the intersenerational transmission of abuse 

can have other unforeseen and long-terni consequences. One woman explained that she 

was not surpt-ised to find herself as a single parent; both her mother and grandmother had 

been single mothers after their abusive relahonships ended and she had received the 

message that it \vas something a woman goes through to become a stronçer person, a rite 

of passage, so to speak. For another woman, the opposite was true; she could not imaçine 

herself as a single parent. Havinç seen no positive role models of single mothers and 

feeling anything was better than raising her children alone, she stayed in an abusive 

relationship longer than she might have othenvise. 

Some of the factors that rnay underlie the intergenerational transmission of abuse 

have been illustrated above. Of paramount importance to the women interviewed, al1 of 

ivhorn had children, was the necessity of breaking this cycle, of ending the tradition of 

abuse. The mothers of young children spoke of their hopes and attempts to ensure that 

their sons are not abusive and their dauçhters are not abused in their teenage and adult 

relationships. Their comments echoed one another's: "1 hope I can break the pattern by 

teeping her away fi-om abuse, work on her self-esteem and tell her she's special." "The 

whole reason 1 left [ex-partner] was so that my kids wouldn't grow up that way." "1 hope 
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by bnnging him up the way 1 am that will break the pattern.'' From a woman whose 

inother, daughter, and herself were al1 in abusive relationships: 

1 stayed in the relationship for many, many years too long knowing that it 
wâs never going to get better and perhaps that's why my daughter just 
wouldn't put up with it for a very long time. Maybe she realised that 
staying for a long time was not good . . . . It's something else I feel guilty 
about; I think that my daughter has inherïted this bad choice of men . . . . 
A11 i wanted for her was for her not to go through anything that f'd gone 
through. 

And finaliy, one woman surnmed it up this way, "if you don't stop it, you pass it on". 

Women's strategies to end the pattern of violence in their families naturally 

included their male children, as well as females, but some wamen were already noticinç 

negative effects of the abuse their own children had witnessed or experienced growing up: 

1 tned to work on equality in the family . . . but you can't ensure it. My son 
at times has been abusive . . . and I'm happy to say that I don't think that 
he's abusing his girlhend because 1 keep close tabs on that. 

From another woman with similar concerns about her son: 

1 think that the most obvious thing that being in the [abusive] relationships 
has rneant for [son] and he's expressed this, you know - 'what 1 know of 
men is that they're not to be trusted' - which impacts on his own self 
identity as a male- 

A third woman discussed her adult children who have chosen to distance themsetves to one 

extent or another from their parents and from one another. Of her son she said, "we were 

extremely close when he [son] was growing up - . . [now] it's just Iike two strangers 

talking". Seemingly her son "has made a whole fantasy life and he doesn't want any of 

us to corne and disturb it". Her daughter although she atternpted not to be drawn into her 

parents7 separation had told her father, "don't make me choose because you know who I'll 

choose". The consequences of abuse, then, are far-reaching and long lastinç. The pattern 
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needs to be broken and the women interviewed expressed a cornmitment to that for their 

children7s sakes, as well as their ovm. At the same time, their esperiences would seem to 

indicate that this is a persistent tradition, the virulence of which was shown to be already 

evident in families with adult and adoiescent children. 

Silences 

The existence of gaps in the family record - silences - was a theme which surfaced 

regularly in the interviews. it was not infrequent for the women to voice that there was a 

person or persons, or an entire branch of their own or their ex-partner's family that they 

knew little or nothing about. When probed, most women expressed that they felt the 

information gaps, whether in their own or their ex-partner's families, represented deliberate 

omissions, not merely oversiçhts. Women repeatedly, without prompting, told of histories 

of alcoholism, violence, mental illness, premature deaths, divorce, crime, children being 

deserted and extramarital affaairs, in their own and their ex-partners' families of origin and 

estended families. Sometimrs women specrilated about the things that were not being 

said. In other instances, there was no doubt as to why someone was not discussed. "My 

mother's brother . . . went to jail for a while [for] molesting [a young boy] . . . so that was 

hush hush." Another woman told of being swom to secrecy by her mother at age 1 1 when 

her mother informed her that her [interviewee7s] father was havinç an affair, apparently, 

one of many. 

Several women spoke of leaming about relatives they had not known existed. 

Commented one woman: 

My father, there were so many relatives he didn't get along with. It was 
only when my father died 1 found out he had a particular brother who lived 
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not too far away . . . [rcccntly] a first cousin of rny father's died . . . . 1 had 
never heard of her, nor had my sister, nor had my brothers, another branch 
of the family ttiat Ive didn't know about . . . . tt wasn't a tightly knit family 
. . . and that's the sad thing about this woman who just died . . . . She lived 
in the same town as us; she lived probably a twenty minute walk away . . . . 
We don? know what she did; we don? know what kind of occupation she 
had. 

From another: 

There are lots of relatives down there that he [father] would know that we 
don't know and 1 don't care if 1 ever get to know them to tell you the truth 
. . . probably because 1 wasn't really brought up with that the need to bond 
. . . dad's got a sister. . . he hasn't seen in 30,10 years . . something 
happened 1 don't know what it kvas and they lost contact. 

The same gaps in the family record existed in the families of the wornen's ex- 

partners as existed in their own. 

His [ex-partner's] family history was a history of family violence so there 
wasn't a Iot of information passed on . . . so 1 found that it was reatly hard 
to know much about any of them; some family members didn't get along 
with others; it seemed to me that most of them didn't want to talk about 
their family; they just wanted to pretend that none of them existed . . . once 
1 became involved with them and got to know the farnily . . . you got to 
know the tension and al1 the things you don't taIk about. 

One woman who knew little about her ex-partner's family surmised there was 

something about his father that no one in the family wanted her to know. "You [speaking 

about her ex-partner] don? just out of the blue become emotionally, physically, and 

sexually abusive; something has to happen to you." One woman pointed to an interestinç 

imbalance in the oral history of her ex-partner's farnily: 

It's very patriarchal; they have a good recollection of the male side of the 
famiiy . . . . his step-grandmother they knew little about her. . . . She 
wasn't important; she was just there . . . . She wasn't significant at all. 
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StilI other silences were perpetuated by the women themselves who talked about 

not wanting others, especially their parents, to know they were living in abusive 

relationships, whether out of embarrassrnent, a desire to handle it on their atm, or fear. 

"My first marriage was bad but my [parents] wouldn't have known it from me  until they 

came to visit." From another woman: 

[when he leamed of the abuse], dad was just i think angry at the way [ex- 
partner] was treating me. . . dad was gonna run up and break his neck . . . 
but 1 just kept saying murn it711 just make it worse for me. 

One woman explained she was ioffended" when her father offered to pay her fare to leave 

the relationship and return home: 

1 thought he had no right to interfere. 1 tlgured it was troubles that would 
sort thernselves out, that I could manage it, that it would get better . . . . I 
said no thanks but they [parents] rneant very welI but I also felt 1 didn't 
have the right to take a child away from her father . . . . He wasn't abusive 
to her. Oh, [in retrospect] 1 think it would have been healthier to have got 
away with her, you know, it wouldn't have been good for me to go back to 
live with rny parents. 1 couldn't stand my father to start with; that's why I 
wanted to get away you know so going back to live with him wouId have 
been a disaster I think . . . . That wasn't the answer for me- 

Interestingly, a woman speaking not of herself but of her mother voiced similar sentiments. 

Also living in an abusive relationship, the interviewee's mother did not want others, 

especially her own mother who had cautioned her against her choice of husband because 

she "could see that he was going to be a problem", to know about her predicarnent. But 

her attempt at secrecy was ill-inforrned: 

Then, of course, al1 the years that my mother was mamed to my father she 
didn7t dare tell her mother what was going on but rny grandrnother knew; 
you had to be a fool not to see it. 

While some silences were intergenerational and some were self-imposed (both are 
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aspects o f  the tradition of  abuse), others were actively maintained by abusive partners. 

Women spoke repeatedly of  being silenced; about the process of learning what things were 

acceptable to discuss in front of  others- One woman explained how she was always 

"getting in trouble" for saying things in front of her then-partner's farnily that he did not 

want said: 

1 used to go home and they must have thought I was a lunatic because we'd 
go in and we'd be çabbing and everythinç else and he'd Say '[wornan-s 
name], honey, come here, come here I need you for a minute' and they al1 
thought he was cail ing me in to give me a hug or  sornething and he7d Say, 
'Jesus Christ what'd you Say that for' . . . and 17d be like, 'God, you didn7t 
teIl me 1 wasn't supposed to say it' and then I would go out and I'd be like 
siIent from one minute to the next and they could never figure it out. 

Others spoke of  "walking on eggshells" and of the need to "watch what you s a i d  at family 

çatherings for fear of saying sornething that might upset someone since people frequently 

did not get along and rnany topics were off Iirnits. 

For some of  the wornen, uncovenng whatever information they could about their 

own and ttieir ex-partners' families became a prionty with the birth of their children 

because of their desire to pass on a historical record. Given that many ex-partners were 

defensive and controlling of information about their Families, this was a difficult task. One 

woman reported that much of the information she eventually learned about her partner's 

famiIy came to her from other sources, including his siblings, to whom she sometimes 

snuck information and photographs for forwarding to her child's patemal grandparents. 

Another woman, trying to unravel a history of her ex-partner's family for her child, said 

"everything has come from his [ex-partner's] gandrnother"; her ex-partner had rarely 

spoken of his farnily. 
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For other women, breaking family silences was an important factor in ending the 

intergenerational tradition of abuse in their families: 

1 went into relationships that just fit right in that pattern so 1 think what 
that's chançed for me is that now 1, now it's forced me to look at my 
family, to Iook at the history of our fainily. I'm interested now in knotving 
more about my family where a lot of that wasn't talked about; a lot of 
people in my family weren't talksd about and I never understood why . . . . 
I get more answers now than 1 ever did , . . 1 guess because, maybe because 
i've been through these stmggles that they now think it's okay to talk to me 
about, about the bad things. They figure I'm old enough now that it's okay 
to tell me . . . . It comes out in little bits and I'm piecing it together myself 
because one person will tell me a little thing and another person will tell me 
a iittle something else and then it's like oh, okay, and it makes sense . . . 
But i think for me because 1 war,t to break that cycle for [child]. I'm 
explonng more and more about my famiiy and about why we went 
thorough those sort of relationships and what made me become involved 
with those kind of people and that's, 1 think that's why I want so much to 
preserve things for [child] so when she's older she has a sense of history 
and even though some, you know, some of it rnay be a littie vaLwe because 
I don2 have al1 the history at least I can buiId h m  it for her . . . and some 
of it rnay be negative 1 think it's important to know the negative too . . . . 1 
don't think we can leam unless we know the negative. 

Isolation 

The theme of isolation appeared throughout the interviews in a myriad of wsiys. 

There was the forced isolation from family of ongin imposed on women by abusive 

partners, isolation by choice from abusive farnily members, children isolated from fathers 

and fathers' families, and isolation from family caused in large part by poverty and 

circumstance, including çeographical isolation. According to the research on abuse as 

discussed in the literature review, isolation from family and friends is a fom of 

psychologicaI abuse. The experiences of the women 1 interviewed were consistent with the 

literature. From one woman, "When you're in a relationship like that, well first of al1 they 

[abusive partners] alienate you more or less from your family and fnends. You don? have 
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a fot of people around". From another woman: 

[Ex-partner] didn't like my family period; he didn't like any rnernber of my 
famiiy because basically he, as an abusive person, didn't like sharing me 
with others and thought his farnily should be more important. 

From a third woman: 

Socially it was so dificult . - . because the man I was married to kvas an 
alcoholic. He was unreliable. 1 just didn't want to be seen in pubIic with 
him and 1 don't think people invited us because, because he was so sort of 
unsociable. 

The other interviewees echoed these sentiments: "He didn't like the fact that my farnily 

and I were that close. I was close to my farnily and spent time with them." "He was 

happier if 1 didn't have a lot of contact with my family." "He didn't want me talkîng to rny 

Family on the phone." About visiting her gandmother, one woman said, "1 had to ask him, 

- cm 1 so?' like a child rvould ask a parent, 'can i go here and do this?"'. One woman's 

parents and her es-partner had a mutual dislike for one another. He did not want her to 

have a relationship with them and she found it became easier not to cal1 them or tell thern 

thinçs. She became estrançed from her own family but he encouraged her to have contact 

with his. Another woman speaking about visiting her famiiy, commented "1 was on a tight 

leash, he'd Say 'be home at this time' and if 1 wasn't home . . . i'd get the third degee". 

And finaHy, "My rnother said she felt like she had to make an appointment to corne over. I 

used to tell her to cal1 first. That was because of him and the drugs." 

This isolation imposed on the women by their abusive partners meant many rnissed 

family gatherings and celebrations which the women spoke of with regret. One wornan 

commented, Y've missed a Iot of weddings because at the tirne 1 was with him my self 

esteem was Iow, and I couldn't go, right. He wouidn't let me go basically . . . or he'd 
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knock me down so low then Say 1 could go but he knew 1 wouldn't; so 1 missed a lot". 

Another woman told about bcing forbidden by her abusive partner to attend a baby shower 

beinç held by family and Friends in her honour. The shower went ahead without her. And 

frorn another wornan, "We [farnily of oriçin] have a gathering once a year; people frorn the 

States come d o m  but my kids are always away . . . . We had a reunion there but my kids 

were at their dad's [for court-ordered visitation]. . . so they don? really know rny 

[estended] family". 

Other factors come into play to keep women isolated, a key one being 

socioeconomic status, or more bluntly, poverty. One woman spoke of not having a car to 

visit her mother who lived thirty minutes away, and outside any esisting bus route. By far 

the majority of the women interviewed had little access to extra money when still living in 

an abusive relationship, whether this was because the family had little money or because 

their partners did not permit them access to it. One woman who lived a distance from her 

family and rarely saw them commented, "We didn't have the money and if [ex-partner] 

decided that I wasn't going home then 1 wasn't going home and that would be it because it 

would have to come out of his pay cheque." Frorn another woman, "There was money, 

but he drank it." Poverty can be very isolating. 

Over and over again, women spoke about another f o m  of isolation, that of their 

children from the children's fathers and fathers's families. Most, if not all, of the fathers in 

question had court approved access of their children; for some this represented a lengthy 

and not particularly pleasant Family Court experience. Nonetheless, many of these fathers 

chose not to exercise this access consistently, if at aIl. This usually meant the children not 
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onIy did not see their fathers; they aIso had little or no opportunity to see relatives on their 

fathers' side since it was generally the responsibitity of the fathers to facilitate this. 

One woman told that her child had mementos on disptay in her bedroom to remind 

her of her father's family, although she rarely saw any of them anymore, "She has 

forgotten most of then1 [relatives on her father's side] . . . and I don't have much contact 

with them anymore, and she doesn't remember." The child's father rarely sees her. 

Another woman's ex-partner continued to take her back to court because he was 

unsatisfïed with existing access arrangements, yet at the time of the interview, he had not 

seen his young child in alrnost one year, nor had he acknowledged Christmas or any other 

hoIiday during that period in spite of an existing court order granting hirn "regular and 

frequent" access. The mother speculated that the frequent visits to court were more about 

harassing her than seeing the child, and expressed concern that her daughter could corne to 

imagine the absent father as the ideal dad and resent her for wha-i the chiid saw as the 

mother's role in keeping the father away. Thinking it better the child know the reality, she 

had tried to encourage contact. Another mother explained that her son was very angry 

because his father had not caIled or seen hirn in more than three months. Again, regular 

access had been speiled out in a court order after the child's father had repeatedly taken 

her back to court for more access. Other women also spoke of their children lashinç out at 

them when the fathers did not show up for pre-arranged visitation. One woman echoed 

others when she said her son's behaviour changed depending on whether he was having 

regular visits with his father. Another woman told of her child eaçerly planning and 

purchasing çifis for her father for Christmas and speculating what h e  would give to her. 
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Despite court orders granting hirn visitation with his child, Christmas came and went with 

no contact fiom him. At the time OF the interview, six months afier Christmas, the gifis sat 

in a closet waiting for him to reinitiate visits. 

A woman whose children spent a significant amount of their time with their father 

discussed her oivn sense of missed esperiences, -'Your kids are only five once and they're 

onIy six once and they're only babies once and you can't reinvent those years and my son 

was with his dad for al1 those years and 1 missed his iïrst day of school you hnow". 

Children can not comprehend al1 of what is going on. They may [ose contact with 

half of their extended family; usually this is their father and his relatives. Where children 

have little or no contact with a family rnember because of distance or animosity, there is 

"no cornmon shared experience of gowing up with this person in their Iives" which is how 

one wornan described the lack of connection her children feel for their uncle, her only 

sibling. Mernories are not created and no pictures can be taken to preserve a record that 

never esisted. As will be discussed in the subsequent sections, wornen have put much 

energy into gathering and creating what they could, including photo albums dedicated to 

their children and their children7s paternal relatives, in order that there be some link for the 

children with that half of their heritage. 

Isolation, as well was sometimes voluntary. Some women chose not to see certain 

members of their own families, or Iet their children be around them, because there had 

been nothing positive about the relationships, which were frequently abusive. (For a more 

detailed discussion of this, see the section Myth and Reality ofthe Happy Family.) Farnily 

gatherings, if they happened at all, were fiequently unpleasant and were "something that 
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you wanted to av0id.l- Cleariy, there was a degree of ambivalence about continuing 

contact tvith certain relatives. 

For some families, however, contact continued and lines of communication 

remained, if not open, at least in existence. Some children visited regularly with reiatives 

on their father's side, sometimes in spite of the fact they rarely if ever saw their fathers 

anyrnore. This was often Facilitated by the mothers, although in many cases the rnothers' 

contact with the es-in-laws was limited. One woman said her child visited his paternal 

grandparents regularly; "he gets along with everyone in the family on both sides . . . . He 

looks forward to seeins his gandparents and helps his grandfather out with his tools and 

stufr. Another woman explained that althouçh her son's father no longer sees him, they 

havs a positive connection to that side of the family through her son's geat grandmother: 

"She is actively, physicaily in his life. She couldn't go a day without at least talking to him 

and she has to see him at least once or twice a week"- 

Preservation of Material Culture 

Prior to beb~nning this study, I had heard much anecdotal evidence through rny 

w r k  in a transition house from women telling of the loss of tangible parts of their family 

record as a direci consequence of their abusive relationship. Certainly, relationship 

dissolution and the division of property it brings are increasingly common in our culture. 

From one woman whose possessions were divided between herself and her ex-husband by 

the court, Y had saved a few things [for my children] but they're in the cedar chest and the 

cedar chest isn't here. 1 could only take seven things so 1 had to choose veiy wisely." The 

items she had put aside throughout her adult life and mariage intending to hand down one 
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day to her childrcn remained with her ex-husband afier the divorce, and she doubted the 

children would ever see them: 

i can't see him handing things down- He has things from his farnily and 
he's going to give them to his brother-in-law but his family is [son] too and 
he wouldn't give them to [son] . . . . [Ex-partner] doesn't think about them 
as his children . . - . He told [daughter] that she'd never get anything of his. 

This woman went on to explain that her ex-partner "was jeatous 1 think of the kids which 

has always boggled my rnind" and didn't see them as his farnily in the sarne way as he did 

his family of origin. 

Other women spoke of Ieaving things behind in their haste to leave a relationship, 

things that they wanted and under different circumstances would not have left. Some 

requested of their ex-partners after the separation to return the items but to no avail. "He 

kept one quilt that my gandrnother made for my daughter. I t n d  to get it; he Iiked my 

grandmother so 1 think he's taking care of it. 1 hope it's on her [daughter's] bed; hopefully 

he'I1 give it to her some day. He's also got [child's] baby book. . . and photos of me from 

when 1 was younger that he won7t gïve back." From another woman: 

1 don't have [child's] baby bracelet. I lost that when I le&. . . . He [ex- 
partner] wouldn't give me that . . . or the athletic awards 1 won or cards or 
yearbooks from school, nothing. It's disappeared, al[ gone. I lost al1 rny 
histot-y, al1 my past. 1 have nothing. 1 just leFt there with my body and my 
kids. 

By far the deliberate destruction of items by ex-partners was raised the most 

frequently as the manner in which women lost tangible pieces of thcir history. The wilful 

destruction of objects by abusive partners as descnbed by the wornen I interviewed seemed 

nothing short of malicious as their cornrnents indicate: "He wouldn't have a qualm about 

breaking something of mine." "When he got mad at me, he threw everything that I had, 
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cverythinç." "Hc said the wind blew it [çlass bowl] down [frorn the window] but the 

window wasn't open.-' "He would break something in front of me to get the reaction he 

wanted.'' "When we moved on one occasion, 1 had a small baby and a young child. He 

was responsible for moving a lot of my things . . . and he just didn't move [some of'l them, 

lefi them behind. They weren't important to him". He \vas "very destructive". He 

destroyed "just about evetythinç . . . . He destroyed anything that had meant anythinç to 

me." "He sold al1 rny books; 1 saved money and bought them back." And finaIly, fiom 

another woman, "He took al1 my clothes . . . . I took whatever I could get in my bags and 

whatever was left he took . . . . He was mad and I was gone . - . He just heaved it all." 

Women devised V ~ ~ O U S  means to ensure thinçs remained safe. Significant objects 

were -'tucked away", locked in trunks, hidden in closets, and stored elsewhere to keep them 

out of the potentiall y destructive hands of abusive partners. "1 kept them in the closet and 

made sure he didn't know which closet they were in." From other women: "1 had taken it 

out of the apartment that 1 shared with my first partner because 1 was scared of what he 

would do wiîh i t if l feft it behind and I had it stored in a friend's basement"; "After he 

broke something, I packed away stuff in a trunk and locked it"; "Because 1 couldn't display 

them [photogaphs], the fear that they'd be damaged or destroyed; I had to put them away 

so I didn't get to see a Iot of them for years." The women's families of ot-igin also becarne 

involved in protecting the material aspects of the famiIy legacy: 

They [parents] wouldn't give anything to me before [when still living with 
ex-partner] . . . because they didn't trust, they were afraid they would get 
destroyed . . . . Some of it they didn't want to give to me because they 
didn't trust my partner so they didn't want me to have those things. 
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A different woman who had already given her adult daughter some of the things she had 

saved for ber, found herself in the rather unusual position of receiving them back for safe- 

keeping when her daughter kvas in zn abusive relationship. 

Once out of the abusive relationship, wornen were fke  to unpack and enjoy those 

things which had been in storage for safe keeping. 

I had to hide them over the years in that first relationship 1 used to tuck 
them away. 1 knew I couldn't hang them on the waii because now and 
açain there'd be a spiteful reaction and he would destroy things deliberately 
you know smash something in front of me so I just learned to tuck it away 
. . . . Now 1 can enjoy them, have them out. 

For the rnajority of the wornen interviewed, the role of traditions and of materiai history 

took on added si~gnificance once they were on their own, "It meant a temfic amount when I 

was newly out of the relationship because it was part of who I was and it was part of an 

expression of my fieedom . . . to have it around me". From another woman: 

I found when 1 was with both the abusive partners the Family traditions were 
sort of gone and it was after I Iefl the relationship that these things became 
important . . . . [Previously] we were doing things with his family and they 
were doing things his way." 

The sarne woman referred to the value of her own family traditions to her as "just 

something we could always count on". Another woman offered an explanation for why 

fàmily and tradition gained in sigmificance for her since ieaving her abusive partner: 

I think what7s happening now because most of us [interviewee and her 
siblinçs] are older now and we're, things are becoming more important to 
us now so we're, we're starting to do things that are more meaningful and 
things that are, are important. Whereas in the years, years past they weren't 
really, it was more, it was more survival than anything, Iike let's just get 
through this year or this relationship and do the best we c m  and everybody 
was, and each sister, most of us were in abusive relationships at one degree 
or another so the bond amongst ourselves was kind of not even possible 
because we were al1 in survival mode in our own family. Now that we7ve 
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al1 gotten out of those relationships, we as sisters have become closer; we 
spend more time together. Ho1 idays mean more; we get together as a 
family. 

Creation and Maintenance of a Historical Record 

Al1 but one of the women interviewed expressed that it was important to hand 

down a sense of  family, a historical record to their children and grandchildren. Where it 

could be pieced togther, this was about gathering the existing record, which as discussed 

above was not aIways an easy task. In addition, it was about creating a new record: 

When you corne from a famiIy that has any sort, you know, any sort of 
abusive dynamics to it, part of, part o f  rnoving on from that is letting go o f  
some of those traditions and it's not necessanly because they're bad 
traditions but it's the letting go of  the whole dynamic of what went on . . . . 
Maybe you want to let that go and start a new tradition jrzi because it's a 
new start for you. 

A new beçinning could be as simple and symbolic as  a name change. One woman 

who had very recently switched back to her maiden name cornmented, "Right now I'm 

starting on a new foot with a name change .. . . It's Iike starting over, another chance, a 

new beginning." Another woman described it this way, "Going back to my maiden name, 

that was a delight." For these women, giving up their ex-husband's name and taking back 

their own, \vas tied to their sense of identity. Interestingly, neither woman changed her 

child's family name. 

The women interviewed presented two key reasons why saving a family record was 

of  importance to them. These were an awareness of something missing due to their own 

lack of a family history, and a desire to pass something on for the next generations thereby 

recti@ing that void. From one woman: 
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1 was very aware there's so little 1 have from rny past that I'm going to keep 
what I have to hand it on and treasure the things that are happening now 
. . . knowinç that 1 can pass them on. 1 make an effort to have photographs 
when . . . [my daughter, rny rnother] and 1 are al1 together and she 
[daughter] w i l l  have these pictures of the three generations of  women. 

From a woman who has made a concerted effort to Save things for her daughter, ''1 had a 

great sense of not having very much from my past. 1 noticed how other people had al1 

kinds of things from their past when 1 was p w i n g  up". Most of the other women echoed 

these sentiments. 

Significant life experiences were named as factors prompting women to begin 

saving their history. Commented one woman: '7 didn't have the same sort of regard or 

interest in family before the birth of  my child as I did afier. Suddenly it was an epiphany; 

family became al1 important with the birth of a child". Another wornan echoed that she 

wanted to ieam more about her own family history "largeIy because of  my daughter". 

Previous to the birth of her child she knew only that her "own family history was one of 

abuse" and felt this espiained why she had been told so little about it. Thus, a record is 

deemed necessary for the children and grandchildren it is assumed w i I I  be boni. From 

another woman, "When he has children, if he has a little girl, it'll be something he can pass 

on to her [chnstening gown]." 

Speaking of the value of the material objects and the dangers inherent in losing 

them, one woman commented: 

They're evocateurs, they are the conjuring, evoking symbols that fiom 
which the stories spring, from which you anchor - 'oh, that was granny's 
brooch'. . . . They are the talismans for the stories; they're the evocateurs 
for the stories. When the things are gone it's harder to keep the stories 
alive, 1 think, 1 believe, it's kind of like the illustrations in a child's story 
book. They carry the story in a way. 
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Things that women discussed saving covered a large range. Sorne were entmsted to them 

by previous generations; others oriçinated with them. Some were of monetary value, 

others were purely sentimental. Rarely were they without emotional attachrnent as shown 

by the wornen's descriptions. The lists of items included:: "an amazing quilt that 1 

remember from infancy or early childhood made by my father's mother, made for me and 

1 slept under"; "a Christening robe used for three generations"; "photogaphs from my 

parents- childhoods"; --a do11 that was my father's doll"; "a very beautifid necklace given to 

me by my mother when I married, made by my mother's father for rny mother's inother as 

an engagement gift"; "recipes, both orally handed d o m  and written"; "a recipe that murn 

and them al1 use, my grandmother's recipe for homemade beets"; "an afghan from mum's 

murn"; " rings from my materna1 gandfather who 1 only met once"; "an oId photo of my 

rnother that I keep on my desk"; "mum's mum's turkey platter''; " recipes for my mother's 

Christmas cake and pudding that 1 make every year"; "1 25 year old needlework"; "letters 

from my mother"; "quilts from my two grandinothers, one cvho has since passed away"; 

"rny mother's and grandrnother's rollinç pins"; '-spinning wheel"; "Persian mg"; "a recipe 

for Swedish Rye b r e a d ;  '-a set of  sterling silver": "my mother's cookbooks", and 

photogaphs, lots of  photogaphs. 

Items that the women were saving to hand d o m  to their children, thus, adding to 

the Farnily legacy included: "baby clothes that I made for my dauçhter and which I will 

grive her whether she has a child, if she has a child it might be special for her to have 

those"; "the hospital baby bracelets, mine and fchild7s]"; "a Christening gown, rny own 

which my son aiso wore and which 1 will give to him for his kids some day"; "[child7s] 
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lock of hair"; "a photograph album filled with mementos"; "a small [photograph] album of 

[daughter] and her father and his family"; "refrigerator art"; "cards and crafts that she 

[daughter] has made me, I'm saving them and wil l  give them back to her some day"; 

"photographs from my own childhood"; "[chi Id's] daycare graduation certi ficate"; 

"[child7s] handprint"; "1 plan to write them each a letter. . . so 1 can let them know how 1 

feel about . . . them"; "the boots that [son] had when he first walked"; and lots of 

photographs. 

Photographs were named so fiequently as a means of recording history for future 

çenerations as to warrant separate mention here. A number of women interviewed 

expressed regret about the photogaphs they did not have, either because they had been 

lost, destroyed, or lefi behind or because they were never taken. 

i don? rernember al1 of those years . . .. 1 just can't rernember year to year 
things going on, have very few photographs of rny daughter from certain 
ages. I have childhood photographs - I have maybe one or two from the 
time she's 12 to 17. We weren't enjoying ourselves as a family so unless 
she happened to be with sorne fn'ends and their parents were taking 
photographs, I didn7t really get them, didn't think, 1 had a camera 1 just 
didn't think about using it so I think she lost part of some mernories too, at 
Ieast some record of them. 

From another woman: 

17m taking as many pictures [of grandchildren] as 1 can while they're little 
because one thing that I didn't have when 1 had my kids, when they were 
little was the opportunity to take a lot of pictures. That just wasn't 
sornething that 1 could do. There \vas no, there was no camera; there was 
no money for film, for developing so what pictures 1 do have of when my 
children, when they were little, when I was with [ex-partner] are very few, 
very far between. And there are no pictures of me when 1 was a baby so 1 
think it's important that the kids be able to Say, 'that was me7. 
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Most women tried to compensate for gaps in the record with the taking of lots of 

photographs: 

I \vas always disappointed with my parents not taking very many 
[photographs] because there's these little spots where they took a bunch of 
pictures and then there's these gaps and it sort of leaves a gap for me in 
di fferent places and so with [chiid's name], I'm tryinç to take, regularly take 
pictures, and events that are really big, 1 try to make sure I have pictures and 
1 record it so I'm trying for her I guess cause when i look back a lot of 
things are missing and because we moved a lot, things get confusing for me, 
so there are gaps for me. 

One woman explained her picture taking this way: ' T m  trying to keep their mernories alive 

because I personally don't remember a lot about my childhood . . . But the k w  pictures 

that 1 do have I rernember the day the picture was taken". The taking of photographs, 

then, is important in order to create and maintain a permanent, historical record: 

It seems such a simple thing to take a picture and there's that tirne frozen 
forever - like [child] will always remember the Christmas she got her 
Cabbage Patch doII because she has the picture . . . and she'll always 
remember how she felt at that particular time in her life whereas if 1 didn't 
have the picture it would be something she probably would never think 
about again. 

Of course, the record preserved by photographs may not always be entirely accurate. In 

reality, what cameras do is allow us to manipulate history to a certain degree. Photographs 

are often taken with a specific purpose in mind, such as capturing the good times: "1 want 

her [daughter] to remember the happy days" so I take pictures. 

The photographs women take are not being forgotten but rather are being 

meticulously organised in photo albums, and artfully displayed. Nor are the ex-partners 

being left out; rather than destroy photographs and reminders of their ex-parnien upon the 

cessation of relationships, the women I interviewed were striving to preserve these for their 
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children- Several wornen mentioned separate photo albums they were organising for their 

children detailing the good times the children had with their fathers and their faihers' 

families before the relationship ended. From one woman who had started an album for 

each of her children: 

1 also plan on with the albums doing one of [daughter], because 1 don? 
have a lot of photos of her [daughter] and him [daughter's father] and that 
family [father's relatives], of doing one, a small album of just them, like, 
that side of the farnily so that she'll have, and then 1 can put whatever 
information there . . . just so she can have it to look back at it or whatever if 
she wants. 

Not only the item saved but its manner of being handed down to the next 

generation took on significance. One woman was saving things for her aduit daughter. 

Her own mother had given important family items directly to her over the years because 

she "didn't want someone else deciding who would get what if she died suddenly". With 

each item came the story of its significance, the object's own oral history. "She would 

make gifts of things . . - things that were precious to her so ive would hear the stories." 

Following her own mother7s lead, the interviewee had made a list detailing who gets what 

so the things she intends for her owm child, "won't get lost in the shuffle". Another 

woman esplained that things were handed down to her at "reaI tuming points" in her life 

including when she graduated, when she got mamed, and when her child was born. 

One of the wornen intewiewed was not concerned with passing on a historical 

record: 

Material things mean less and less as I get older . . . because they7re just 
material things you know, they don't, you know, it doesn't make me happy 
to have these things. I wouid miss them if they were gone but I would get 
over it. it's not like having a relationship with another person; relationships 
are more important than items and Frankly most of my family is dead and I 
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would prefer to still have the relationship rather than the item . . . . 1 look at 
the things that are around me which have some significance for me and I've 
never imparted that to them [my children] what these significances were 
because those people are dead . . . it means nothing to them [her children] 
the onIy farnily history they have is the history of our little family unit fiorn 
start to finish of what they can recall and the things we've done together; 
that's where their family history cornes from. 

The sarne woman described herself as "not a terribly sentimental person" and explained 

that when she was a child her family moved frequently due to her father's work and saving 

things was "kind of a hassle . . . an onerous responsibility". For another: 

The thing that you value is not grandmother's neckIace, not the 
Chippendale hutch; the thing you value is your character and your 
education because no matter [what happens] . . . you have that to start up 
with again. You can go anywhere with who you are so the valuable stuff is 
the stuff that you can leam the skills and the knowledge that you can 
acquire that is what's ultimately priceless. 

While many traditions from both families had been lost or discarded, wornen had 

begun creative new traditions with their children in hopes that they would be continued and 

become a permanent part of the family identity. "He's çot a lot of things that are gonna be 

passed down to him but 1 want to give him some of his own, something that's his sort of 

thing something that was started from m e  and him son of thing hopefully . . . if he has kids 

he'll pass it on to them". Other women echoed this desire to have sornething for their 

children "of our own", sornething positive which looked fonvard and was not tempered by 

past family conflict or dreams of how life might have been. Sorne women had blended a 

"mishmash of  traditions" as one woman rckrred to her family's attempts to combine old 

traditions from both families of oriçin with new traditions. New traditions that women 

discussed were often centred around a calendar holiday, especially Christmas, and involved 

their young children. Examples of these included: special Christmas Eve meals, decorating 



w r e  Iess common. 

Women discusssd acrivsly n-orking to continue and espand the trxiitiori clttor,d 

history nithin their families for the k n s f i t  of thsir children and tne pwrations to crinic. 

Commented one woman- "1 kspt rny father alive for the kids". T\vo \wn ten  discusscd 

taking their children to visit the -gave sites o f the i r  o\vn ~mndparxnts. tticir childrcrr's erclit 

mandparents. and making it an opportunie to discuss the îàmily's history. Onc o f  these - 
women explained that she felt her son3 interest in his ancestors ma- have dcvclopcd f i - c m  

and certainly was encouraged by their trip to her çrandtother's grave. 

Interestingly, and contrary to the bulk of the esistinç litemture, it \vas not ulwxys ihc 

women of the farnilies who had preserved what material history and records did t'sist. 

Certainly you cûuldn't grow up in my side of the family without knowing, 
you know, the history of the [family name] side of the family . . . . It was 
drilled into my head when 1 was a youngster by my father about you know 
where we came frorn and the farnily history was documented and he 
documented it again when he was older and you know they c m  tract: thçir 
family history back thorough the females and the males for generations . . . 
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to the prcsent day. They know, you know, where both sides of the family, 
where they came fiorn. Tt's a big deal. It's part of the oral history. It's part 
of t he  written history. 

Another woman told how her father, at family gatherings, %il1 talk for hours about this 

[family history] stuff' with the stones being "embellished depending on the amount of 

alcohol consumed". 

Nonetheless, as the wornen 1 interviewed demonstrated through their efforts, the 

preservation of traditions, rituals and a material history is important to, and generally falls 

to, or is chosen by, the wornen of a family as their work. This is consistent with the 

literature as discussed earlier. Commented one woman: 

Once the females go, the rituals go, like my paternal gandrnother was a 
great one for oral history and a great one for maintaining the rituals of the 
fainily but when she became, she was elderiy . . . so you know my paternal 
gandmother loved to have her tàmiiy around but unfox-tunateiy she was not 
healthy enough to keep up her rituals. 
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Discussion 

Ten women who had lived in abusive relationships as aduits were interviewed about 

their sense of family identity. Six key themes emerged From this exploratory research: the 

myth and reaIity of the happy famiIy, the tradition of abuse, silences, isolation, preservation 

of material culture, and the creation and maintenance of a historical record. The interview 

data were very rich, such that not ail salient points could be addressed here. Instead four 

major elements that ran through these themes and have a bearing on the larger themes of 

family violence and family identity are addressed beiow. 

The SubcuIture of Violence 

Al1 of the women in the current study reported the relatively pervasive presence of 

violence throuçhout their families of orïgin and their extended families. In fact, violence 

and its correlates, alcoholism, undiagnosed mental illness, etc., were so common in many 

of the families as to be the norrn. 

In highlighting cultural noms quite different from the mainstream, this study points 

to a subculture of violence existing inside abusive families. This is mother way of 

describing what is herein labelled "the tradition of abuse", part of which involves the 

unintentional education of children about the role of violence in intimate relationships. 

Some of the earliest explanations for family violence were of the subculture type, (see 

Besharov, 1990; Breiner, 1992; and Dobash & Dobash, 1990 for comments on the history 

of theory in this area) although these writings typically referred to an identifiable 

socioeconomic group to which many negative traits were ascribed (alcoholism, criminality). 

Later (mainly feminist) authors labelled this thinking as classist, and provided evidence that 
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farnily violence existed across the socioeconomic spectrum. The evidence they presented, 

however, tended to be hiçh profile single cases and not comparative rates of incidence. 

Ethnographie shidies (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Gelles, 1993) also pointed to the presence 

of a culture of violence. 

My findings suggest that although the subculture of violence is far from a complete 

explanation of domestic violence, there are clusters of families and extended families where 

a significant part of the family and its identity, the oral history or lack thereof, and the 

traditions are tied to abuse. The silences discussed in the current paper are an important 

aspect of this. Part of the abusive family's survivat in the larger society is to keep the 

secrets of abuse within the family. This effort is something in which abusers have 

traditionally been aided by patnarchal norrns dictating that what goes on behind a family's 

closed doors stays there. 

Many of the wornen interviewed could readily point to three generations of women 

in their families who had lived in abusive relationships. This also occurred in the families 

of their ex-parniers, and became a part of the family's sense of identity, part of how 

children leamed to see themselves. Following from this, the women with young children 

were adamant that the cycle of abuse would stop with thern, that their children would grow 

up to be neither abusive nor abusrd, and had strategies to ensure this. It seems logical to 

assume here that their own rnothers may have wanted, albeit unsuccessfully, the same 

thing. One hopes that the sense of self-awareness possessed by these women about their 

experience, and the changes they have made and continue to make in their lives, will rnake 

the difference they intend. The alternative, as the results demonstrate, is the perpetuation of 
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a pattern that has dire effects for both adults and children. 

The esperiences of the women interviewed for this study also have sorne bearing 

on the arguments as to %hy women stay" referred to in the literature review. As a 

backlash against earIy theones of family violence which tended to blame the victim for 

masochistic tendencies, later feminist C t e r s  down-played the role of pre-existing 

personality traits in explaining why women tolerate abuse. Rhodes and Baranoff 

McKenzie ( 1998) argued that the effects of the abuse itself, not a woman's personaliv 

traits, are responsible for her staying. Bowker, in refuting an earlier argument by Walker 

(1  979, as cited in Bowker, 1993) about the so-cailed battered wornan syndrome, argued 

that abused women's problems are largely social not psychological, that is, with the 

necessary institutional or other social supports, no woman would remain in an abusive 

relationship. She further argued that self-esteem 1s not the major issue it is often reported 

to be, as indicated by rnany women's covert efforts to escape frorn their abusive 

relationships. However, the current study would suggest that individual issues such as 

farnily of origin experience, the noms with which women have yow-n up, and low self- 

esteem formed as a child in an abusive family, are at least as important as social variables in 

determining who witl enter into an abusive relationship and who will remain in one. The 

significance of this to the current study, then, is that the ciynamic of abuse becomes a part 

of individual and family identities and is thus transmitted intergenerationally. 

Preservation of Material Culture and Familv Identity 

Two inter-related themes that stood out in discussions of each family's material 

history were the preservation of existing items and the creation of a new record. Matenal 
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items are generally recopised for their permanence and therefore their ability to facilitate 

and maintain a connection to one's family of origin. Zeitlin et al. (1982), saw 'things' as 

memory aids that help u s  recall people, experiences and our place in the family. Tuan 

( 1980) and Csikszentmihalyi ( 1982) saw material possessions as part of our self-image and 

important in connecting us to others. For the women in this study, the willful destruction 

of chenshed persona1 items by abusive partners provided a different dimension to this 

discussion, and intempted the intergenerational flow of information and artefacts. The 

wornen inteniewed went to unusual lengths to ensure the preservation of items they wished 

to hand dowm to ctiildren and grandchildren: hiding them in closets, locking them in 

trunks, storing them with friendç or parents, whatever it took to keep things safe. 

It was necessary to protect these items because they served as tangible links to 

important people, relationships, and experiences in their lives. When such an item was 

deliberately destroyed by a woman's partner, it was done to demonstrate power and 

control. The significance was often not in the item itself but in the memory it held. To 

this end, women explained that objects of importance to them were Iikely to be destroyed 

in front of them to ensure that they understood their abuser's power to deprive them of 

what they held dear. This became one more loss for the woman, as another piece of her 

identity was taken from her by her partner. Behaviour of this nature points out the fact 

that, as Bowker (1993) illustrated, violence in relationships is often by design, with the goal 

being to "teach helplessness" to the victim. 

Where there were no items preserved, it was important for the women interviewed 

to create a record. EspeciaIiy once out of the abusive relationships, they worked to save 
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things for their children and to create new traditions. In particular, the importance of a 

photogaphic record \vas mentioned frequently. Photographs worked both to record 

history and to enhance the ideal family myth. Mahan, (1991) referred to the ability of a 

camera to record not oniy how individuak or families look, but how they would like to 

look, to themselves and others. For these women, photogaphs, and family stories to a 

lesser ehtent, became part of what appears to be a conscious manipulation of history. 

The desire of the women interviewed to gather and to build a history, a sense of 

farnily, included the farnily's stories or oral history and its traditions and ritual. 

lnterviewees spoke of dropping or adapting old traditions, and of creating new traditions 

for their children. These new traditions, althouçh they may be only a few years old, were 

designed so that younç children would see them as how things had been done forever. Not 

al1 traditions, afier all, need be old traditions. 

Wornen's Work 

The current study's findings estend the information presented in the Merature 

review about women's customs into the area of abusive relationships. Other authors have 

witten about the traditional role of rvomen as preservers of the family's history (Pett et al., 

1992; Stone, 1989; Weigert & Hastings, 1977). The women interviewed worked hard to 

maintain and facilitate a sense of family identity for their children about both sides of the 

child's family. Even where a woman's ex-partner rarely if ever called or visited his child, 

women attempted to ensure that a link between child and father was maintained by 

compiling photo albums of the man's family, and, initially at least, by facilitating contact 

between the child and the man's family. These findings point to the powerful influence on 
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these wornen of their traditional role as preservers of the farnily's history and identity, even 

in families where these et'forts were actively resisted. Several wornen, in fact, mentioned, 

as does di Leonardo (1987), that the passing of older women in their families meant that 

oral history was lost and that famiIy traditions and connections were not continued. 

Feminist writers (Coontz, 1995; Stacey, 1995) have highlighted the myth making 

power of mass media in the current, seemingly universal acceptance of the patriarchal 

nuclear famiiy mode1 with its post-war, "Leave It  To Beaver-' roles. Both writers have 

pointed out that current cultural beliefs with respect to the nature of the family have little or 

no historical basis. instead, the history of the fàmiiy is one of diversity, resulting from 

variation in cultural n o m s  and demogaphic and economic necessity. 

Women's responsibility for family maintenance and identity is equally puzzling. It 

could be argued that the role was assigned to them by men who were busy in other 

spheres, either through necessity or  iack of  interest. Alternatively, it might also be argued 

that women adopted the role out of an understanding of the importance of familial 

relationships, especially retationships with and between children. Regardless, the current 

study points out that, for the women interviewed, the work of family development and 

identity remains important work that deserves substantial effort. The power of the myth 

can be seen in the fact that these women's experiences of family, both as chiIdren and as 

adults, does not resemble the myth at al1. Despite this, they work actively to provide for 

their children a structure and lifestyle that they have never directly experienced, which 

suggests that the myth has real meaning and is highly desirable. 
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The Positive Suin 

One thing that became clear on review of the findings was that the study's 

participants were intent on putting a positive spin on even their most negative expenences. 

Whether a coping mechanism, a personality characteristic, a world view, or simply naivety, 

al1 ofthe women, without exception, found opportunity to bring fonvard the positive. This 

is seen as an indication of the power of the myth of the happy family to create and support 

expectations of happiness even in people whose experiences seemed to dictate otherwïse. 

Ultimately the women found or created a positive slant to rnuch of what they 

discussed, with the belief, "it has made me a better person" being common. Whether 

discussinç abuse - emotionat, physical, or sexual; parents who ignored or deserted them; 

alcoholism; or custody battles, they managed to find the silver lining, if you will. Once 1 

became conscious of the extensiveness of this underlying theme, it was visible through 

much of what was said. Thus, it seemed a disservice to the women, and to their intent, not 

to address it. Even when the wornen's perceptions of what was positive seemed 

questionable, their motivation to find and highlight the best in their families was obviously 

strong. To that end, I included throughout the Results chapter, examples of these more 

positive aspects of their family life. 

Limitations and Areas for Further Studv 

Clearly the study diverged from the path I originally began to follow. This was not 

entirely unexpected given the nature of exploratory work grounded in participants' 

experiences. It is important to note that the study's findings may not be generalisable to the 

expenence of a11 abused women, nor was this intended to be a goat of the research. The 
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women interviewed represented a relatively specific group. Although there was diversity in 

their ages, the length of time in the abusive relationship, and the length of time since the 

relationship ended (as weIl as in socioeconomic statu), al1 were women who had 

succeeded in leaving and remaining out of abusive relationships and al1 had at least some 

degree of self-awareness with respect to their experience. MI had made contact with a 

transition house, either as clients, volunteers, or staff. This may set them apart, both h m  

women who have suficient persona1 resources and so do not need to access a transition 

house when they Ieave an abusive relationship, and from women who have been 

unsuccessfu1 in leaving to date. This bears on the arguments made earlier about whether 

domestic violence is restricted to an underprivileged segment of society or is pervasive 

throuçhout. The current study cannot resolve this question. 

Any study asking participants to comment on their life experiences is open to 

mernory error, selective disclosure, and intentional re-witing. In fact, the study's findings 

il lustrate the usefulness of these strategies in women's efforts to pornote the myth of the 

happy family. However, the fact that the current research did not focus specificalIy on 

abusive behaviour but rather on the women's sense of connection to their families of 

origin, might have meant they were less inclined to re-write their experiences. 

This study, by incorporating two areas of research - family identity and farnily 

violence - suggests numerous directions for further study. Most of the women interviewed 

outlined a very active process by which they aîternpted to build new structures of positive 

family tradition for their children, in order to replace that which had been destroyed by 

abuse and separation (or had never existed in abusive families of origin). A closer 
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examination of the processes by which this is done under &en hostile conditions would 

add to the literature on the creation of family identity. 

The women interviewed very often attached stories filled with positive emotion to 

the items which had been handed down to them wïthin their families. As discussed earlier, 

these emotions are often in contrast to the woman's actual experience growing up in an 

abusive household. The way in which these objects have become disassociated from the 

negative effects of abuse that are othenvise pervasive in these women's lives seems worthy 

of further research. 

The results contain many of the women's memones of what it was like to grow up 

in abusive households and, in retrospect, the effects that this had on their sense of 

connectedness to their families. These reminiscences, however, may not reflect their 

perspective as children, or the perspectives of their own children. Although there are 

obvious ethical issues in such research, the perspectives of the children with respect to their 

sense of family identity would be very valuable. They could be used to help indicate to 

what extent their mothers' efforts to build a healthy family structure and to thereby prevent 

the further transmission of family violence, had been successful. 

Despite the limitations discussed above, the current study through its close look at 

the lives of ten women who had lived in abusive relationships makes a contribution to 

existing research. In examining the effècts of violence on family identity, it links two fields 

of study, adding to our understanding of both. 
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Appendix A 

Participant Consent Fonn 

You are invited to participate in a study of the relationship between domestic violence and 

family identity. Specifically, the purpose of the study is to explore how fmily violence 

disrupts the intergenerational transmission of such things as family traditions, physical 

objects and family history and what affect this has on family identity. 

r ugree to he intervieweci with fhe aid of u tape- 

recorder for I/te purpose of cokcting information about famil'' idcnfiîy and dorneslic 

vidence, us hscrihed uhove. / tcnderstund rhat the rupes will only he rnde  wirh m+v 

consent and will he stored under lock und key- 

I understcind ritai my nume will nul he zued und thut uny informion wlzich could idemfi  

me or rn-v furniiy will he aitered or ddeted. 

I under.stand thai l can wirhdraw my pur ficipar ion Ur uny t ime. 

1 have read and understand the in formation pre-ed above and agree to panicipate 

in this study . 

Purt icipun f '.Y signar zrre + Date 




