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ABSTRACT 

Research on psychological abuse is still in the early stages; the nature of it renders it 

difficult to define, and even at times to detect. This thesis examines psychological abuse in 

a Namibian context using in-depth interviews with six women who experienced domestic 

violence. The aim was to examine the women‟s perceptions of psychological abuse and the 

response received from various networks of support. Additionally, I investigated whether 

Western theories of domestic violence could be usefully applied in a non-Western setting. I 

found that the women perceived and experienced psychological abuse, however society at 

large placed their focus on physical forms of abuse. I argue that while the processes of 

abuse may be similar across different cultures, the context within which they exist differs, 

thereby altering the very nature of these processes. Thus, Western research and theories can 

be useful in providing insight into the basic processes of abuse. However, the solutions 

cannot be uniform and need to be adjusted in order to apply to various cultural contexts. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Gender studies and more specifically the issue of gender-based violence is a broad and 

emerging field of study and there exists a wealth of research on the subject. Most of this 

research has focused on men‟s physical and/or sexual violence against women and trying to 

understand the processes at play. According to the United Nations (UN) 30 percent of 

women worldwide are directly affected by gender-based violence (UN, 2006, 

A/61/122/Add.1). The General Assembly of the UN adopted a resolution on gender-based 

violence in 1994 and defines it in the following manner: 

Violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but not be limited to, the 

following: 

(a) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, 

sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, 

female genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women… 

(b) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community… 

(c) Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, 

wherever it occurs. 

(A/RES/48/104, 1994, p. 3, emphasis added) 

This definition is rather vague and broad, which I believe is intentional so as to benefit 

women who are victims
1
 of such violence. If one limits the definition, one also limits the 

amount of people that can be assisted on its basis. The broad definition also leaves itself 

open to additional forms of violence that are not mentioned without having to go through 

the lengthy process of amendments. I chose to use this definition precisely because it is 

broad and includes psychological violence
2
. Another beneficial aspect with using a UN 

definition is that it is internationally recognized. While resolutions passed by the General 

Assembly are not legally binding, they are recognized as moral standards. Adoption of such 

a resolution automatically means that the nations of the world have a moral obligation to 

                                                        
1
 My use of the word victim is in the context of the crime of domestic violence. It is not meant to imply 

absence of agency on the part of abused women, or to impose victim status. Victims of abuse employ various 

strategies and tactics in order to survive in their hostile environments, as will be discussed further on. 
2
 Based on the UN definition violence does not take on merely physical forms. I also argue that violence can 

take on psychological forms and causes damage to the victim. Thus, I do not limit my use of the word 

violence to physical forms. 
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adhere to it. Additionally, it lays the groundwork for further work in the area, such as the 

creation of international law. 

That being said, in general when the issue of violence against women is brought up, 

focus is mainly on physical and sexual violence, as is the case in the UN definition. There 

is, however, another form of violence that is often overlooked or under-estimated even 

though it is almost, if not always, a component of the above-mentioned types of violence, 

namely emotional or psychological abuse (Lammers, Ritchie & Robertson, 2005; Trotter, 

Bogat & Levendosky, 2004). Often this carries long-term and debilitating consequences for 

women and is clearly mentioned in the UN‟s definition. However, though mention is made 

of psychological violence, hardly any attention is paid to it throughout the resolution. Only 

two examples of psychological violence are mentioned, namely sexual harassment and 

intimidation. Point A of the resolution, which touches on domestic violence, is of particular 

interest to this thesis and while a few examples of this type of violence are given, none of 

them are psychological in nature. To date, there is no universal agreement as to how to 

characterise and define this particular type of violence. If one cannot put a name to it, it is 

all the more difficult to recognise and by extension to develop effective advocacy, 

prevention and response strategies. Psychological violence, verbal abuse, psychological 

aggression and emotional abuse are all terms used to describe this type of violence. For the 

purposes of this paper the term psychological abuse will be used. For definition see 

Theoretical Framework (p. 6).  

One of the aims of this study is to highlight psychological abuse, make it more 

visible, in an attempt to help tackle the issue of gender-based violence. Furthermore, I 

believe the psychological component of domestic abuse may be what makes the cycle of 

violence so difficult to break free from. As awareness grows, more can be done to combat it 

and break the cycle of violence sooner. Greater understanding will also inform the work of 

policy makers, as well as the advocacy and response interventions of international 

organisations, NGOs and grassroots civil society groups. Another important aim is to 

emphasise the importance of research in non-Western
3
 contexts in informing solutions to 

                                                        
3 Non-Western meaning societies in Africa, most of Asia, Central and South America. Western meaning 

societies in Europe, Australia and North America. 
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gender-based violence. Therefore, I conducted a qualitative study in Namibia, Southern 

Africa. A major part of this paper is to investigate whether the predominant theories, i.e. 

Western theories, can be applied to other contexts. In collecting the personal narratives of 

abuse survivors, my objective is to create a platform for women to be able to influence 

policies on the support that is available to them. 

The site of my study was Windhoek, the capital city of Namibia, which lies on the 

Southwest coast of Africa. Windhoek lies in the Khomas Highlands and is the biggest city 

in Namibia. The country was occupied by Germany in 1885 and was taken over by South 

Africa during World War I. Later Namibia was mandated to South Africa under the League 

of Nations and in 1990, the country gained independence after over 20 years of armed 

struggle. The elevated levels of violence during this time and in addition the relatively 

recent legacy of Apartheid, which embodied acute levels of psychological abuse, made for 

an especially relevant context for a study of this kind. 

1.1 PURPOSE 
This study is an examination of psychological abuse within intimate, heterosexual 

relationships in a non-Western context. Psychological abuse is generally not recognised as 

abuse even in Western societies. Strides have been made to gain greater understanding and 

so far research has acknowledged that it is extremely detrimental (Coker, Davis, Arias, 

Desai, Sanderson, Brandt & Smith, 2002; Pico-Alfonso, 2005; Pico-Alfonso, Garcia-

Linares, Velda-Navarro, Blasco-Ros, Echeburua & Martinez, 2006). Psychological abuse is 

often examined as an integral part of physical violence. This can certainly be useful, in 

view of the fact that psychological abuse is almost always a component of physical 

violence (Lammers, et al., 2005; Trotter, et al., 2004). However, it seems to undermine the 

severity of psychological abuse that occurs independently of physical violence. Only in 

recent years have researchers come to recognize that psychological abuse can exist 

independently (Lammers, et al., 2005). Psychological abuse is problematic because it is 

often difficult to detect. This type of abuse can be very insidious and may even play into 

traditionally gendered roles. Those suffering through the ordeals of psychological abuse 

often do not realise the full impact of what they are experiencing, let alone those around 
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them. One of the aims of this paper is to empower people with the knowledge of the forms 

psychological abuse can take and how it can be so deceptive as to render the victim, and 

even at times the abuser, unaware that it is taking place. 

Thus, I am interested in finding out whether abuse survivors outside of the West are 

aware of psychological abuse. If so, are their experiences similar to other contexts? In order 

to find answers, the following research questions were used: 

 How do the interviewees perceive psychological abuse? 

 How do the abused women in my study perceive the support, or lack thereof, 

from authorities?  

 What relevance do Western research and theories on psychological abuse have 

in a non-Western context, such as Namibia? 

1.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The body of research regarding domestic violence is extensive, the majority of which has 

put emphasis on physical forms of violence. I have made a selection of theories that are 

relevant to this study, but that do not necessarily focus on psychological abuse per se. 

Though there is no agreed definition of psychological abuse, it can be defined as:  

…including verbal and behavioural means to undermine someone‟s sense of self, resorting 

to such tactics as ridiculing, shaming, blaming, criticizing, threatening and neglecting the 

partner‟s emotional needs. 

(Lachkar, 2000, p. 75, emphasis added) 

The groundbreaking study “Captured Queen” (Lundgren, Heimer, Westerstrand & 

Kalliokoski, 2002) shows that 46 percent of Swedish women have experienced violence at 

least once in their lifetime. The study has been criticised for, amongst other things, its broad 

definition of gender-based violence, leading to the high number of women experiencing 

violence. Their definition of violence encompasses threats of violence, a criminal act 

according to Swedish law. Thus, psychological violence is treated in the analysis. 

Furthermore, the study includes sexual harassment and controlling behaviour, but does not 

label this violence because these are not criminal acts in Sweden. However, according to 
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the definition of psychological abuse used above these actions are indeed abuses. As 

research has shown, control is one of the main, if not the dominant, contributors to gender-

based violence (Enander, 2008; Lammers et al., 2005; Lundgren et al., 2002; Lundgren, 

2004). 

Society often casts domestic abuse in the light of deviance (Lundgren et al., 2002, 

Harrison & Esqueda, 1999). Men who abuse are perceived as unwell in some way, they 

could be alcoholics, or perhaps have some sort of psychological disorder. Sometimes even 

the victim is cast in the same light. Her actions or her way of being somehow cause the 

irrational behaviour of the abuser. This view contributes to women failing to report and 

seek help against domestic abuse because they do not want to be cast as „that type of 

woman‟ (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999; Lempert, 1996; Lundgren et al., 2002). There are 

many myths and stereotypes about those involved in domestic violence (Harrison & 

Esqueda, 1999). Abused women are perceived to be “…helpless, vulnerable, ashamed, 

weak, passive, dependent, unassertive, depressed, defenceless… masochistic… crazy or at 

least emotionally disturbed” (ibid., p. 130). Women are often blamed for not only choosing 

abusive partners but also staying in the relationship. Ironically if she is able to extricate 

herself she is blamed for the failure of the relationship (ibid., p. 131; Lempert, 1996, p. 

274).  

Lisa Harrison and Cynthia Willis Esqueda (1999) assert that traditional gender roles 

influence the way in which we deal with and view domestic violence, both society at large 

and victims of abuse. They argue that women are expected to be submissive, compliant and 

passive. When they exhibit behaviour in opposition to this, women are easily cast in the 

light of deviance (ibid., p. 132). If victims exhibit defiance and/or act aggressively, they 

may be perceived to have contributed to the abuse, even provoked it. Police officers in 

some Canadian studies, for instance, were less likely to make an arrest if the woman 

attempted to defend herself, believed that abuse could be justifiable in certain instances, 

and believed that the victim was partly to blame (ibid., p. 131). A woman‟s credibility is 

dependent on her „proper‟ conduct. If a woman is submissive and passive, people are more 

likely to believe that she is being abused. Interestingly, Harrison and Esqueda (1999) found 

that married women are blamed for the abuse more often than single women. Married 
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women are expected to endure any difficulties that may arise, so as to defend the sanctity of 

marriage. In this way, society sanctions a certain amount of violence within the boundaries 

of marriage. There also exists a gender divide in the way in which domestic violence is 

perceived. Women, for instance, believe that domestic violence is more serious than men 

(ibid., p. 133). Women are also less likely to place blame on the victim and have more 

favourable attitudes towards women who kill their abusers (ibid).  

Judith C. Poirier‟s (2007) found that in Canada domestic violence is generally 

perceived as physical, and psychological abuse is largely invisible (p. 40). According to 

Canadian law, evidence is needed in order to prosecute in a case of domestic violence 

(ibid., p. 37). Physical wounds can easily be recorded and used as evidence. However, the 

wounds caused by psychological abuse are more difficult to prove and therefore evidence 

in such cases is often lacking. This has an impact on how psychological abuse is viewed not 

only by society at large but also by those people experiencing it. An important step for the 

victim to take is admitting that abuse is taking place. Yet, if even under law psychological 

forms of domestic violence are not viewed as serious enough to prosecute someone, how 

can this admission take place? Without it, victims cannot take the necessary steps to leave 

the relationship, because one first has to admit that a problem exists in order to solve it (p. 

42, Lempert, 1997). Poirier believes that it is essential to give a voice to victims of 

psychological abuse in order to bring the issue to light and, among other things, influence 

policies regarding domestic violence. Victims of psychological abuse need to feel that their 

experiences are validated in order to deal with the trauma and to extract themselves from 

the abuse. 

The women in Poirier‟s (2007) study said that despite seeing warning signs early 

on, they decided to go ahead and commit to their relationships. At this early stage in the 

relationship, the women held onto the idea that their partners were in actual fact nice guys 

who happened to exhibit malicious behaviour. However, the women did not let the men‟s 

negative traits define who they were; rather they chose to focus on the positives (ibid., p. 

78). Society in general dictates what is considered violent and abusive. Violence is usually 

taken to mean physical forms. Media exacerbates this by focusing on extreme cases of 

domestic violence, where women are severely beaten and/or killed. However, this is not 
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what usually happens. Poirier (2007, p. 35-36) argues that the media has a big influence on 

people‟s lives and helps to shape our perceptions. When media reports about domestic 

violence are stereotypical and negative towards the victim it contributes to the problem. It 

limits people‟s understanding of domestic abuse and by focusing on physical forms it 

makes non-physical abuse invisible. “The physical aspect is seen as a red flag for 

intervention. This way of understanding abuse serves to minimize other abuse experiences 

as being “not that bad” if physical battering is not present as well” (ibid., p. 115). 

Christy-Dale Sims (2008) also contends that the media plays a major part in 

rendering psychological abuse invisible by focusing only on physical forms of abuse. She 

writes that “... a police report cannot be filed for a “stolen self” or a “broken self-esteem” 

and a picture cannot be taken of a “bruised and battered soul”, emotional abuse is often 

neglected in public discourse about domestic violence…” (ibid., p. 377). In her study Sims 

analysed newspaper articles from five cities in the U.S.A in a span of three months and 

found that only one article recognised non-physical abuse in the form of stalking. Most 

times the cases of domestic violence brought to light are extreme and paired with killing or 

an attempt to kill. This leads the public to believe that domestic violence always leads to 

death and that it is inherently physical. The audience gets desensitised to the everyday 

plight of abuse victims, because they come to expect blood and gore. In the absence of 

physical wounds abuse is often overlooked.  

Further, the victims may find it difficult to identify with the descriptions provided 

by the media, which could lead to being unable to identify psychological abuse. If the 

problem is not identified one cannot look for solutions. As a result, victims of 

psychological abuse could remain in abusive relationships for longer spans of time, 

consequently sustaining greater damage. Sims (2008) believes that if the media were to 

include non-physical forms of abuse in their definition of domestic violence, it would result 

in major strides in acknowledging that they do exist and are indeed harmful. Studies have 

shown that psychological abuse can be as harmful and may even be more harmful than 

physical abuse (Coker et al., 2002; Henning & Klesges, 2003; Kasian & Painter, 1992; 

Kent, Waller & Dagnan, 1999; Pico-Alfonso, 2005; Pico-Alfonso et al., 2006; Seff et al., 

2008). 
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In the “Captured Queen” study (Lundgren et el., 2002), for example, 35 percent of 

the subjects reported that they had previously been in an abusive relationship (p. 83). While 

11 percent reported abuse in ongoing relationships. This seems to show that it may be more 

difficult to recognize abuse while in an abusive relationship. Further, 19 percent report 

being threatened by former partners, while only two percent reported being threatened in 

ongoing relationships. In fact, psychological abuse is the least reported abuse in both cases. 

The same trend is evident with regards to controlling behaviours; in all instances, the 

interviewees reported more controlling behaviours in former relationships than in their 

current ones (p. 82). These figures reveal part of the difficulty for abuse victims to realise 

that what they are experiencing is in effect abuse, even physical abuse, which can cause 

visible and tangible injury. Research has shown that it often takes longer for abuse victims 

to recognize psychological abuse (Evans, 1993; Follingstad & DeHart, 2000, p. 895; 

Lammers et al., 2005, p. 34; Seff, Beaulaurier & Newman, 2008, p. 358; Sims, 2008, p. 

382). 

According to Eva Lundgren (2004), the abusive relationship involves a process 

whereby, the abuse gradually becomes normal and part of life. She calls it the 

Normalisation Process. When the first occurrence of violence
4
 happens, the victim‟s 

reaction is usually one of shock and she
5
 may even find it unacceptable. Usually the shock 

is internalised and she begins to question the cause of the violence. At this stage of the 

process, she looks for causes outside herself. Simultaneously, the abuser utilises various 

control tactics and makes the woman responsible for the violence from the start. He sends 

the message that if she just changed and acted the way he deemed appropriate, he would 

not have to resort to violence. The violence starts becoming part of everyday life and 

boundaries are slowly being shifted. What would previously have been unacceptable 

gradually becomes acceptable. As the process proceeds, the woman gradually adopts the 

abuser‟s reality. She blames herself for the abuse and tries to adjust her behaviour in order 

to control the violence (ibid., p. 32). The problem is that the abuser continuously moves the 

boundaries and the rules that he demands adherence to. Thus, the victim can never live up 

                                                        
4
 While Lundgren (2004) focuses her use of the word violence on physical manifestations, I do not. 

5
 While there are men who are victims of domestic abuse, the vast majority of victims worldwide are women. 

This thesis focuses on women‟s experiences of domestic abuse, while recognizing that there are also men who 

live through it.  
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to his expectations. In this cycle of violence, the abuser controls reality and the violence 

becomes a normal part of life. Often, the victim is unaware of, or does not want to 

acknowledge how severe the abuse is gradually becoming. 

Further, Lundgren (2004) argues that the Normalization Process is closely tied to 

the perception of gender. The abuser‟s identity as a man, his masculinity, is very much 

linked to the violence and control he exerts over the woman. As his control over the 

woman, her femininity and her space grows, so does his sense of self as a man. It is 

important to note that while Lundgren (2004) does not place much emphasis on 

psychological abuse per se, control is a vital ingredient in the Normalization Process. 

Without control the abuser has little to gain from battering. He exerts control not only over 

her life, but also on what it means to be a woman. He decides what it means to be a „good‟ 

woman and she is forced to adapt to his reality. However, since the abuser‟s concept of a 

„good‟ woman changes at a whim, the victim has no way of stopping the violence by 

adjusting her actions. The abuser‟s actions can be very confusing because he oscillates 

between being violent in one moment, to being loving and gentle in another. By 

interchanging violence with tenderness, eventually the victim confuses violence for love. 

She starts to believe that violence is an acceptable expression of love. 

Lora Lempert (1996) advises against having a one-dimensional view of domestic 

abuse. Outsiders viewing domestic violence often wonder why women simply do not leave 

when abuse (usually physical in nature) occurs. Lempert (like Lundgren, 2004) shows that 

it is not as simple as that. She demonstrates that abusive relationships do not only consist of 

violence and conflict, there are also many tender and loving moments. Victims “…hold 

oppositional beliefs in their partners as their sole sources of love and affection and, 

simultaneously as the most dangerous persons in their lives” (Lempert, 1996, p. 270). 

Lundgren (2004) also found this to be true in her study. Lempert (1996) further argues, that 

victims of abuse are active agents and they develop strategies to help cope with, alter and 

stop the abuse (ibid.). This, I believe is a very important point. Abused women are not 

helpless, weak, passive beings as myths and stereotypes would have us believe (Harrison & 

Esqueda, 1999). There exists a power play in violent relationships, though it is by no means 
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equal, and the victim is at a clear disadvantage. However, she actively develops various 

strategies and tactics in order to survive in a hostile environment (Lempert, 1996). 

As others have also contended (Alexander, 1993; Harrison & Esqueda, 1999), 

Lempert (1996) writes that women bear the responsibility of keeping the family intact, thus 

incredible pressure exists to maintain the appearance of a happy family life. By using 

secrecy as a face-saving strategy, women also contribute to making abuse invisible. 

Society‟s view of the family entity as a safe haven, makes it all the more difficult for 

victims to recognise and acknowledge that abuse is taking place, especially in regards to 

psychological abuse (ibid., p 274). The women in the study revealed that they also kept the 

abuse secret to avoid being labelled with the negative stereotypes accorded to abuse victims 

(see Harrison & Esqueda, 1999 above). The problem with being secretive about abuse is 

that when the victim is ready to talk about it, they are “…trapped by the complicity of their 

own previous presentations of self and situations” (Lempert, 1996, p. 279).  

While describing their partners‟ behaviour the women in Lempert‟s (1996) study 

reveal that the men‟s strategies were different in nature. Their main focus was in 

maintaining control of the women, including how much information, if any, could be 

revealed about the abuse. They did this by, for instance, controlling what the women were 

allowed to talk about, but also by intentionally battering them in places that were not 

publicly visible. In doing so, the abuser is showing that he is in control of the situation even 

in the midst of the abuse, unlike the theories that attempt to argue loss of control. Abusers 

often denied abuse and placed blame on the victim for acting in a manner that invited 

disciplinary actions. “By providing motives for the violence, the men were often able to 

legitimate their violent actions to their partners” (Lempert, 1996, p. 279). 

Even passivity can be viewed as an active strategy in that passive resistance can be 

used to avoid conflict (p. 281). Respondents also used self-preservation strategies such as 

imagining killing their partners or fantasising about committing suicide. In doing so the 

women were able to gain a sense of autonomy by providing possible solutions to their 

predicaments (p. 282). An important point made is that victims who reach out do not 

necessarily want help to leave the abuse. “Most respondents stated clearly that initially they 

were not trying to leave their relationships” (p. 283, emphasis in original). Lempert (1997) 
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found that her respondents initially talked to someone about the abuse in order to “…make 

sense of, justify, and legitimate their continuing efforts in the relationship” (p. 295). The 

women wanted to find a solution that did not involve leaving the person that they loved. It 

is possible to love your abusive partner while hating the violence he inflicts upon you 

(ibid.). However, society places judgement on women who choose and/or want to stay in 

abusive relationships (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999). One of the only options provided to 

abused women is to leave the relationship (Lempert, 1997). This, despite research showing 

that leaving can cause an escalation in violence (ibid.; Alexander, 1993; Bybee & Sullivan, 

2005; Poirier, 2007).  

Lempert (1997) argues that a major problem with most intervention programmes is 

the focus on the victimisation of the victim. There is a danger in simplifying the 

relationship between abuser and victim. When a woman first reaches out to tell someone, 

she is seeking understanding and support in a different way than society seems to be able to 

offer. She does not see the abuser in the same light as outsiders, who simply identify him as 

an abuser. Outsiders cannot usually get past that identity, while the victim sees that there is 

much more to him than just the abusiveness. Initially, the women in Lempert‟s study 

(1997) wanted to find ways in which to solve the problem without having to leave the 

relationship, but those people they reached out to had different ideas. Owing to these 

conflicting views, the victims decided to reject the outsiders‟ opinions and advice, and 

remain in the relationship under the total control of the abuser. As is most often the case, 

the abuse escalated over time and the victims began to lose hope that they could find a way 

to stop the violence. This time, when they sought help, their own notions of their 

relationship were crumbling and they were ready to redefine their situations. This is an 

important step because when the victim is open to outsiders‟ definitions, she is starting to 

break the absolute control the abuser exerts over her. She is no longer isolated in the same 

way. “Telling others about the violence challenged these women to reframe their 

relationships and their participation in them” (ibid., p.298). 

The victims were now faced with several views, the abusers‟ and outsiders‟ 

definition of them and their relationship, while they were trying to construct their own 

definitions. “Consequently, their emergent definitions were rife with ambiguity and 
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contradiction” (ibid., p. 299). Sometimes, well-intentioned support ends up having a 

negative effect by imposing their definitions on the victim, causing her to repeatedly lose 

control (Lempert, 1997). Thus, she is not only losing control to the abuser but also to her 

support system. As a supporter, it is important not to offer help based on conditions, e.g. „I 

will only help you if you do what I believe is best for you‟. In effect the supporter 

unwittingly ends up utilising the same tactics of control as the abuser by imposing their 

view of the situation onto her (ibid.). “Helpers‟ definitions then did not necessarily 

recognize that the abused women‟s physical survival depended on their responses to the 

abusers‟ definitions of the situation…[The victim] constantly strategized for survival” 

(ibid., p.305). It is of utmost importance, therefore, that those offering support are well 

informed and educated about the complexities of domestic abuse so as to avoid 

unknowingly taking the place of the abuser. The subjects in Lempert‟s study perceived 

listening without judgement as the most helpful (ibid., p. 299). They also wanted help in 

interpreting their experiences, but with a multi-dimensional view rather than the overly 

simplistic one (ibid., p. 302).  

1.3 METHODOLOGY AND DATA 
There currently exists a wealth of research on gender-based violence as afore mentioned. 

Much of this research has focused on quantitative rather than qualitative studies. While 

quantitative studies are vital in accumulating statistics on the issue and shedding light on 

how widespread the phenomenon is, they tend to reduce abuse survivors to objects and 

numbers. For this reason, it is of utmost importance to collect the narratives of individual 

women in order to gain insight into the depths of abuse. It is also of great consequence that 

abuse survivors should be able to show that they are active agents, rather than simply 

passive victims to be pitied. By focusing on quantitative research methods, there is a danger 

in generalising the experience of all abused women and casting them in the victim role. My 

aim is to step away from objectification and instead provide women with a platform from 

which they can inform research and policies. I believe that the best way to do this is by 

using qualitative methods. The aim is not only to give survivors an opportunity to voice 

their experiences, but also to enable them to provide suggestions on ways in which existing 

services can be improved or new ones made available. Since more resources are available 

in the West, not only has the main body of research emanated from there, but so have 
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efforts at finding solutions to gender-based violence. Therefore, conducting research in 

non-Western environments is vital in moving towards finding solutions that suit other 

cultures and milieus. 

I chose Namibia as my site of research partly because having grown up in 

Zimbabwe until the age of twelve and having attended university in South Africa as an 

adult I have a strong connection with and interest in the region. Additionally, I wanted to 

conduct my study in an urban, Anglophone setting, which enabled me to find interviewees 

who spoke English. In this way I avoided the use of an interpreter. I used a process-oriented 

method to conduct and analyse the interviews. Through this method of ongoing analysis 

some central themes emerged, which in turn were analysed in order to extract the most 

important findings. I interviewed the abuse survivors using in-depth structured interviews. 

Additionally, I interviewed a number of experts on domestic violence in Namibia using 

semi-structured and unstructured interviews. 

The material consists of six in-depth interviews with interviewees who experienced 

domestic abuse. All these interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. In 

addition, four interviews were conducted with experts on domestic violence in Namibia. 

Two of these interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim; while with the 

remaining two, notes were taken. The recordings, transcriptions and notes are all in my 

possession. 

1.3.1 Data Collection 
In order to establish whether there was awareness of psychological abuse in Namibia in 

general, it was fitting to interview various experts in the field of domestic violence. At the 

time of the interview the experts had different backgrounds but the common factor was that 

they worked with abused women in various capacities. Rosa Namises ran Women‟s 

Solidarity that conducted outreach work around Namibia and played a major role in 

informing women about abuse. Some of the work undertaken was facilitating workshops 

with abused women, individual counselling and weekly radio programmes addressing the 

issue of domestic violence. Rosa Namises served as my main contact while on location and 

put me in touch with most of the subjects interviewed for the study. Dianne Hubbard was a 

lawyer and worked for The Legal Assistance Centre (LAC) that, among other things, 
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informed government policies and laws on domestic violence, and in addition provided 

legal assistance to abuse victims. The third expert, Veronica Theron, worked for the 

Ministry for Gender Equality and Child Welfare. She was in charge of all the social 

workers employed at the Women and Child Protection Units (WCPU), and had a private 

practice where she counselled victims. Finally, I conducted an interview with the resident 

psychologist and the director at Friendly Haven, one of two functioning women‟s shelters 

in Namibia. In all, these people had contact with a great deal of abused women throughout 

the country and were in a position to assess the general situation in Namibia. 

 A major aim of this study is to find out whether and how psychological abuse is 

perceived by individual women in a non-Western context. Thus, six women who had 

experienced domestic violence were interviewed. Four of the interviewees were obtained 

through Women‟s Solidarity, one through the women‟s shelter and the last through a 

personal friend. The interviews were conducted at the Women‟s Solidarity office, a church 

and a coffee shop. They ranged from 50 minutes to two hours and two of the interviewees 

were interviewed twice. The data collection took place in January and February 2010. 

 I initially contacted five of the interviewees over the telephone to enquire whether 

they would be willing to participate in the study. One of the experts contacted the sixth 

interviewee to arrange the meeting. I introduced myself as a university student from 

Sweden doing a study on domestic violence in Namibia and that I wished to interview 

them. The women did not ask questions about what the study entailed when I first contacted 

them. 

 At the time of the, interview I gave each informant a consent form, which we went 

through and they signed before the interview began. The consent form detailed, among 

other things, that the interviews were voluntary, could be stopped at any time at the wish of 

the informant and would be recorded. It was also made clear that any and all personal 

information would be confidential, and that the interviews would only be made available to 

my thesis supervisor and myself. Therefore, to ensure privacy, pseudonyms have been used 

for the abuse victims. 
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1.3.2 The Interviewees 
Initially in selecting interviewees, one of the most important criterions was that the women 

were not in abusive relationships at the time of the interviews. Research has shown that 

while in an abusive situation, it is more difficult to be aware of and even acknowledge that 

abuse is taking place and the severity of it (Lundgren et al., 2002). In the „Captured Queen‟ 

study, women consistently report more abuse in former relationships than they do in current 

relationships,  (ibid., 2002, p. 82-83). However, upon arriving in Namibia and conversing 

with the experts mentioned above, it became apparent that this criterion would be hard to 

adhere to. The trend in Namibia is that few women leave abusive relationships. Four out of 

the six interviewees were not in the abusive relationship at the time of the interviews, 

though two of the ladies wished to return to their partners. 

All of the interviewees experienced psychological abuse in their relationships and 

all of them, except one, also experienced physical abuse in varying degrees. They all lived 

in Windhoek at the time of the abuse and continued to live there at the time of the 

interview, except Mary who lived in a small town outside of the capital. 

Linda was 33 years old and had left the abusive relationship three years prior to my 

study. She was never legally married to her partner but considered herself to be 

traditionally
6
 married to him. By being traditionally married, she meant that when she got 

pregnant for the first time the man was officially accepted by her family as her „husband‟; 

he bore the primary responsibility for her and the well being of her and their child. Linda 

was employed throughout most of the relationship and was the main breadwinner. She was 

unemployed for a longer period during the relationship because of a lengthy hospitalization. 

Shauna was the only other informant who left her partner of her own accord after 

being married for 12 years. The abuse continued after the divorce but has now been over 

for seven years. She is 50 years old and has three children with her ex-husband. Shauna was 

also employed throughout her relationship except for eight months after her first child was 

born. Her ex-husband was the main breadwinner, but she was expected to contribute 

towards paying household expenses. 

                                                        
6
 In Southern Africa a difference is made between traditional and „Western‟ marriage. Traditional marriage is 

the ceremony where a bridal price is negotiated and paid. The union is then sanctioned and considered valid 

by society. 
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Brigit was 30 years old and separated from her husband, who she was married to for 

12 years (including the time of separation). Her husband left her because of infidelity, 

which will be discussed later. She had three children, two were by her husband, and one 

was the product of the extra-marital relationship. Brigit had been employed throughout the 

marriage and during the separation. She was forced to be the main breadwinner as her 

husband lost his job and was unwilling to look for a permanent job. He chose to drive a taxi 

instead, thus his income was sporadic. He was reluctant to take financial responsibility for 

his family throughout the relationship. Brigit was the only informant who was not 

physically abused.  

Mary was in the process of divorcing her husband of nine years and they had three 

children. Mary‟s husband initiated the divorce proceedings because he got involved with 

another woman and Mary could not accept that. She was in her late twenties and was the 

only informant who was unemployed. She had been looking for employment since the 

separation a year earlier. During the marriage, Mary started a small business, which her 

husband took over when it grew successful. She wanted to start another business but was 

unable to due to lack of contacts and resources. 

Hanna had a boyfriend who she had been with for nine years and they had one 

child. At the time of the interview, she had been living with her mother for two weeks 

because of the abuse. Hanna was in her early twenties and was the youngest informant. She 

was employed and had been for most of the relationship. Her boyfriend provided financial 

support. However, he did not have a job, so his father provided for him; thus, the support 

was sporadic.  

Martha was the only informant who was married and living with her husband of 15 

years, and they had 3 children. She was in her early forties and was the main breadwinner 

of the family despite her husband being employed and earning a decent living. Early on in 

the marriage, Martha‟s husband provided financial support but later he met another woman 

and stopped taking financial responsibility in the home. 
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2. Depictions of Psychological Abuse 

The issue of psychological abuse is a complex one and not widely recognised. There are 

many difficulties regarding research in this type of abuse, such as defining it both on a 

personal level and academically (Ali & Toner, 2005; Follingstad & DeHart, 2000; Katz & 

Arias 1999; Seff et al, 2008; Sims, 2008). Another problem is the difficulty to detect it, 

among other reasons, because of the troubles in defining it. Additionally, it often plays into 

socially prescribed gendered roles. Even when women are aware of psychological abuse, 

aspects of it, or its severity are easily overlooked. Patricia Evans (1993, p. 87) for instance, 

received letters from therapists who were in verbally abusive relationships for years without 

recognising it. Hence, though awareness is a step in the right direction, it is not always 

enough to combat psychological abuse.  

 In Namibia, as is the case worldwide, physical violence is more widely reported 

than psychological abuse.  However, research has shown that for the most part, abuse starts 

in non-physical ways and then escalates into being physical (Bybee & Sullivan, 2002; 

Gondolf et al., 2002; Hyden, 1995; Kasian & Painter, 1992). The key then is not only to be 

aware of psychological abuse and how detrimental it is, but also to recognize it in your own 

relationship. Hopefully, resulting in the ability to extract oneself from the situation before it 

has time to escalate into physical forms of abuse. This chapter will detail the interviewees‟ 

experiences of psychological abuse. 

2.1 Defining and Understanding Psychological Abuse 
As mentioned above, finding a concrete definition of what psychological abuse entails is 

not an easy task. All of the women interviewed for the current study for instance, had a 

clear idea of what they considered psychological abuse. Yet through the interviewing 

process, it became evident that they had difficulties in recognizing the extent of it in their 

own relationships. The psychological abuse happened on different levels and was 

sometimes so insidious that they did not perceive that some of their partners‟ actions could 

be considered abusive. So, despite being aware of the issue in general and acknowledging 

its presence in their intimate relationships they were at times blind to the extent of the 

abuse. While this may seem contradictory it is not altogether uncommon in abusive 
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relationship (Evans, 1993; Lempert, 1996). It could be seen as a defense mechanism 

utilized to diminish the effects of abuse and enable the victim to survive the trauma.  

When asked to define psychological abuse this is what Linda had to say:  

I think it‟s very difficult to define it because it‟s really very subtle…but it is definite. It is 

things like not picking up a child when he or she is crying, letting them cry for a long, long 

time, …not giving them food, or not listening, avoiding your child when he or she is 

speaking to you… (emphasis added) 

Note that she uses the example of a child and thus removes herself from the definition. 

Throughout the interview Linda oscillated between speaking of her experience in the first 

and third person. Perhaps distancing oneself from the abuse in this manner is a tactic to 

process the ordeal and come to terms with it (Lempert, 1996). This ties in with not realizing 

that certain actions are abusive despite being aware of the existence of psychological abuse, 

as mentioned above. It is clear from the rest of the interview though, that Linda is very 

aware that she experienced psychological abuse in her relationship. Despite being well 

informed about what this type of abuse entails, the nature of it made it difficult for Linda to 

recognize its full extent. So, while it is definite it is still hard to put your finger on.   

Deducing from what the experts had to say, knowledge about psychological abuse is 

increasing throughout the country. This is mainly due to campaigns undertaken by the 

Government and various organizations in Namibia with the aim of empowering women 

with knowledge. Martha for instance, learned of psychological abuse through radio 

programs, attending workshops organized by Women‟s Solidarity and discussions with 

people around her. 

EC: [What does] psychological abuse [mean to you]? 

Martha: When someone try and damage you and also start with the children and you [do] 

not feel okay. So it‟s also abuse that you get in your heart and you feel it. (emphasis added) 

The informant understands what this type of abuse is and has no difficulty explaining what 

it means to her. However, despite giving a definition that in my opinion seems to stem from 

personal experience, when asked if she experienced psychological abuse in her relationship 



 23 

Martha replies, „no‟. Yet, further on in our interview, it becomes clear that she has indeed 

experienced psychological abuse at the hands of her husband. For a start, she admitted that 

her husband did many things in front of her that made her feel bad, though she did not give 

specifics. According to her definition above, this constitutes psychological abuse. Another 

example would be the fact that he does not listen to her when she speaks, or blaming her for 

things and accusing her of placing them in financial difficulties when this is not the case. 

These tactics will be discussed in more detail further on. However, they are mentioned here 

to point out that despite denying that psychological abuse existed in her marriage, there are 

clear signs of the opposite being true. This is an example of the victim being able to explain 

what psychological abuse means but being unable or unwilling to see it in her own life 

(Lundgren, 2002). 

It is important to note that Martha was very determined to let me know that things 

in her relationship had greatly improved in the last month or so. It was difficult to get her to 

open up about the abuse she had experienced for more than half of her married life. In late 

2009, the situation had, according to her, become so unbearable that she went to the 

officials to seek help. The police became involved; it is unclear exactly how, but it is 

implied that they may have taken him into their custody for a short time. Since then, things 

between Martha and her husband had improved. It seems as if the threat of legal action had 

sent a clear message to her husband that his behavior was unacceptable even in the eyes of 

the law and that had scared him into compliance.  

An important consideration is the fact that Martha was still in the relationship and, 

therefore, may have been reluctant to speak about the abuse. While she understood what 

psychological abuse is she may not have realized the extent of it. This could be because her 

view was clouded since she was still experiencing abuse. In the „Captured Queen‟ study, 

for example, women consistently reported more abuse in former relationships than they did 

in current relationships (Lundgren et al., 2002, p. 82-83). The same can be seen in this 

study with the two interviewees who left of their own accord. They both say they gained 

more awareness once they had put the abuse behind them. They could then more clearly 

look at what they had experienced and admit to themselves the degree of the abuse. Perhaps 

this is an unconscious strategy for survival because seeing the full extent of one‟s 
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circumstances can be traumatizing in and of itself (Lempert, 1996). Consequently, I believe 

that defining the abuse and being aware of its extent are two separate issues that are not 

necessarily connected. Thus, while general awareness of psychological abuse is important, 

it does not provide the full solution to the problem. 

Dianne Hubbard of the Legal Assistance Center (LAC), who works with domestic 

violence, believes that many women in Namibia are very much aware of psychological 

abuse, judging among other things, from a study that is currently being conducted by her 

department. Part of the study has been to sample protection orders filed by women 

throughout Namibia. Dianne Hubbard says, from the answers on those forms, it quickly 

becomes evident that women know that abuse is not merely physical. However, she is not 

as sure when it comes to the awareness of the effects of psychological abuse. While women 

in general know of the existence of this type of abuse due to different types of campaigns to 

raise awareness, the process has not reached the level where people in general are aware of 

the kind of damage that psychological abuse can cause. When it comes to the services 

provided to abused women, the focus is still on physical and sexual abuse, as will be 

touched on in chapter three. It is doubtful, at best, whether the police would take a woman 

who was experiencing solely psychological abuse, seriously.  

Most times, as will be shown in the thesis, psychological abuse goes unnoticed not 

only by authorities but also by the victims themselves (Evans, 1993; Poirier, 2007). There 

is no clear understanding as to what exactly psychological abuse entails, and in my opinion, 

one of the reasons is that it means different things to different people. What I consider 

offensive or abusive may not be viewed in the same way by another person or society at 

large. This makes psychological abuse, not only difficult to define, but also to perceive. In 

her work with verbal abuse survivors, Evans (1993) uncovers that it took many of the 

women a long time to realize that what they were experiencing was abuse. They knew that 

something was wrong in their relationships but many expressed that they could not put their 

finger on what was amiss. They often expressed feeling crazy. Sometimes even the abuser 

did not realize that their actions and utterances were in fact abusive and detrimental to their 

partner. Even everyday interaction with the people around us could involve aspects of 
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psychological abuse. Thus, the question is when does something you say to another person 

turn into abuse? Where do we draw the line?  

The rest of the chapter will delve deeper into what psychological abuse can look 

like in real life situations. It will also touch on some of the different strategies used by 

abusers to achieve their goal, which in my view is ultimately gaining control. 

2.2 Control 
There are many forms of control in abusive relationships, some more obvious than others. 

Control and power are in fact key contributors to gender-based violence in general 

(Lundgren, et al., 2002; Lammers, et al., 2005; Enander, 2008). Many would also argue that 

patriarchal society is a huge contributor to violence against women, control and power 

being part and parcel of that.  

I contend that control is the underlying factor in most, if not all abusive tactics. The 

abuser has a need to maintain control over the situation and be in a position of power and 

control over the victim. One interpretation is that the need to control stems from the abuser 

wanting to avoid the feeling of powerlessness and this is a feeling he avoids at all costs 

(Evans, 1992). That being said, it becomes evident that all of the interviewees experienced 

control but did not necessarily recognise it as such. Since, as stated above, control is the 

underlying factor of domestic abuse in general, it can be difficult to perceive when it is not 

overtly executed. Mary‟s husband, for example, did not demand to know where she was 

going and what she was doing outside the home. Though, when she started a small business 

that she was running alone, he insisted on controlling the financial side of things. If she 

needed money, she had to ask him and he gave her the exact amount required. She had to 

give an account of what she needed the money for and why. So, despite her answering no to 

the question whether he controlled her, it could be argued that there is a certain amount of 

control in withholding money. Financial control will be discussed in more detail in the 

following section. However, it is important to note here that control takes on many forms. 

Without money, Mary could not really go anywhere or do anything. To get from one place 

to another, a person needs money for transport, for example. Thus, he covertly decided 

when she could leave the home and to some extent what her movements were. Not only 

was he controlling her movements, his actions could also be construed to mean that he was 
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isolating her; another extremely common abusive tactic to be discussed further on. Mary is 

good example of someone who is aware of psychological abuse but who at times 

overlooked certain abusive behaviour. This is very easily done and will become more 

evident as this research proceeds.  

When I asked the interviewees about control, I believe that most of them thought of 

the textbook abuser who checks your whereabouts at all times. While this was the case for 

several of the interviewees, some of the abusers used more subtle tactics like Mary‟s 

husband above. Or Linda‟s partner: 

He would always want to go everywhere I go. At the end of the day we mostly stayed with 

people that he liked, because a lot of my friends didn‟t like him. 

Her partner did not demand to know where she was going when she wanted to leave. In her 

mind he did not really restrain her movements and, agreeably, he did not, overtly. Instead, 

he went with her wherever she was going and as she put it „acted out‟ so that she would feel 

embarrassed. Consequently, she avoided putting herself in such situations. This resulted in 

her losing touch with her friends, thus being isolated, as with Mary above. In this situation, 

the control becomes clear but it is easy to see why Linda would miss it. It does not really fit 

into the mould that we are used to seeing when speaking of control. We are used to seeing 

examples of men who demand to know where their partners are at all times. This was the 

case with Shauna who learned to lie because her husband needed an account of all the time 

she spent outside the home. 

...when you‟re away from the house you better not take too long. There was always the 

rush, and then if you couldn‟t you better have something to explain yourself when you got 

there. So that‟s where the whole lying came in because there were certain situations that 

weren‟t acceptable to him. 

By lying Shauna developed a strategy to deal with the abuse and at times avoid it (Lempert, 

1996). 

Hanna‟s boyfriend came with her to the interview in order to check up on her. At 

the time of the interview, Hanna had been staying with her mother for the past two weeks. 

This was because the abuse had escalated to a point where she found it unbearable. It was 
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not the first time that she had sought refuge with her mother. The night before the 

interview, her boyfriend visited her and she informed him that she was going to the 

Women‟s Solidarity office the following day for an interview. A man renting a room at her 

mother‟s place then jokingly said that she was actually going to see another man. Whereby 

Hanna‟s boyfriend had become jealous and used that as an excuse to insist that he go with 

her. There are other instances of overt control in their relationship: 

Hanna: He controls me like he says, „you will not go to your mother‟s place‟…Even 

sometimes he says, „today you won‟t go to work‟. 

EC: Could you leave the house without telling him? 

Hanna: No…he would be angry. 

He openly restricts her movements and in a more covert way, he controls her financially by 

deciding whether or not she is allowed to go to work. He decides where she can go and 

when. In essence, he is determining the space within which she is allowed to manoeuvre. 

This form of control can very easily feed into societal norms in that a woman‟s space to 

move is usually more limited than a man‟s. A „good‟ woman should not be seen out on the 

streets at any time of day. She should behave in a prescribed manner while out and about in 

order to be considered respectable. Thus, it is not considered strange, let alone abusive, 

when a man openly limits the spaces a woman can inhabit. In extreme cases, questions may 

arise, but again the difficulty is that there is no standard. Therefore, what one individual 

considers overly controlling may not be recognised as such by someone else, or even 

society at large. 

While Hanna‟s boyfriend gives her plenty of attention in that he controls her every 

move, we see the opposite side of the spectrum in Brigit‟s husband. He could not care less 

what she does and where she goes. He only shows concern when he needs her to be at 

home to take care of his needs. He controls her by not informing her of his plans yet 

expecting her to be home to fulfil her care giving duties at his whim. So, on the one hand is 

a man who controls his partner‟s every move even when they are not living under the same 

roof. On the other hand is a man who has abandoned his wife physically and emotionally 

but expects his needs to be satisfied at his whim. In both cases, the behaviour is 
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conceivably abusive and the difficulty is in deciding what can be considered abusive and 

what cannot. Some people may be of the opinion that if your partner does not act 

possessively and is not jealous then he does not love you. This is not an uncommon way of 

thinking (Lawoko, 2006; Lawoko 2008). If Brigit‟s husband acted similarly to Hanna‟s 

boyfriend, would she consider that abuse or would she be happy that he was giving her 

attention? Would she recognise the opposite behaviour as abuse seeing as society condones 

it? These cases go to show that determining what is abusive can be rather tricky. 

As mentioned, control is a key factor in domestic abuse. It could be argued that it is 

at the core of all the tactics that the abuser employs. As Lundgren (2004) postulates, the 

abuser‟s aim is to take over the woman‟s view of reality and replace it with his own. In 

doing so, he asserts himself and his identity. His whole being and existence relies on taking 

control of her and her life. Some of the more common tactics abusers use (but are not 

limited to) are financial control, isolation, threatening, ignoring, denying the abuse, placing 

blame on the victim, degrading, dismissing and challenging. A further discussion of these 

follows. 

2.2.1 Financial Control 
As we have already seen in the previous section, financial control is something that the 

interviewees were exposed to. As shown in Mary‟s case by withholding money one can 

easily restrict a person‟s movements. All the women experienced this form of control, 

though the configuration was different for each of them. Culturally, in Namibia, the man is 

supposed to take care of his family financially. However, almost all of the interviewees 

were the ones that had to bear the burden of making sure bills were paid on time. In some 

cases their partners helped more than others. Yet ultimately, it became another way of 

exerting control over the women. Shauna‟s husband, for example, tried to force her to quit 

her job though she managed to convince him otherwise. Her salary went towards providing 

for the family‟s household needs. However, as the family grew, her salary became 

inadequate so he stepped in to help. She then had to start giving him an account of what she 

spent the money on and his control over her increased.  

Brigit‟s husband had a habit of convincing her to borrow money from different 

sources. When it came time to pay back the loans, he refused to take responsibility. Thus, 
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she had to step in and pay. At one point, their home was going into foreclosure because of 

his actions. Additionally, they ended up losing their car because he refused to contribute 

financially. He was tying her into debt, making her believe that he would be there to assist 

and when the time came to take responsibility, he disappeared. On the surface this may not 

seem to be a control tactic. Though, if you take a closer look, you can see that he was 

binding himself to her financially. Since they are married if he is in debt, by law, she is 

automatically forced to take over responsibility when he is unable to pay, which is what she 

has been doing. It made it all the more difficult for her to leave him. However, when he had 

enough of the relationship he walked out despite the financial situation. 

 Hanna‟s boyfriend relied on his father for income, which could conceivably have 

led him to feel a sense of powerlessness. Especially since he had no control of when he got 

the money and when his father was not forthcoming Hanna had to pay the bills. As 

previously mentioned, powerlessness is a feeling that the abuser avoids at all cost. In order 

to regain his control I could glean some tactics from what Hanna mentioned. There were 

times he demands that Hanna give him a part of her salary and if she refused, it resulted in 

abuse. Another tactic he uses to exert financial control is by deciding when she can go to 

work as already mentioned. In this situation, she had a job and he did not. This reduced the 

power he could exert over her. He took back his power not only by deciding when she 

could go to work, but also by forcing her to give him part of her salary. 

Linda‟s partner was unemployed for most of their relationship and she thinks this 

caused tensions in the relationship because he was forced to rely on her for money. 

According to her analysis, he felt like less of a man. He would steal her bankcard and 

withdraw money without her knowledge. Then when it was time to pay the bills, there 

would often not be enough money. Therefore, they constantly had to move from one place 

to another. He thereby, ensured that there was no stability in the family and he regained 

some semblance of control by taking money needed for their upkeep. Despite Linda earning 

the money, he showed her that he was the one who ultimately decided how the money was 

to be used. 

Mary was able to build a successful business from scratch. However, her husband 

always had financial control of it. When he noticed the business was doing well, he forced 
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her to hand over the reigns to him. Throughout their marriage, she had to ask him for 

whatever money she needed. After separating from her husband she found herself without a 

job and no support from family or friends. She did not willingly separate from her husband. 

Instead, he insisted that he was no longer interested in working out their problems and 

forced her to move out of their home with their three children. Despite previously being 

financially dependent on her husband, Mary managed to survive without him. Though she 

and her children were in a very dire position at the time of the interview. 

In the beginning of Martha‟s marriage, she recounted that they shared 

responsibilities. Her husband was generous with his money and even gave her his 

bankcards, so she could pay the bills. Then one day he demanded that she give the 

bankcards back and she had to start paying the bills on her own. That is when the abuse 

started according to her. Coinciding with this sudden change of events Martha found out 

that her husband was having an affair with another woman. The reason he was no longer 

willing to take as much financial responsibility as previously was because he began 

providing for his lover instead. His infidelity was not called into question, as judged by the 

reactions of various people in their lives, as will be touched on below. She did not mention 

anybody challenging him regarding taking financial responsibility for his family instead of 

his lover. Again the abuser maintains control by determining if and when he will assist in 

paying bills. 

2.2.2 Isolation 
A common pattern in abusive relationships is isolation (Evans, 1993; Lempert 1996; 

Lundgren, 2004; Poirier, 2007). By isolating the victim, the abuser is, for instance, 

eliminating any possible resistance from the outside world (Lundgren, 2004; Poirier, 2007). 

In the long term, the effect is exerting total control of the victim‟s life. There are different 

ways in which to isolate, as will become evident, and the tactics used are not always 

obvious. Note that isolation is a process that happens gradually. It prevents the victim from 

building a support system. Support can help the victim in several ways, such as helping to 

break out of the cycle of abuse, or helping to lessen the effects of abuse in different ways 

(Lempert, 1997). It also prevents the victim from getting opinions and advice from the 

outside. This can lead to the victim adopting the abuser‟s view of the abuse and life in 
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general, which is one of the purposes of this tactic (Lundgren, 2004). The aim is for the 

victim to adopt the abuser‟s way of thinking. For one thing, it enables him to push the 

boundaries of the abuse without resistance. If the only opinion the victim is allowed to 

consider is the abuser‟s, one can begin to understand how his view starts to take over. 

Whenever she mentions someone else, that person is put down or disqualified in some way 

or other. This does not have to be done in an obvious manner; it can simply be small 

comments here and there. Keep in mind that the abuser has been working on breaking the 

victim‟s self esteem and spirit from the beginning of the relationship. Again, he does this so 

as to be able to exert control over her. If her spirit is broken, it becomes easier for him to 

take over. Consequently, not only does he put her beliefs into question, he also makes her 

do the same thing. This is part and parcel of what Lundgren (2004) labels the Normalisation 

Process. 

It is also important to take into consideration that the victim is very often seeking 

acceptance and approval from the abuser (Poirier, 2007). She wants to fit in and feel 

acknowledged by him and this, in itself, is not an unusual thing. Do we not tend to seek 

approval in all sorts of relationships, such as the teacher-student relationship, or between 

parent and child? While this does not necessarily mean that abuse is imminent, it can lay 

the groundwork for abuse to take place invisibly, since seeking approval is accepted as 

normal. The abuser uses this as a way of breaking the victim down and consequently 

gaining control over her. In this case, if she believes a person is nice, the abuser begins to 

call that into question. Shauna, for instance, stopped mentioning people because she knew 

her husband would undoubtedly have an opinion about them and it was never a positive 

one. With time, the abuser‟s view starts to make sense and take over. Or it is simply the 

only view that is allowed. If the victim has another view, she has to learn how to hide it so 

as not to cause trouble. Evidently, once this process of taking over a person‟s worldview 

has happened, total control follows more easily. Subsequently, it is extremely difficult to 

break free from the relationship, either physically or mentally.  

Shauna not only experienced isolation personally, as will shortly be shown, but also 

witnessed it happening to some women around her. She described a situation where one of 

her neighbours came to her for help once because she was also in an abusive relationship 
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(for more see p. 37). At this point, Shauna had gotten further along in her process of 

awareness and understanding of abuse in general than her neighbour had. She was able to 

assess the situation differently, as opposed to the other woman and was therefore able to 

give insight that could possibly empower the woman to challenge her husband. After the 

episode in question, Shauna‟s neighbour never sought her out for assistance or spoke to her 

again. In my interpretation, the woman‟s husband likely stopped allowing her to spend any 

time with Shauna because of her advice. Anything that is perceived to call the abuser‟s 

authority into question must be eliminated. The mere fact that several women in Shauna‟s 

surroundings also lived through domestic violence can have an isolating effect. It could 

send the message that abuse is the norm and therefore, not only is there no way out, but 

there is also no one with whom to talk to about it. 

Shauna‟s husband overtly isolated her from her surroundings.  

…distancing from your family… from your friends and then from the whole world. What 

people can‟t understand you actually can go to work and still be isolated, you‟re still cut 

off… because the minute you got a friend or you get excited or you talk about a friend then 

he‟ll find fault with that person (emphasis added) 

This is a classic case of isolation and Shauna makes a very important point in that it is even 

possible to feel isolated when in the company of others. An outsider looking in on the 

relationship may question the isolation because on the surface, it seems as if the victim is 

indeed socialising with others. Nevertheless, a person can very well be isolated even in the 

presence of others as Shauna attests.  

There are other ways in which psychological abuse can be used in the presence of 

others without anyone realising except the abuser and his victim. The fact that this is 

possible makes it a powerful tool that can be used at any time. Thus, psychological abuse 

can be constantly present in a victim‟s life and can serve to further isolate the victim from 

her surroundings. Whereas with physical abuse, there is usually a time and place in which it 

occurs. The abuser may think twice before he physically strikes in public. Yet with the 

numerous possibilities of rendering psychological abuse invisible to others, he can strike 

where ever and when ever he chooses. The victim is, thus, never safe from attack. In fact, in 
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between episodes of physical abuse, psychological tactics are usually utilised to further 

break the victim (Evans, 1993).  

EC: So, he controlled himself in front of people? 

Shauna: Ja (yes), but then you would also see if something‟s gonna happen afterwards…the 

look… 

EC: So, he knew how to put you in your place in front of people without making them 

realize? 

Shauna: Ja. 

Here, we see how easily someone can be put in their place without so much as a word. So 

plausibly this type of abuse can be more detrimental, because for one, you are not safe 

anywhere. Psychological abuse can be perpetrated in a way that only the abuser and the 

abused are aware of the situation, and can therefore easily happen in public. This can also 

have the effect of invalidating the victim, since the abuser can utilize the fact that no one 

else noticed a thing. Thus, he could reason that it was not abusive, because if it were, surely 

somebody would have spoken up. A possible effect is that the victim feels even more 

isolated because no one seemingly understands what she is going through. She starts 

believing that she is alone (Evans, 1993; Poirier, 2007). Thus, not only is she physically 

isolated, the victim also becomes mentally isolated. 

In another instance, Shauna describes how they had a get together at their home. 

Usually the men and women socialised separately, which is what her husband preferred. 

This time, however, one of the husbands was more interested in what the women were 

talking about and so stayed with them. Shauna‟s husband did not even need to say anything 

to send her a clear message that trouble awaited when the visitors departed. As she said 

above, a certain look was enough for her to know what awaited and indeed when the last 

visitor had gone, he physically attacked her. So, she knew that when she was around others 

she dared not get too close or seem too friendly and familiar with them. He had drawn a 

clear line that she knew to avoid crossing if she wanted to stay out of trouble (Lundgren, 

2004). The visitors probably never noticed the exchange between their hosts. In fact, 
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Shauna mentioned that most people were surprised at the divorce because they were 

perceived as the perfect couple. 

Towards the end of the marriage when the abuse escalated, her ex-husband started 

physically locking her and the children up: 

Shauna: …we came to a point where he was locking us up in the house …with the 

kids…locking us up as in you can‟t get out…so that I won‟t run away. 

None of the other interviewees were physically locked up but isolation was clearly present. 

Hanna‟s partner prevents her from seeing her friends. By preventing her from going out, he 

has ensured that the friends she once had are no longer present in her life. As a result, she 

says that she no longer has any friends that she can turn to for help or even emotional 

support. In addition, he hinders her from seeing her mother when she wants to. He decides 

when and if she can go to visit her mother. She makes this more concrete by relating that in 

their home it is her boyfriend who decides how things are done. If he says this is the way it 

is, then there is no going against that. Conceivably, this could result in his eventually 

making sure that Hanna becomes completely cut off from her mother. The effect this would 

have on her life would be considerable, since her mother was her only safe haven at the 

time.  

Linda‟s partner, on the other hand, did not openly prevent her from seeing her 

friends but he made sure that they would not feel comfortable in his company. Since he 

went with her everywhere, she lost contact with her friends.  

He could never fit into our conversations. So he would act out and I would get embarrassed, 

and I don‟t want my friends to see… 

In the first instance, Linda did not realise that this was a control tactic on his part, but she 

came to see it for what it was during the interview. How many of us would question our 

partners if they showed interest in spending time with us? In many societies today, it is 

normal for a couple to do things together. In fact, I believe many people feel loved and 

acknowledged when their partner shows interest in their life. One of Brigit‟s main 

complaints, for example, was that her husband no longer wanted to spend time in her 

company and do things with her. In Linda‟s case, it is possible to see how she could miss a 
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sign such as that, because again it is sanctioned by society. If she objected, he could easily 

play it off and say that all he wanted to do was spend time with her. Where is the fault in 

that? He has thereby made it more difficult for her to raise an objection. The next step is 

feasibly accepting, not only his view of the situation, but also his explanation of it. 

Consequently, the victim ignores her own feelings about it. He has thus managed to push 

the boundary a little bit further, unnoticeably to some of us. 

Mary did not have contact with her family, which was very difficult for her. The 

interview had to be stopped once; because when the issue of her family came up she 

became very emotional. She never shared with me what caused the rift between them, even 

though I asked about it. In her case, she had a lot of friends throughout her marriage. 

However, her friends were unable to provide her with the support she needed because most 

of them where in similar situations as hers. Consequently, she had no one to turn to in her 

time of need. There was no support system in place to help when Mary left the abuse. 

Additionally, she lacked other types of moral support that she may have needed just to 

make her existence more bearable (Poirier, 2007). Although in her eyes she was not 

isolated, one can see that she indeed was. Even though her husband did not openly stop her 

from spending time with people, her situation lent itself to isolation of a different kind. 

Keep in mind as previously mentioned, her husband controlled the finances and by doing so 

was able to control her movements. In doing so, he also isolated her. This goes back to the 

argument made above that isolation is possible even when the victim is in the company of 

others. On the surface, Mary was able to socialise with other people but was still isolated to 

a certain degree. By exerting financial control, the husband determined what type of people 

she was able to surround herself with. Whether he did it consciously or not, is hard to 

determine, but essentially he made sure that she was unable to surround herself with people 

from whom she could garner support. 

As previously mentioned, one of the aims of isolating the victim is to remove her 

from all support systems so as to be able to exert more control. These support systems do 

not necessarily need to serve the purpose of helping to extract the victim from the abusive 

relationship (Lempert, 1997). There is also great value in being able to confide in 

somebody; to feel heard and understood (ibid.; Poirier, 2007). This can do a lot in patching 
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up and building a person‟s spirit and thus enabling the victim to survive the abuse. In 

Mary‟s case, when her husband threw her out of their home, she had nowhere to turn. At 

the time of the interview, she was left to the mercy of the meagre handouts of a newly 

established orphanage. Even though she did not see herself as isolated, her position speaks 

for itself. 

2.2.3 Threats 
Threats are another obvious way of exerting control over someone and all the women 

experienced threats in some form or the other. Usually, the threats escalated with time. 

Some of them were verbal like Hanna‟s boyfriend: 

…[he says] I will kill you and things like that. I will petrol bomb you, I will petrol bomb 

your mother‟s house. 

Verbal threats are in general easier to play down and make light of, perhaps because it is 

difficult to determine the intention of the abuser. The abuser uses threats to scare the victim 

and exert control through fear. Hanna expressed several times during the interview that she 

wanted to leave her boyfriend but was too scared to do so. Who is to say whether he will 

act on his threat or not? No one can be sure.  

According to Dianne Hubbard, in Namibia, it is possible to be prosecuted for 

threatening someone. However, one needs ample evidence to prove the person is serious 

about his/her threats. Since it is so difficult to prove a person‟s intent to harm, most often 

these verbal warnings go unheeded. Instead of trying to prevent something from happening, 

nothing is usually done until it is too late and the abuser has acted on his threats. This is 

understandably a very complex and difficult problem. It is implausible that all threats be 

investigated and followed up by law enforcement officers in any country. 

Other threats took on a physical form as in the case with Shauna‟s husband: 

…he burnt my clothes, he started putting my clothes in a drum and set them alight…I came 

home and I was so shocked… it was like the next step… 

Linda recounted an incident where she went away over the weekend for a work retreat. 

When she got back, her partner had burned her journals, prized books and music. He 
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proceeded to place the charred remains in a basket and presented it to her as if giving her a 

gift. 

I really felt like he knew what that meant to me. It was that little bit of self, of me that I 

could maintain in this relationship… he destroyed that…he showed that „I can actually 

destroy you‟ (emphasis added) 

In my interpretation, the abuser‟s message is clear in all these cases: „I control you and your 

life. I decide what happens to you and I determine whether you will live or not‟. All this 

can be conveyed without the abuser physically laying his hands on the victim. 

It is important to note the context in which these threats are made. In my 

conversation with Veronica Theron, she told me about a phenomenon that is on the rise in 

Namibia called „passion killings‟. This is where men kill their partners in order to stop the 

women from leaving them and starting relationships with others. The attitude is „if I cannot 

have you then no one shall‟. So, in light of „passion killings‟, these are definitely not empty 

threats to be taken lightly. In fact Brigit touches on this phenomenon: 

I went for a visit to his brother…then they told me things that he has mentioned, „if I was 

like men killing ladies I should have already killed her it‟s just that I still love her‟… 

(emphasis added) 

He claims that he loves her, yet he threatens to take her life. We see here how love can be 

seamlessly connected to violence (Lundgren, 2004). As already touched on, society can 

condone exhibiting jealousy and control as a way of expressing love. Nobody in Brigit‟s 

husband‟s surroundings seems to have questioned or challenged him about it. She related 

that he continuously makes these threats to her directly and in the presence of other, 

including their oldest child.  

 Going back to the incident mentioned in the previous section between 

Shauna and her neighbour, it is clear that isolation is not the only process at play. It 

becomes evident that threats can serve the purpose of pushing the boundaries of the abuse 

further. Shauna relates it as follows; the neighbour‟s husband had a pot of boiling water on 

the stove and was threatening to throw it at her. Therefore, she had run to Shauna seeking 

help. Shauna told her neighbour that if she thought that was bad what would happen when 
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the water was switched to oil? From her own experience, Shauna realised that in order to 

stay in control and keep the victim in the relationship, the abuser would have to 

continuously do worse things. What this boils down to is the constant pushing of the 

boundaries of the abuse. If the abuser realises that he can get away with certain behaviour, 

next time he will push even further. As Shauna realised, his behaviour has to get worse in 

order to uphold the fear that binds the victim into the relationship. If he continues to do the 

same things, the victim may start to feel stronger and consequently be able to leave. 

However, by being unpredictable, not only with regards to the levels of violence, the abuser 

paralyses the victim by using fear. By staying, the victim sends him the message that she 

accepts what is happening.  

Additionally, she is saying that she accepts the pushing of the boundaries and her 

senses start to become dulled. What I mean by the dulling of the senses is that she no longer 

sees the abuse from an outsider‟s perspective. She begins to play it down and becomes 

oblivious to how much worse it is getting (Lundgren, 2004).  Sometimes in order to be able 

to deal with the horrors of abuse, it becomes a strategy to minimize the reality of it 

(Lempert, 1996). If the victim is isolated from the outside world, the pushing of boundaries 

becomes easier because it is less likely to be called into question. Remember that at this 

point the victim is mainly exposed to the abuser‟s opinion of things. 

Also important to note is that abuse gradually escalates; it does not usually go from 

one extreme to the next. The escalation is almost unnoticeable and could be likened to 

changes that take place in people that are close to you. If you are used to seeing a certain 

individual, changes in their appearance or nature are more difficult to perceive. I contend 

that the same principle can be applied to an abusive relationship. In a psychologically 

abusive situation, the shifts are even subtler. The abuser can always play it off as if the 

abused is being too sensitive or that he was just joking and there is no need to take it 

personally (Evans, 1993). 

Going into rages without physically laying hands on the woman, is another kind of 

threat and can involve the destroying of property in the home, for example. By doing this, 

the abuser is saying, „I can harm you physically if and when I choose, so do as I say or face 

the consequences‟. A few of the interviewees experienced this type of behavior. Mary‟s 
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husband is a case in point. He threw things about and directly at her, breaking objects in the 

house. This was how the abuse played out before it escalated into becoming physical. 

Brigit‟s husband was also someone who went into rages without physically harming her. 

His method was slamming doors and swearing at her. Once, shortly before their separation, 

he laid his hands on her by shoving her violently onto their bed. I would venture to contend 

that by doing so, Brigit‟s husband moved the boundaries of abuse ever so slightly. His 

action was definite and could be viewed as an attempt to test what she was willing to 

accept. Next time, he could take it a little further still because by staying with him, she 

showed that she accepted his behavior. The abuser continuously pushes the boundaries until 

the day the victim cannot abide by it any longer. In the meantime, he is using different 

tactics to lower her self-esteem and break her spirit. This contributes to making it difficult 

not only to leave, but also to offer any sort of resistance. 

This section has dealt with the issue of control and shown how it is ultimately the 

underlying process of domestic abuse in general. I have attempted to show that control 

comes in many forms and thus could easily be missed not only by the victim, but also by 

those surrounding her. Society dictates how much control is acceptable and we saw how it 

can be acceptable for men to decide, to a certain extent, the space within which a woman 

can exist. By exerting financial control the abuser is, for example, able to isolate the victim 

from viable systems of support. He can also influence how difficult it will be for her to 

extract herself from the relationship. Through isolation, he can begin to take over the 

victim‟s worldview and then start pushing the boundaries of abuse further and further. 

Using threats enables the abuser to send a clear message that he holds the victim‟s life in 

his hands. He determines whether and how she is allowed to exist. 

2.3 The Effects of Control 
The following section will touch on the ways in which control affects the victim. The aim is 

to provide a better understanding of some of the complex processes involved in 

psychological abuse. 

2.3.1 Destroying Integrity and Perception 
There are several ways in which the abuser can destroy the victim‟s integrity and 

perception. According to Evans (1993), ignoring is a form of withholding, another tactic 
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used by abusers. It may seem like a trivial thing to ignore somebody, but in actual fact, it 

can be not only hurtful but also harmful. By not responding to your partners needs and 

ignoring him/her, you maintain control over the situation and the outcome (ibid., p. 40). As 

previously mentioned, it is widely agreed that gaining and maintaining control is one of the 

foremost methods of abuse. Several of the interviewees shared the experience that when 

they wished to discuss issues with their partners they were often ignored. 

Brigit was the only informant whose relationship had not escalated into physical 

abuse. Her husband expressed his rage by slamming doors, shouting, threatening and 

swearing at her. During the first few years of marriage her husband was very attentive. 

They did things together; he spent time with her and their only child at the time. He had a 

job and took financial responsibility for the family. Three years into the marriage, things 

changed; he started drinking and socializing with friends who were a bad influence. He also 

started seeing other women, coupled with the loss of his job. In essence, he abandoned his 

family on several levels: stopped spending time with them, no longer provided for them 

financially, was not there for his wife emotionally and in other ways that she needed. He 

refused to get a regular job, but instead preferred to use their car as a taxi to get money to 

support his drinking habit and the needs of his girlfriends. He would come home only to eat 

and sleep and this behavior went on for years. The strain of the relationship took its toll on 

Brigit and eventually she met another man that provided her with the emotional support she 

craved and needed. As a result she became pregnant. Shortly before separating from her 

husband, she confessed that the second child was not his and the situation got even worse. 

Since their separation the abuse has escalated. This goes to show that just because the 

victim leaves the relationship it does not mean that the abuse stops (Alexander, 1993; 

Poirier, 2007). 

Linda‟s partner would listen to her at times but for the most part he would turn on 

the TV or music. Whatever would drown out her voice, this conceivably sent a message 

that what she had to say was not important to him. There were times when Linda‟s partner 

was attentive and willing to discuss matters with her. Then there were times when he was 

not receptive to it. The point is that she had no say as to when they could have a heart to 

heart discussion. He provided her with just enough attention to let her know that he was 
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capable of being caring and receptive to her needs. This can be likened to what Lundgren 

(2004) describes as alternating between violence and warmth. The victim then latches on to 

the idea of the abuser as a loving, caring person because this is what she desires. Since she 

would now be aware of the possibilities, she would strive to uphold that state by attempting 

to please him in any way she could. The problem is that she is not in control of when he is 

the loving individual or the violent one; he decides. This oscillation causes the victim to 

become both confused and dependent (ibid., p. 28). It creates dependence because she is 

constantly seeking his approval by trying to do as he wishes. She is continuously trying to 

prove to him that she is good enough for him and can fulfil his needs. She becomes devoted 

to gaining his acceptance and it consequently becomes difficult to let go unless she attains 

her goal. The abuser is in complete control of the situation and the victim‟s desire to be 

accepted is unattainable. She will never satisfy him. He will always find ways in which to 

put her down, criticise the person that she is and what she does. 

The victim starts to believe that if this person whom she loves so much cannot 

embrace her with her flaws then who else will be able to do so. The next step is feeling 

lucky that at least he is willing to be with her. So she must do everything in her power to 

please him. Thus, the cycle continues. Linda expressed this exact phenomenon in our 

interview. Keep in mind that the abuser is the dominant person in the victim‟s life because 

he has isolated her from others. Being in that authoritative position, the abuser can control 

the victim‟s world. Slowly but surely, his view of things starts to take over hers.  

Being the victim of abuse can be likened to other addictions. The victim becomes 

addicted to the abuse because this is the way her partner shows his love. Again, by 

oscillating between being caring and loving, and being abusive, the abuser confuses the 

victim (Lundgren, 2004). On the one hand he is violent, on the other hand, he is vulnerable 

and gentle; usually after an abusive episode. Several of the interviewees describe their 

partners breaking down after the abuse and expressing remorse, and at times even crying. 

This is one way in which the abuser can cause confusion and draw the victim back to him. 

He expresses how sorry he is and in a way turns the tables by appearing weak, pitiful and 

helpless. He removes the attention from the victim and places it on himself. Suddenly, he is 

the one in need of care and the victim finds herself comforting the abuser. He creates a 
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bond between them by convincing her that he cannot do without her (Evans, 1993; Poirier, 

2007). Some of the interviewees related that their partners had gone so far as to threaten to 

take their lives if they left. Linda‟s partner even attempted to hang himself on several 

occasions; once in front of their eldest son. The effect of witnessing abuse between parents 

has on children, is severe and is widely recognised as psychological abuse. While the scope 

of this thesis does not allow for further discussion of this issue, it is important to note that 

several of the interviewees voiced the adverse effects their relationships had on their 

children. In fact, for some, the realisation of how much harm they were causing their 

children, acted as a catalyst to leave and stay away. 

More importantly, the abuser convinces the victim that she is nothing and that she 

cannot survive without him. Linda‟s partner repeatedly told her that no one else could love 

her except him and how lucky she was to have him. Shauna‟s husband had her convinced 

that she was lucky that he even agreed to marry her. In fact, he claimed that she tricked him 

into marrying her. The ultimate goal is to break the spirit of the victim so as to gain more 

control. It creates a need in the victim because she starts to believe that without him she is 

nothing and she cannot survive. She starts to adopt his worldview. The abuser is striving to 

make the victim dependent on him, as a drug addict would be dependent on drugs. 

Therefore, in the process of becoming aware of the abuse the victim has to first admit that 

she is an abused woman. In Martha‟s case, it was clearly difficult for her to even address 

the abuse. She was not ready to see herself as an abused woman and leaving her husband 

was not even a consideration. In her eyes, the abuse did not pose a threat significant enough 

to justify ending the marriage. 

Shauna learned to recognize when her husband was going to have „an episode‟, as 

she called it. At times she was able to extract herself before he blew up. She described 

leaving their home on several occasions when she sensed an attack was imminent. When 

she left, she was never able to take the children with her and thus, inevitably, she would 

return. When she did, he would usually have had time to calm down. While he did not 

physically attack her, he began a psychological assault. 

EC: …did he retaliate psychologically? 
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Shauna: He kept quiet, he just ignored me. 

Shauna was very much aware of psychological abuse, but in this instance was unaware that 

simply ignoring someone could be abusive. In my interpretation, by preempting the 

physical attack and leaving, Shauna was taking control of the situation. As already stated, 

this is something the abuser cannot abide by. Thus, in order to regain control, he kept her in 

suspense by ignoring her presence. He did not allow her an outlet for her emotions; so she 

stayed on edge not knowing what his next move would be. He did not allow her to question 

what happened to make him upset. Thus, she had to try to figure it out herself. He kept her 

guessing and so she had no way of knowing how to prevent it from happening again.  

By being unpredictable the abuser stays in control. In this situation, Shauna could 

not be certain that he would not physically harm her. Her focus was so much on the 

physical danger that she overlooked the psychological attack that was playing out. She said 

she was usually left feeling tense and anxious, trying to appease him so as to avoid trouble. 

She further noted that she learned to anticipate his needs before he even voiced them, which 

is a telling statement. She was forced to learn this skill so as to appease him. Through his 

actions, the abuser can make it clear what his likes and dislikes are. Though when he does it 

by ignoring and through silence, the victim is left to do a lot of guesswork. There is always 

a risk that she misinterprets what it is he disapproves of. In fact, one day he may condemn 

something that he was previously in favor of (Lundgren, 2004). Again, his unpredictability 

renders the abuser in complete control and he has thereby fulfilled his aim. 

In the cases cited above, the men do not allow their partners a chance to be heard, 

sending a message that what they have to say is of no consequence (Evans, 1993). The men 

are in control of what issues are allowed to be discussed and when. If they see that their 

partners need to communicate something they can consciously snub them by ignoring them. 

They are placing them in a subordinate position. The result could be that the victims start to 

question themselves and their emotions; „perhaps what I am feeling is trivial‟, „maybe I 

really am bothering him with inconsequential issues‟, etc. This questioning of self is one of 

the ways in which the victim‟s self-esteem is chipped away and their spirit slowly broken. 
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Denial of the abuse or turning it around and laying the blame on the victim, can be 

used not only to destroy integrity, but also a person‟s perception (Evans, 1993). In this, 

these two tactics are similar to ignoring. By either denying that abuse is taking place or 

blaming the victim for it, one is arguably overlooking her feelings and dismissing her 

perceptions of reality. Once this is done, it makes it much easier for the abuser to maintain 

control and it makes it all the more difficult for the victim to be able to leave. Evans (1993, 

p. 88) found that women were more likely to return to abusive relationships if they still 

accepted blame when they left.  

Four of the interviewees experienced these tactics and a fifth was ignored whenever 

she tried to bring up the topic for discussion. This could also be understood as denial of 

wrongdoing. By denying that abuse is taking place, the abuser again retains control over the 

situation by deciding what is considered abusive and what is not. It also relieves him of all 

responsibility because in his mind he has convinced himself that he is not causing any 

harm. Consequently, the victim becomes entirely responsible for what is taking place. To 

add to that, society
7
 also places the burden of making the relationship work on the woman 

(Harrison & Esqueda, 1999). So, not only is she being blamed by the abuser for various 

things, but if the relationship fails society also places the blame on her (Alexander, 1993). 

 Linda‟s partner made light of the abuse and trivialized it; he refused to take 

responsibility. In those instances where it became obvious that abuse was taking place, he 

would turn it around and claim that she was abusing him. This is not uncommon for abusers 

to do; it relieves them of all fault. They can simply state that the victim is abusing them. 

The abuser can also argue that it is because of the actions of the victim that he is forced to 

act in the way he does (Alexander, 1993; Harrison & Esqueda, 1999; Lempert, 1997). 

Either way, the abuser is conveniently absolving himself of any culpability. In Linda‟s case, 

even though her partner‟s family witnessed the abuse on many occasions, they too denied 

it. If everyone is denying that abuse is happening, one can conceivably begin to doubt 

oneself and one‟s sanity (Evans, 1993; Lempert, 1996; Poirier, 2007).  Even in a case like 

                                                        
7
 Here, I do not mean merely Namibian society, but would argue that this is the case in most parts of the 

world. 
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Linda‟s, where the physical aspect of the abuse made it glaringly obvious, it can be seen 

how the victim is made to doubt that what is taking place is really abusive.  

EC: Did he ever deny abusing you to your face? 

Shauna: Oh yes! He would tell you that he‟s not hurting you, „what‟s wrong with you‟. 

Here Shauna‟s husband is not only denying the abuse, he also turns it around and finds fault 

in her; there must be something wrong with her for seeing it that way. Here we see how the 

victim‟s perception is put into question. 

At the beginning of the relationship, it is easier for the victim to accept 

responsibility and blame herself for the abuse (Lundgren, 2004). In psychologically abusive 

relationships, it often takes a while before the victim realises that the responsibility does not 

lie with her. With this type of abuse, there are no visible wounds to point at; there is 

nothing definite to hold onto. However, when she becomes increasingly aware of the abuse 

and what it entails, then a shift can happen and she starts to realise that she does not bear 

the responsibility for his behaviour. Shauna initially blamed herself, but towards the end 

realized that she had no control over the abuse. She cited that moment as a turning point, 

which helped her to get a divorce. 

2.3.2 When His Opinion Dominates 
Degrading and putting your partner down, is part and parcel of psychological abuse. In this 

way, the abuser chips away at the victim‟s self-esteem making it easier to control her. 

Brigit: …He swears at you and insults you, and in the next moment it seems as if nothing 

happened. He won‟t ask forgiveness; that is the relationship I have with him. He is someone 

that doesn‟t want to take responsibility for anything. 

By degrading the victim and swearing at her, the abuser is in a way redefining who she is. 

He eliminates her identity and replaces it with his view of her (Lundgren, 2004). In Brigit‟s 

case, her husband erased her existence and forced her to take on the new, taboo identity of a 

cheating wife. He told everyone about his wife‟s indiscretions. She voiced how 

uncomfortable she became when people approached her after knowing about her affair. On 

one occasion, her colleague brought the subject up. When Brigit enquired how she knew, 
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the woman relayed that her daughter had spoken about what a bad person Brigit was. 

Apparently, the colleague‟s daughter had been in a relationship with Brigit‟s husband and 

he had complained about her. The irony in this is glaringly obvious. Despite Brigit‟s 

husband being unfaithful, society does not condemn him. She, on the other hand, is labeled 

a bad woman. Thus, not only does he call her names to her face, he also discredits her 

publicly. His opinion of her not only dominates within their relationship, but has also 

started taking over in the outside world. 

 It is easy to use humour to put someone down. If the person on the receiving end 

gets offended, one can easily blow it off and say that she is being too sensitive, it was just a 

joke. Not acknowledging hurting another person is a way the abuser can impose his 

worldview onto the victim, thereby discrediting her. It is also an effective way of sending a 

clear message to the victim of abuse even in the company of others. Additionally, it 

provides a good cover for the abuser. Disguising insults as jokes will most likely not reveal 

the abuser for who he really is. Several of the interviewees mentioned that other people 

considered their partners very charming. They took care to give a good impression in front 

of other people. The insult could be so subtle that only the victim and the abuser know that 

it was actually an affront. In my understanding, by doing so the abuser is confirming the 

victim‟s doubts of her interpretation of matters. He garners the support of other people and 

can therefore use that as a way of proving to her that his view is the correct one. 

Being dismissive and constantly challenging or refusing to listen to a person‟s 

opinion, is a good way of sending the message that what you have to say and believe is 

worth nothing. Like degrading, these tactics can be used to convince the victim that her 

opinion is wrong. Again, these are common tactics used by abusers and all of the 

interviewees experienced either one or both. Hanna‟s boyfriend, for instance, was the one 

who decided the way in which things were to be done in their lives. Mary‟s husband was 

the same. When he decided that he no longer wanted to work on their marriage, there was 

nothing anybody could do or say to make him change his mind. Thus, the interviewees 

were not even able to put forward an opinion because it had already been dismissed before 

it was even thought of.  
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 Shauna learned that when her husband cut her off when she was speaking, trouble 

was brewing. 

That was actually an excellent kind of warning that it was time to shut up… 

EC: Did he challenge your opinion? 

Shauna: Oh ja! I wasn‟t allowed to have an opinion…that was one of the things that could 

really trigger him. I learned to keep my mouth shut (emphasis added) 

She had to suppress her opinions, and in effect who she was, in order to maintain 

some semblance of peace. She later told me that though she was generally a very healthy 

person she developed tonsillitis. This, she blames on constantly having to bite her tongue 

and swallowing her opinion. Research has shown that psychological abuse can indeed have 

an adverse effect on a person‟s health (Coker et al., 2002; Henning & Klesges, 2003; 

Kasian & Painter, 1992; Kent, Waller & Dagnan, 1999; Pico-Alfonso, 2005). Even this 

type of abuse has its physical manifestations. Linda, for example, was diagnosed with bi-

polar depression and as a result was hospitalized for eight months. She underwent treatment 

for depression for more than five years. In 2008 her psychiatrist assessed her to be free of 

depression, three years after leaving the abusive relationship. Staving off depression is 

likely something Linda will have to work on for the rest of her life. 

Women subjected to psychological abuse frequently experience feelings of guilt, 

shame, distress and despair (Lammers, et al., 2005). They also experience elevated levels of 

depression, morbidity and are often suicidal (Bonomi et al., 2006; Campbell et al. 2002; 

Carlsson et al., 2002; Katz & Arias, 1999; Pico-Alfonso, 2005). All of the interviewees 

reported contemplating suicide at least once. While the scope of this paper does not allow 

for further examination of the physical effects of psychological abuse, it was clear that all 

the women experienced some sort of ailment due to the abuse they endured. These ailments 

do not include the wounds they acquired from physical abuse and ranged from severe 

headaches to bi-polar depression, as mentioned above. 

2.4 Synthesis 
This chapter has detailed the experiences of psychological abuse of the six main 

interviewees in an attempt to create some understanding of the complex issue. 
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Psychological abuse is not widely recognized as an integral part of domestic violence. The 

media‟s focus on the physical aspects of abuse goes a long way in rendering non-physical 

forms invisible not only to the general public but also to those experiencing it (Sims, 2008). 

It would follow that women look for certain signs or scenarios that fit their expectations of 

domestic violence in order to recognize it. One could logically assume that their 

expectations are largely based on what they are exposed to in the media. It is therefore 

easier, to focus on the physical aspects of abuse and overlook the psychological ones, 

which tend to appear earlier (Hyden, 1995). Evans (1993) found in her study that many 

victims of psychological abuse have vocalized that they were unable to recognize what they 

were going through as abusive. They were looking for more „typical signs‟, all the while 

feeling that something was amiss with their relationships. Society often adopts a one-

dimensional view of abuse and what an abuser is meant to be. Often consideration is not 

given to the fact that, for instance, while the abuser is violent he can also be a very loving 

and caring person (Lempert, 1997; Lundgren, 2004). This is not the way abusers tend to be 

portrayed in popular culture, where domestic violence is painted in black and white; in 

reality grey areas abound.  

Further, the family is expected to be a warm and nurturing environment, and the 

woman is supposed to be the guardian of that. I would venture to say that most people do 

not expect marriage and family to be sites of terror and violence. Thus, society does not 

prepare victims to look out for the early warning signs of abuse. Traditional gender roles 

play into making abuse not only invisible, but also relieving the abuser of responsibility. 

For one, the family is considered part of the private sphere. Therefore, it is possible to 

shroud whatever goes on within its boundaries in secrecy. Though strides have been made 

in making domestic violence more public it is still largely a private affair (Lempert, 1996; 

Poirier, 2007). Not only is it misrepresented in the media (Sims, 2008), the parties involved 

keep it secret (Lempert, 1997), albeit for different reasons. From a woman‟s perspective 

admitting being abused has several implications. Society has preconceived notions about 

abused women and enshrouds them with negative labels. The victim usually does not want 

to be identified with those attributes and can thus be shamed into silence. Secrecy could 

also serve as a tactic to avoid abuse. It is important to be aware that victims of abuse are far 
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from being passive actors. In order to survive in such a hostile situations women develop 

various strategies and tactics, of which secrecy is only one. 

The abuser also relies on silence and secrecy as a strategy but for different reasons. 

His strategies are geared towards gaining and maintaining control, meanwhile absolving 

him of responsibility. Society makes it easier to place the blame on the victim since the 

success of relationships is placed in women‟s hands. The woman adjusts her behaviour to 

suit his needs and avoid abuse. Initially, this is a tactic to avoid conflict and can even be an 

attempt to control the violence (Lempert, 1997). Consequently, when the woman is unable 

to live up to the abuser‟s ever-changing expectations he feels justified in disciplining her. 

Studies have revealed that even society justifies abuse in certain instances (Harrison & 

Esqueda, 1999; Johnson, 2007; Lawoko, 2006; Lawoko, 2008). Additionally, if the woman 

does not adhere to normative gender roles she is less likely to receive help, e.g. if she is 

aggressive or intoxicated (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999).  

It is important to note that being able to define psychological abuse and becoming 

aware of its extent in real life situations are not the same things. The interviewees were all 

very much aware that abuse also comes in non-physical forms. However, they all had 

difficulties in seeing the extent of the abuse. Though spreading general awareness of 

psychological abuse is important, it is not enough to solve the problem. In order to equip 

people with the skills needed to recognize and detach themselves from abusive situations 

not only does a broader view of domestic abuse need to be adopted, but a change in overall 

attitudes also needs to take place. People need to come to the realization that the things we 

say and do to each other can also be harmful. 
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3. The Binding Factor 

While domestic abuse is a worldwide phenomenon, the reasons for staying in a relationship 

differ not only from country to country, but also from person to person. This chapter will 

attempt to uncover some of the reasons the interviewees had for staying in the abusive 

relationships. Despite the small sample size of this study, the interviewees‟ reasons could 

provide clues as to why other women stay. Even though the focus of this paper remains 

psychological abuse, all of the interviewees, except one, experienced physical abuse in their 

relationships. Thus, it is important not to overlook the physical and sexual abuse. 

Therefore, these will be touched on briefly throughout this chapter. 

Regardless of the presumed trend in Namibia, whereby women stay in abusive 

relationships, four of the six interviewees were no longer in the relationship at the time of 

the interviews. Though only two had left of their own accord. Two interviewees were left 

by their husbands and desired reconciliation. One of the interviewees had been living with 

her mother for a couple of weeks, but still considered herself in the relationship. 

3.1 Abuse in Namibian Society 
In terms of violence, I believe that apartheid rule and the struggle for freedom put a stamp 

on Namibian society. Violence is seemingly more commonplace if compared to Sweden, 

for example. When speaking to people during my stay everyone knew of someone who had 

been or was currently experiencing domestic violence. The World Health Organisation 

(WHO) conducted a study in Namibia and found that from their sample of 1500 women 

36% experienced physical or sexual violence by an intimate partner (WHO, 2005). The 

LAC estimates that one in five women are in domestically violent relationships (Friendly 

Haven pamphlet). Interestingly, most of the interviewees also witnessed violence in their 

homes as children; a couple were abused themselves. Though, I did not directly question 

the women about it, it was hinted at during the interviews, that they all witnessed violence 

in their surroundings as children. Thus, it could be said that to many women in Namibia, 

violence has become a normal part of life. 

I would venture to say that because violence is commonplace in Namibia, the 

Normalization Process could start even before an abusive relationship has begun. Due to 
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certain forms of violence being condoned by society, most people have been witness to 

some sort, though not necessarily domestic violence. The boundaries for what constitutes 

abuse are not uniform worldwide. In Namibia, it is possible that before a woman even 

enters an abusive relationship, her senses may be more numbed to abuse. The reason being 

that she has possibly already either seen domestic violence in the home, in the 

neighbourhood, or has been abused herself. For example, beating one‟s child as a 

disciplinary measure is commonplace in Namibia, as it is in many countries worldwide. In 

comparison, in Sweden it is illegal. Mary was beaten as a child; she said that her father 

would beat her with a walking stick at times. In Swedish society, that would be a clear-cut 

case of abuse. However, in another cultural context it is different: 

Mary: Maybe that‟s abusive the way my father used to beat me (emphasis added) 

She could not say definitely that it was abusive, but chose instead to use the word „maybe‟. 

Even though she might have felt abused as a child, society probably did not see it that way. 

This makes the whole issue of violence tricky, because society contributes to rendering it 

ambiguous and invisible. In this case, if you were beaten as a child and you have regularly 

witnessed violence around you, then when you grow up your husband starts to beat you; the 

effect is not the same as if you had not been witness to so much violence. Your boundaries 

and limits regarding abuse are different from someone who is not used to violence.  

In Sweden, people are more accustomed to seeing violence taking place in 

controlled environments and not in everyday life. According to Lundgren‟s (2004) study, 

when a woman is first beaten by her partner, she usually acts in shock and/or surprise. 

Some of my interviewees tell a different story. Mary, for instance, was not surprised when 

her husband first struck her. When asked why, she answered that it was just the way he 

conducted himself and how he did things. Before he ever hit her, he went into rages, 

throwing things about and breaking them. Though he did not physically lay his hands on 

her, he was physical in his actions, which in turn constitute a threat to harm. Thus, his 

actions could be considered psychological in nature and as such they were distinctly 

violent. When he crossed the line from psychological abuse to physical, it was almost as if 

she had expected it all along.  
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Mary was used not only to being beaten by her father, but also witnessing domestic 

violence between both her parents and stepparents. In fact, all of the interviewees, except 

one, spoke of friends and/or relatives who are, or have been in abusive relationships. Mary 

spoke of not being able to turn to her friends for help, because most of them were living in 

the same environment as hers. Throughout the interview, Shauna mentioned several people 

in her close surroundings that were also being abused by their partners.  

The point is, to these women, not only was violence (both physical and 

psychological) normal in their own personal lives, it was also normal in their surroundings.  

If one were the only one in that sort of environment, then perhaps it would take longer to 

start believing that it is normal. The likelihood that one will be able to extract oneself from 

the situation is perhaps greater. However, if those around a victim are living in similar 

conditions, then it would probably take longer for one to acknowledge the gravity of the 

situation. In fact, one may never realise how serious it is, even if one is no longer in the 

relationship, because there is likely someone else one knows whose situation is worse. 

Martha, for instance, mentioned how a friend once told her that she should be grateful that 

her husband was not worse. She was told to stop complaining because her relationship was 

not that bad. 

If added to that, one saw and/or experienced violence in one‟s home as a child, I 

assume, that the limits of what constitutes abuse are probably higher before the relationship 

has even begun. In one‟s eyes then, being mistreated is a normal part of life and to question 

it may not be something that occurs to one. Linda, for instance, did not confront her partner 

after the first time he abused her. She says that the physical abuse started very early on in 

their relationship. She described going to the hospital many times to get medical attention 

for her various wounds. In her opinion, the worst instances were when she sustained a 

broken rib and when he kicked her in her stomach. She even mentions being stabbed. Her 

partner was also very sexually violent and raped her many times. In fact, she says that he 

used sex to overtly control her. Usually, abuse starts off as psychological and then escalates 

to physical (Hyden, 1995). However, her first memory of abuse in that relationship was 

physical. The first time it took place, Linda did not pursue the matter and so it went 

unresolved. She did not feel it was her right to question his actions. She also thought it was 
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something that would not occur again, though her partner never gave her assurances to that 

effect. In fact, he did not address the issue either. They both ignored it as if nothing unusual 

had taken place. 

Shauna‟s husband first beat her before they were married, and she recalls thinking 

that it was not really directed at her. At the time, she remembers thinking that she just 

happened to get in the way and got a beating in the process. The abuse she experienced at 

the hands of her husband was severe, but did not occur very frequently. Throughout most of 

the marriage it happened about twice a year. Towards the end, it escalated to about once a 

month. Despite the beatings not taking place often, when he did have an episode, she 

describes it as a full-blown attack of terror. For Shauna, the worst instance was when her 

husband pushed her to the ground and kicked her in between her legs, when she was two 

months pregnant with their second child. On several occasions, she had to seek medical 

attention for the wounds she sustained from these attacks. 

Shauna had not witnessed domestic abuse between her parents, but she asserts that 

her mother was an alcoholic. According to her, her father also had a drinking problem but 

was more of a social drinker. He was also apt to criticising and demeaning not only her, but 

also others. According to the definition above (p. 6), this could be considered psychological 

abuse. She did not view it as clear-cut abuse, though. Her parental home had not been bad 

in comparison to her marital home. She later realised that she was seeking her ex-husband‟s 

approval and acceptance, and was willing to take it in any form it came. 

I was already going totally against my parents they wouldn‟t accept him…they went to 

lengths to make me see what I‟m getting myself into…everybody saw it…he had hit me 

already… 

When her husband showed interest in her, she threw caution to the wind and embraced the 

relationship whole-heartedly. Despite seeing clear warning signs, she went ahead and 

married him. People around her were against the marriage because they knew what type of 

person he was; she was not the first woman he had abused.  

 Another interesting element is the visibility of the abuse in Namibian society. In 

several of the cases examined here, the abuse took place in the full glare of people. At 



 54 

times, it got so bad that it prompted people to get involved and attempt to stop it. Hanna‟s 

boyfriend was indifferent to where they were when he got angry and had beaten her in 

public more than once. Linda was beaten in front of her partner‟s family and close friends 

on numerous occasions. She described another situation when she had once ended the 

relationship and had gone to get some belongings from her partner‟s father‟s house. When 

she was walking back home, she noticed that her partner was following her. Eventually, he 

called out and offered to help her carry some of the bags. When he got closer, he violently 

pushed her down and raped her, right there in the open. He showed utter disregard to the 

law, despite the fact that rape carries a steep sentence.  

Judging from their stories, it was not uncommon that the interviewees witnessed or 

heard domestic abuse in their neighbourhoods. In Sweden, for instance, domestic violence 

is almost invisible. The chances of seeing a man beat his partner on the street are virtually 

none existent. Despite domestic violence being quite visible in Namibian society, it is still 

dealt with as a private matter. People are increasingly being encouraged to speak out about 

it. However, attitudes surrounding the issue are slow to change and society still does not 

condone the washing of „dirty laundry‟ in public. 

3.2 Gendered Aspects 
In Namibia, having a family is an important part of life. When asked, most of the 

interviewees said they did not feel pressure to get married but they had a desire to have 

children. For some, the only way they could fulfil this desire was by getting married. 

Having children out of wedlock is not looked upon kindly, though it is an ever more 

common phenomenon. When speaking to several of the experts, they mentioned that 

marriage gives a woman status in society. Being single is not a desirable state for a woman; 

so even if she is not married to her partner, the important thing is that she has a man. Not 

many of the interviewees agreed with this view, but I still believe that it holds credence. 

None of the interviewees expressed a willingness to become single mothers. When they 

were younger, they all wanted to conform to the norm of having children with a partner and 

at that time could not imagine things otherwise. After years of abuse, some of them are now 

of the opinion that it may be easier to live without a man. Provided that one can manage 

alone financially. 
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 Linda brought up an important point about the myth that a woman can and is 

expected to change her man. If he is an abuser, then as a woman one is expected to make 

adjustments in one‟s behaviour in order to appease him. The woman is burdened with the 

responsibility of making sure the relationship works. Martha was advised by a counsellor to 

learn how to bite her tongue in certain situations so as not to provoke her husband. In the 

event that a woman is unable to influence her partner, she is regarded to have failed in one 

of her major roles (Lempert, 1996). 

Linda: …I‟ve encountered women saying I have the power to change him and that I 

actually failed in that responsibility. They would even use religious views to try and 

convince me… 

There is pressure from society not to leave the relationship under any circumstances. If 

abuse occurs, then society expects women to accept it as a trial that should be endured. Of 

course, with the DVA and all the work that has taken place to promote awareness, attitudes 

are slowly changing in Namibia. However, much remains to be done. As previously 

mentioned, „passion killings‟ are on the rise and could be taken as a sign that women are 

not free to leave their partners, without being faced with serious consequences. Not only is 

a woman‟s own life in danger, but also her children and family, because threats against 

family are not uncommon. There is really no way of telling whether these threats will be 

acted upon. 

In Rosa Namises‟ view, women in Namibia tend to stay in relationships no matter 

the consequences. She says, divorce is not yet acceptable in Namibia, and by taking this 

action women are seen as bringing shame on their families. The role of „lobola‟ or dowry is 

also a contributing factor. Though none of the interviewees admitted to a dowry being paid, 

Rosa Namises said it was a common practice in Namibia. This custom contributes to 

women being seen as commodities and makes it difficult for them to leave relationships. 

One reason being, that her family may have already spent the „lobola‟ and are unable to pay 

it back to the husband and his family. In some cases, the family is simply unwilling to pay 

it back, and refuse to assume responsibility for their daughter.  
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According to Rosa Namises, domestic violence is still very much condoned in 

Namibian society. She says many people are of the view that it is better for the woman to 

stay and endure. Further attitudes are the same across the board and there are no real 

differences in terms of class and/or education. Several studies have shown this to be the 

case with regards to domestic violence (Alexander, 1993; Pico-Alfonso et al, 2006). Rosa 

Namises adds that single women experience difficulties, whether or not they have children. 

She has heard many accounts of women being degraded simply because they do not have a 

male partner
8
. There is pressure to conform to the norm. 

Martha, who is still with her husband, did not want to consider divorce. Her story 

seems to reinforce what Rosa Namises said. She mentioned several times that it was up to 

God to decide when to dissolve her marriage. I asked her whether in general she thought it 

was acceptable for a woman to leave a marriage. Her answered that if it were a life and 

death situation, the best thing to do would be to leave. That may seem simple enough, but 

as discussed above, when in an abusive relationship one does not usually see things clearly. 

Therefore, to see a life-threatening situation approaching would probably be very difficult. 

As Lundgren (2004) proposes, the boundary of what is considered acceptable is constantly 

pushed forward in an abusive relationship. Both the abuser and the abused gradually accept 

behavior that gets increasingly grave. The line between life and death becomes blurred and 

the abuser controls where the line is drawn. He literally holds the victim‟s life in his hands. 

The point is that, as the victim, it is difficult to foresee whether the situation has become so 

critical that one‟s life is in danger. So, when does one decide that now it is time to leave 

because one may be killed? Real life situations are not always clear-cut.  

In Namibia, societal norms place pressure on women to stay in abusive 

relationships. When Martha compared her situation with that of many other women, she 

thought it was not so bad; friends had even told her so. Thus, societal norms also aid in 

blurring the boundaries of what constitutes abuse and what does not; they aid in pushing the 

boundaries of abuse. 

                                                        
8
 Homosexuality is illegal in Namibia, so for many having a same-sexed partner is inconceivable. Even the 

Domestic Violence Act only provides for heterosexual couples. Thus, homosexuals who experience domestic 

abuse in Namibia are not afforded protection under the law. 
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Another gendered aspect, which does not occur in Namibia alone, is the concept of 

women avoiding over-exposure at different levels. Linda expresses it well: 

The more you can veil yourself the better. And I mean veil in all different ways… 

Physically don‟t show much. Don‟t show you‟re intelligent, don‟t show you‟re emotional, 

don‟t show you‟re vulnerable...Then you‟re a good woman, „cause then your man has 

tamed you. 

If a woman talks back too much then it is almost as if she should expect trouble. Then her 

partner has an excuse to be abusive. Mary‟s family, for example, blamed her for the abuse 

because they said she had a habit of answering back. Or Martha, who went for counselling 

with her husband and was advised not to provoke him, and to keep quiet even when she 

feels he is out of line. Responsibility for upholding peace in the marriage is thereby 

transferred to the woman. She is expected to act in a pleasing manner, and not provoke him 

in any way. Thus, she is made responsible to take steps to stop the abuse. Her actions are 

the ones that need to be modified, not his. By placing the burden of responsibility on the 

victim, one is essentially removing responsibility from the abuser and placing the blame on 

the woman. Evans (1993) found that if the victim blames herself for the abuse, it is more 

difficult for her to leave the relationship. If she does manage to leave, the likelihood of her 

returning to the abuse is greater if she continues to assume responsibility for it (ibid.). Thus, 

not only do the interviewees have to deal with the difficulties in blaming themselves for the 

abuse, they also have to cope with society placing the blame on them. 

As a woman, society expects one to make oneself available to her man in many 

different ways. She is, for instance, required to take care of him and see to it that his needs 

are met, by not only making sure he is fed, but also satisfying him sexually. Rosa Namises 

states that in general, women in Namibia are not free to propose sex, they are not allowed 

to show their sexuality, lest they be labeled indecent. 

Linda: You‟re not to express anything positive about sex. The only acceptable expression of 

sex, that you as a woman can give, is that give us children…satisfy your husband, that‟s it. 

Then you are seen as the respectable, virtuous woman. 
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While women are expected to „veil‟ their sexuality, men are excused for extra-marital 

liaisons, which can come at a high price. For one, HIV/AIDS is rampant in Namibia and 

infidelity obviously puts them at great risk. Many women are unaware that they have 

HIV/AIDS until their partner dies, which is when they realize what has happened. While 

men are not questioned about their infidelities, women are, as we saw in Brigit‟s case 

above. For Mary this issue was of great concern saying, many women feel unable, or afraid 

to question their partners‟ infidelities because they fear being abandoned.  

Further Dianne Hubbard said:  

Many men and women believe that…you must have sex whenever he wants to have sex. 

Women don‟t feel that they have a right to say no; men don‟t feel that they [women] have a 

right to say no. 

She went on to say, if a woman does not comply with these prescriptions, it is culturally 

accepted that her partner could beat her to discipline her. He is justified in doing so. 

Abusing in order to discipline is not an uncommon way of thinking. In her interviews with 

men who abuse, Lundgren (2004) found that many of them abused their partners as a form 

of discipline. By physically abusing the woman, a clear line is drawn between what is 

acceptable or not in the abuser‟s view. He decides the boundaries of what she is allowed or 

not allowed to do, and the person she is allowed to be. In this way the abuser is erasing the 

victim‟s self and binding her identity to himself. If he succeeds he could start making her 

believe that she would not survive without him. Several of the interviewees mentioned 

having such beliefs during their relationships.  

3.3 Economic Partnerships 
The economic factor also plays a role in tying women into abusive relationships. In today‟s 

economy though, it is difficult to survive on a single income and all the interviewees, 

except one, had jobs. Despite the women having jobs, some were worried what it would 

mean if they did not have a man to support them. Brigit, who was responsible for paying 

the bills in her household, felt that since her husband left her, things had become more 

financially difficult. Her mother advised her to stay in the relationship, because she did not 

want her daughter to struggle financially. In her mind, the most feasible way her daughter 

could live a comfortable life was through her husband. Despite the fact that he had not had 
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a proper job for years. In Namibia, it is expected that the man will assume financial 

responsibility for the family and marriage is commonly viewed as an economic partnership. 

Through her work, Dianne Hubbard has noticed that relationships in Namibia are 

often seen as what she calls transactional relationships. People enter relationships as a 

means to an end. Women view a partner as someone who can provide for them financially 

and give them children. Some of the interviewees expressed their desire to have children 

and the proper channel to do that was to be in a relationship and stay in it. Men see 

relationships as a way to get household help, sex and children. 

Dianne Hubbard: Many people have talked about how it‟s kind of a continuum between sex 

work, as we know it, and transactional relationships of all different sorts… 

She saw this as being one of the core problems regarding domestic violence. People feel 

pressure on different levels to be in a relationship and stay in it no matter what happens. 

Marriage, as an economic partnership, was a theme that came up several times 

during the interviews. Strangely enough, even though men in Namibia are expected to be 

the main breadwinners for their families, most of the interviewees took on that role instead. 

However, they expressed that they wished their partners would bear the financial burden. In 

fact, they conveyed that this is what they expected of a man. 

3.4 Synthesis 
From my observations Namibian society is more traditional than Swedish. Gender roles, for 

instance, are more rigid and women are more restricted; Linda called it a „veiling‟ of self. 

This contributes to blurring the line between what is considered abusive and what is not. 

For example, when society expects you to hold your tongue when your partner does or says 

something hurtful, simply because you are a woman, it enables many forms and instances 

of abuse to go unnoticed. It is easier for men to justify their actions, thereby relieving 

themselves of responsibility. Women are expected to do whatever it takes to keep families 

together, even if it means enduring abuse. Perhaps symptomatic of society‟s attitude, Rosa 

Namises mentioned that at the time of the interview there were no domestic violence 

organisations aimed at men. She said there had been a few in the past but in her opinion 
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they had devoted themselves to blaming women rather than trying to bring about changes in 

attitudes. 

Family is a vital part of Namibian society, and marriage grants women higher 

status, according to all of the experts. Though all the other interviewees said they never felt 

pressured into getting married, or being in a relationship, they all wanted children. None of 

them considered being single parents. Thus, it can be deduced that the proper way to have 

children is through partnership. Even though they may not consider that pressure I argue 

that it very much is, it is just covert. Dianne Hubbard made another interesting point in that 

partnerships are viewed as a means to an end. Having children is one of those ends for both 

men and women; another for women is financial security. This aspect is so important, that 

infidelity is part of everyday life. All of the interviewees, save one, mentioned that their 

partners had been unfaithful. In certain instances the men provided less for their families, in 

order to pay for the upkeep of their mistresses. However, the interviewees went against the 

norm, by expressing their unhappiness with the infidelity. In doing so the women show that 

they have agency, and are not content passively accepting whatever is thrown at them. In 

several cases, the women stated infidelity as the reason the abuse commenced. None of 

them, however, considered keeping quiet and accepting their husband‟s behaviour despite 

the consequences. 

Another interesting aspect is violence being more visible in Namibia than, for 

example, Sweden. This influences the boundaries for what is considered abuse. Almost all 

of the interviewees witnessed domestic violence as children and all of them witnessed 

violence in their surroundings, both as children and adults. This could mean that these 

women are more desensitised to violence than are Swedish women, for instance. The 

boundaries for what they consider abusive are different. Consequently, it may take 

Namibian women longer to recognize abuse and begin to work towards removing 

themselves from it. Despite violence in general being more visible, domestic violence 

remains quite a private matter. This contributes to making it invisible. So even though 

several of the interviewees had been publicly abused, the couples were expected to solve 

their issues privately. This goes to show that though abuse can be visible on certain levels, 
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it is easily rendered invisible through silence. When abuse is invisible less can be done to 

protect those involved. 
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4. Networks of Support 

Reaching out and asking for help can be a complex process. Networks of support are 

important to victims of abuse (Evans, 1993; Poirier, 2007), but well-intentioned support can 

also have negative effects (Lempert, 1997). Even in countries where resources are more 

readily available, networks of support have been found to be lacking in different areas 

(Alexander, 1993; Johnson, 2007; Lempert, 1997; Poirier, 2007). This chapter will outline 

different networks of support available to abused women in Namibia, and the interviewees‟ 

experiences of them. Focus will be placed on physical abuse in this chapter because, at the 

time of the study, the official networks of support in Namibia were directed at physical 

forms of domestic violence. The chapter will further go on to give an account of possible 

solutions, based on all the interviewees‟ suggestions. 

4.1 Asking for Help 
It is not an easy undertaking to leave an abusive relationship. Reaching out for help usually 

takes great effort and, as Linda explained, can transpire in different stages. 

In the beginning I did but it was never [with] the intention of „I really want this to stop‟, or 

„I wanna get out‟, or „I need help with this‟. It was really just to draw attention to „this is 

happening‟. Then there‟s that stage where I reached out, and I had to deal with the truth and 

the reality of what is really happening. And the consequences this has on me on my life and 

my children‟s life. And the implication it has on all the other spheres… 

From this, we can deduce that reaching out does not always mean that the person is ready to 

deal with the reality they are in, or that she wants to leave (Lempert, 1996; Lempert, 1997). 

It may simply mean that the victim needs to be heard because she is not receiving this in 

her relationship (ibid., 1997). Victims may feel shame about the abuse for different reasons, 

such as not wanting to fail at maintaining a relationship (Lempert, 1997). Thus, sometimes 

reaching out can take a long time. Although all the interviewees had reached out to 

different sources, I believe their reasons for doing so were different. 

 A couple of the interviewees found support in family. Hanna‟s mother, for 

instance, advised her daughter to leave from the first time she heard about the abuse. 

Whenever the abuse got unbearable, Hanna went to her mother‟s place for respite. Their 
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child also spent a considerable amount of time with her grandmother, so as to avoid 

witnessing the abuse. Being supportive does not always come without its costs though, as 

in this instance where the boyfriend not only insulted the mother, but also threatened her 

life. This shows that abuse is not limited to the victim and abuser, but can spread and affect 

those in contact with the couple to varying degrees (Poirier, 2007). Hanna mentioned 

wanting to leave several times during the interview. She asked for my advice on how to go 

about getting out and said fear was holding her back. One of her boyfriend‟s threats was 

that he planned to kill her, then petrol bomb her mother‟s house. She was very worried that 

he would act on his threats. From what I observed, there were no resources available that 

would enable her to be protected against him. She could seek a protection order, which she 

was in the process of doing. However, it is unclear whether it would help, because if he 

were serious about killing her it would not be difficult for him to locate her, and do so in 

spite of a protection order.  

Linda was able to reconnect with her biological mother when she had nowhere else 

to turn. While the rest of her family distanced themselves from her, Linda‟s mother proved 

to be of tremendous help. She herself had been in an abusive relationship and advised her 

daughter to refrain from taking the same route. Through conversations with her mother, 

Linda realised that she was continuing a cycle that had been going on for generations. She 

not only found strength, but also realised that she could choose to break the cycle of 

violence just as her mother had. Linda told me that one of the reasons she stayed with her 

partner for so long and accepted the abuse was because she had a strong desire to belong. 

She saw him interacting with his family and wanted to be part of that because she lacked 

that kind of connection during her childhood. Shortly after she reconnected with her 

mother, she was able to break free once and for all. She is now three years out of the 

abusive relationship. Linda‟s need to be accepted echoed that of Shauna who also sought 

approval. As previously mentioned, this is not an uncommon phenomenon in domestic 

violence. Linda‟s case shows the importance of having access to a good support system. It 

could literally be the difference between life and death (Poirier, 2007). 

Martha and Brigit first told their mothers what was taking place in their homes. 

They were both advised to stay in their marriages, and Martha‟s mother advised her to keep 
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quiet so as not cause trouble. Mary was not in contact with her family at the time of the 

interview. She related that they thought of her as the cause of the problems she was 

experiencing. Shauna‟s parents had advised her not to go through with the wedding because 

they were aware of the kind of man she planned to marry. Once she went ahead with her 

plans, her father washed his hands of it. 

Shauna: I was told by my father, „you feel you‟re big enough to get married so you‟re big 

enough to be with your own problems. Don‟t bring your problems home.‟ 

So, that avenue of support was closed to her from very early on in the marriage.  

Even families that are aware of the abuse sometimes come out in support of the 

perpetrators; this includes female relatives. 

EC: Did he ever admit that he raped you? 

Linda: No… Some of the times he was violent, he would physically tie me up and then he 

would rape me. But to him it was just „I‟m showing you how much I want you and I love 

you‟. And he knew I would not go and say that he‟s doing this to me because…I went to his 

mother…and she said, „you‟re still sleeping with him right? You‟re still with him right? So 

he didn‟t rape you‟. (emphasis in original) 

Rosa Namises concurs that women also help to keep certain attitudes in place by accepting 

certain behavior from their sons and other male relations. Both Martha‟s and Brigit‟s 

mothers, for instance, advised them to stay with their husbands. They worried about the 

financial ramifications a split would mean for their daughters. Despite the fact that Brigit 

had been the main breadwinner of the family for several years, her mother felt she needed a 

husband. This goes back to the issue of adhering to certain societal norms at all costs.  

4.2 The Law 
At the moment, the Domestic Violence Act (DVA) enables victims to get protection orders 

against abusers. In theory, this is meant to legally separate the abuser from the victim. 

However, the DVA does not provide options for sentencing perpetrators to jail. The 

procedure for getting a protection order is first to be examined by a doctor working in a 

state hospital, and get a report. Then, in order to apply for the protection order, one turns to 

one of the fifteen Women and Child Protection Units (WCPU) spread out around the 
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country. They also make a record of injuries and open a docket for the victim. The docket is 

sent to a Magistrate‟s Court and the victim awaits a court hearing.  

The application for a protection order was deliberately made simple to ensure that 

people could apply for them without having to enlist the services of a lawyer. If help is 

needed filling the form out, then a Clerk of the Court is legally required to provide 

assistance. A Clerk may be found at any Magistrate‟s Court in the country. The preliminary 

results of research being conducted by the LAC showed that all Magistrate Courts in the 

country had received applications for protection orders. Dianne Hubbard views this as a 

positive development because it seems to show that women are using the options available 

to them. It also shows that knowledge of the process is on the rise. Once the application is 

handed in, it should take no longer than three months to get a hearing with the court where 

a decision will be made. In the meantime, an interim protection order is in effect, which 

prohibits the abuser to be in contact with the victim. 

The issue at hand is how effective are protection orders in stopping domestic 

violence? As of the writing of this thesis, no research has been completed to answer that 

question. From speaking to the experts, it seems that there is a high number of withdrawals 

of protection orders. Several of the other interviewees reported either withdrawing the order 

or breaking it and going back to their abusive partners. Thus, based on that information, 

obtaining an order does not necessarily help to break the cycle of violence. It does not 

necessarily empower the victim enough to actually enable her to make a clean break, or 

find other ways to protect herself. Shauna, for instance, got a protection order but felt it 

only really worked once her ex-husband realised that it had legal implications. In this 

instance, hers was not the only case against him so he was facing prolonged time in jail, 

which would not normally be the case. 

The WCPU, which is meant to handle all cases regarding gender-based violence, 

can only do so much with the resources available to them. Veronica Theron explains that 

not only is there currently a huge shortage of social workers, the turnover is also high 

amongst the staff. This is in part due to most professional counsellors choosing to open 

private practices because it is more profitable. The social workers working in the public 

sector find themselves overwhelmed with work and in have effect become paper pushers. 
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This is corroborated by the accounts given by the interviewees. None of them received 

counselling at the WCPU, for instance. The staff at the unit usually made a record of the 

physical injuries sustained by the victims but did not enquire about their mental well-being. 

Additionally, none of the interviewees were able to say what happened to their files once 

they left the WCPU. Thus, it also seems the information given to the victims was lacking. 

While the DVA was a big step in the right direction, it seems that its 

implementation has been difficult. More resources are needed to combat domestic violence 

and to provide support for those affected by it. For instance, the DVA states that police 

officers should provide relevant parties with information on services available to victims of 

domestic violence. They are supposed to inform abuse victims of, among other things, 

where they can seek medical attention and how to get there, how to go about applying for a 

protection order, or information on available shelters. None of the interviewees reported 

getting any such information from police officers on the various occasions they sought help 

through those channels. Linda described having to be very persistent in order for police to 

make an official record of those times she sought their help. According to the DVA, the 

police are supposed to fill out a docket making a record even in those cases where no 

charges are laid. The other interviewees also told of how difficult it was for them to make 

cases against their abusive partners. Solutions to some of the difficulties encountered by the 

interviewees will be discussed in more detail in 4.5. 

4.3 Official Channels of Support 
At present, the police in Namibia are not obligated to provide assistance to domestic abuse 

victims, other than removing the perpetrator from the scene of the crime and incarcerating 

him for a short time. If a victim turns to the police for assistance, they are supposed to refer 

her to the WCPU. Deducing from the interviews, this contributes to lowering the 

confidence the women feel in law enforcement; even though the police are actually doing 

what they are supposed to. Five out of the six interviewees sought help from the police. 

Four of them were discontent with the way they were treated and how their cases were 

handled. For the most part, the women were told to go back and sort their own issues out. 

Again, the responsibility for „fixing‟ the relationship is placed on the woman. 
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 Mary tried to go to the police and was told that they do not deal with 

married couples and was referred to the WCPU. While this is the correct procedure to 

follow, they were not very friendly and supportive towards her. It so happened that Mary 

already knew where the WCPU was, but the police did not even attempt to help her locate it 

or offer any other information on how to get there. As a result, Mary felt that it was difficult 

to make a case against her husband. To manoeuvre in the current system, one has to be very 

determined and persistent. 

Linda: When I was persistent…then only would they [ask]… what happened and they 

would write it down… 

Having contacts with people in influential places can also expedite the process as in Linda‟s 

case. She recounted one occasion when she sat at the police station for ten hours without 

being assisted. When she finally made a telephone call to a well-connected friend she was 

then attended to. Before that, she had been ignored and made to feel invisible. This can be 

likened to rape victims needing to go through medical examinations and feeling violated 

again. By ignoring an abuse victim one is sending her the same message as her partner is, 

i.e. she is of no importance. If, added to that, one belittles her and tells her she does not 

seriously need help why would she ever reach out for help? In that case, law enforcement is 

perpetrating the same crime that the woman‟s partner is being accused of. 

 Mary attempted to get a protection order against her husband, but when they went to 

court on the appointed date, the judge was absent. The appointment was never rescheduled 

and after that she moved with the children to another town. 

…I told them [the officials] I‟m going back to [the town she now lives in] and I asked them 

[if I could] go with the case. They said only the maintenance [case] because I‟m far away 

from him. 

The court decided that since she had moved away from Windhoek, she no longer required a 

protection order. Is it inconceivable then, that the husband could seek her out in the town 

she is currently living? It is logical to think that it would be easy for Mary‟s husband to 

seek her out and harm her if he was determined to do so. It is hard to believe that 

perpetrators of „passion killings‟ would be hindered by distance. 
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Another instance where the system failed to support the victim was when Linda 

attempted to report a rape by her partner. On that particular occasion, the rape had been 

quite violent. When she went to report the incident, instead of being assisted and supported, 

the woman at the WCPU asked her if she was certain that she wanted to go ahead and press 

charges. Linda was informed that her partner could possibly go to jail for 15 years and she 

should perhaps rethink the situation. In her vulnerable state, Linda decided not to go ahead 

with the charges and was given medication to stop her from getting pregnant. The fact that 

she was given this medication could be viewed as some sort of acknowledgement that a 

rape had occurred. However, the WCPU official perpetuated the abuse because she did not 

properly attend to victim‟s needs. Later on, Linda found out that the official she reported 

the rape to was related to her partner. It is likely she wanted to avoid a scandal and was 

trying to keep her relative out of trouble. So, she was clearly not doing what was in the best 

interest of the victim but serving her own interests, and in doing so indirectly supporting 

the perpetrator. 

Hanna attempted to make a case against her abuser, but since the first docket was 

lost so she had to restart the process. She reported him to the police several times and an 

arrest was made once. When an arrest of this nature takes place, the incarceration is not 

meant to be for a lengthy period. The objective seems to be to get the abuser away from the 

victim, and give him a chance to cool off. Sometimes this has an adverse effect on the 

abuser and can cause him to get more agitated, as in Hanna‟s case. Besides that, Hanna did 

not perceive the police to have been helpful. The second time she went to them for help, 

they told her that she just comes to them to report cases, but then goes back to her 

boyfriend. They advised her to go back and work on their problems, and in effect to stop 

wasting their time. 

Hanna told of another occasion when she arrived at the hospital with visible injuries 

but there was no doctor on duty at the time. The nurses gave her an injection, some tablets 

and advised her to come back on Monday. She had to wait three days before she could 

receive a proper medical examination and, for that matter, before she could even press 

charges. That same night, she turned to the police for help, but was informed that without 

the doctor‟s certificate it was not possible to proceed. Thus, she was unable to start the 
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process of applying for a protection order. She did not end up following through with the 

charges that time.  

Shauna: I would go to the hospital…a state doctor [has to] fill in a chart. You get 

some of those doctors that don‟t have time for that kind of thing. They‟ve got no 

respect for it, so you get that abuse also. 

Reaching out and asking for help is challenging enough as a matter of fact. Moreover, when 

one comes across such barriers, it is no wonder that women do not feel empowered enough 

to get assistance. In my interpretation, the officials can also indirectly be perpetrators of 

abuse. It is logical to deduce, that they contribute to the feeling that women have no other 

choice but to remain in their relationships. 

Another source of assistance for most of the interviewees was religious institutions. 

Half of the interviewees sought out the help and advise of their pastors/spiritual advisers. 

Religion is of great importance in Namibian society and the work conducted on gender-

based violence needs the support of the Church in order to be effective. In most cases, 

though, the pastors advised the women to stay in their marriages and attempt to work things 

out. Mary went to the extent of meeting with the Council of her church in the hope of 

getting help to save her marriage. They tried to reason with her husband but he had already 

decided that he wanted out of the marriage. Therefore, the Council advised her to let him go 

and move on with her life.  

Through her work, Dianne Hubbard observed that churches have become more 

progressive regarding gender issues and the LAC has a good working relationship with the 

Council of Churches. There is recognition that this problem needs to be tackled. LAC had 

conducted a few workshops with pastors and was planning to continue doing so. Many 

couples seek premarital counseling from their pastors and this is an effective way of 

reaching out to the public. They are also in the process of assembling a guide that will 

provide pastors with relevant legal information, such as domestic violence, rape in marriage 

and divorce.  
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4.4 Prevention 
In terms of prevention programs and working with aggressors, there is not much work 

currently taking place in Namibia. According to Dianne Hubbard, the Ministry of Health 

has published a booklet on how to do therapeutic group work with abusive men. She also 

says that there is virtually no rehabilitation work for prisoners, which has been cited as a 

problem. She does not know what the government intends to do about that. The 

government is, however, in the process of looking into the possibility of establishing 

women‟s shelters to help victims. Veronica Theron relates that the plan is to have one 

shelter for every WCPU. These shelters would be government funded but run by private 

organizations. One of the major problems she cited for the existing shelters was 

sustainability. Thus, these plans would go a long way in overcoming that. 

At the time of the interview, there were two working shelters in the country and I 

had the opportunity to visit one of them. Friendly Haven shelter could accommodate 21 

women with their children. Their mission is to provide battered women with a haven to deal 

with their trauma and to gain empowerment so that they would be able to make informed 

decisions about their futures. The program lasted for 21 days and could be extended for a 

longer period if needed. However, because of limited funding and space, it was not easy for 

the shelter to provide the type of help needed in the community. The shelter was mostly 

funded by organizations such as UNICEF, though the Ministry of Health has recently 

started providing for running costs. The director‟s time was mainly spent securing more 

funding, which meant she was unable to participate much in the treatment of the victims. 

Since they were short staffed, that was not an ideal situation. The shelter also undertakes a 

few income generating projects such as sewing items that were later sold. The victims were 

not involved in those projects, though there was hope that it would be a possibility in the 

future. The shelter is also looking into further developing an after-care program that would 

educate women on their rights and what possibilities exist for them. 

It was mainly women from the Windhoek area that could gain access to the shelter. 

This is problematic because abuse is not limited to the capital. In order for a woman to be 

admitted to the shelter, she cannot approach them directly but has to be referred through an 

official channel such as the WCPU. In other words, it is up to other organizations to decide 
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whether a woman is in need of this type of assistance. In a country as small as Namibia, 

various problems can arise regarding this. As previously noted, if the official dealing with 

one‟s case knows the abuser, help may be more difficult to come by. One of the 

interviewees felt that she was refused access to the shelter because the abuse was not severe 

enough. Of course, the lack of funding contributes to this problem. Since there is limited 

space and staff at the shelter, women are turned away. It would also not be feasible for 

women to approach them directly. That would place a bigger burden on the staff and, in the 

process would be detrimental to their operation. 

4.5 Possible Solutions 
My research revealed that one of the major solutions to combating domestic violence in 

Namibia is increased funding, which is efficiently channelled. With more targeted 

resources, a plethora of steps could be taken to improve women‟s situations. Opening more 

shelters is one; educating women so that they meet basic literacy requirements is also a key 

factor. It is challenging to reach out and teach women about their rights if they can neither 

read nor write. Currently, outreach work is being conducted by various organizations. This 

is a good start, and judging from the interviews, has had an effect on the awareness of 

women, although more work is needed. It is important to note that all the interviewees were 

literate and lived in the capital city where there is easier access to various sources of 

information. 

 Training the police and other relevant staff was another issue that all of the 

interviewees spoke about. It was clear from their accounts that the police were lacking in 

the specific skills needed to deal with domestic violence issues. Even Veronica Theron 

touched on this matter. This was not limited to the police, but also other officials who come 

into contact with abuse victims. More social workers in the public sector are needed, to 

enable the WCPU to provide counselling to women. Judging from the interviewees‟ 

accounts, their focus is to take note of the physical wounds of the victim so as to be able to 

make a case against the abuser. No attention is given to the psychological wellbeing of the 

person despite psychological abuse being included in the DVA. State hospitals do not seem 

to focus on psychological wounds either, but also appear to prioritize making a record of 

physical injuries. The treatment of those interviewees who sought medical help was 
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lacking. Not only did the staff lack time to spend with the individual women, they were 

also desensitized to their plight. When a person‟s self-esteem is already low and their spirit 

is broken, the last thing they need is to be discouraged even further. Shauna suggested that 

there should be a separate unit in public hospitals that specializes in domestic violence. In 

connection with that, the staff need to be able to speak more languages so that they can help 

more women. It cannot be assumed that all Namibians speak Afrikaans or English. Even 

the interviewees who could all speak both languages came across linguistic difficulties, in 

some instances.  

Implementation of the laws is another matter that is closely related to the training of 

officials. When laws are not implemented, they lose their credibility. Perpetrators learn that 

they can get away with certain behaviors without suffering repercussions. Shauna‟s ex-

husband, for instance, took advantage of the courts and showed complete disregard to the 

law until the day he was faced with serious consequences and could no longer avoid them. 

She suggests that perpetrators of domestic violence should be prosecuted with or without 

the victim laying charges. At the time of writing, there were no statistics showing the 

number of protection orders that are withdrawn. Several of the interviewees withdrew, or 

went against protection orders, and all of the experts spoke of this trend. As Shauna pointed 

out, one of the excuses used by the police is that women are not serious about laying 

charges against their partners and they just end up returning to the abusive situation. The 

attitude among the police then develops into a situation where there is no intervention in 

marital/intimate relationship problems. What many fail to realize, is that there is more 

going on beneath the surface than the woman‟s „weakness‟, „liking‟ the abuse, or not 

standing by her decision to leave (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999; Lempert, 1997). If they were 

trained, they would understand more about the complex process at play. 

 Accessibility was another issue that was brought up. Hanna made a very important 

point about the WCPU only being open during regular business hours. She found it difficult 

to get there on time since she works during the day. In order to get their help, she would 

need to take time off. It is difficult enough for women to support themselves financially 

without having to sacrifice time off at work. The system is set up in a fashion that one has 

to go through the WCPU to get a protection order. There is no way of bypassing that step in 
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the process. Since the unit is there to help and empower women, this should be of concern. 

However, it can be deduced that it really boils down to lack of resources. The set up is such 

that the different departments are assigned tasks that no other department is able to handle. 

Thus, if the WCPU is closed, the police cannot assist much in a domestic violence case. 

Veronica Theron remarked that the system is fragmented and there is no uniformity in 

handling gender-based violence. Consequently, police in some districts may be more 

helpful than others and the same would go for other bodies dealing with the issue.  

The interviewees‟ experiences bore witness to the fragmentation that currently 

exists in the system. Certain officials proved unwilling to assist in matters they were not 

specifically assigned to do. On some occasions however, individual interviewees were able 

to get more assistance than others. For instance, police once drove Hanna to the hospital, 

whereas other interviewees were never helped in that manner. 

  Micro loans may be an effective way of helping women to become more 

independent. It enables them to be catalysts in their own lives rather than being passive 

victims. Mary, for example, would have greatly benefited from such a loan and would 

thereby have been able to support herself and her three children. Martha and Brigit also 

mentioned the desire to start small businesses but were unable to do so due to lack of 

funding. Another solution discussed with the staff at the shelter was vocational training. By 

giving women tangible skills one provides them with more options that could help to 

enable them to break away from abuse. As primary care givers, a huge concern for women 

in Namibia is naturally how to survive with children and without financial assistance. If 

that concern is taken care of, it is feasible that more women would be able to leave abusive 

partners. 

Another vital step is changing society‟s attitude towards domestic violence, 

including and especially, the attitudes of men. Through her work, Rosa Namises came into 

regular contact with perpetrators of domestic abuse. She noticed that when men were 

included in Women‟s Solidarity workshops conducted by her organisation, they tended to 

take over and the women became quiet. She said that there are not many men‟s 

organisations that deal with domestic violence in Namibia. In her opinion, the few that did 

exist were not there to change men‟s attitude. Instead, they focused on placing the 
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responsibility of abuse on women and upholding societal norms. The importance of men‟s 

participation in a number of different areas is something that has been recognised 

internationally within the field of development. I would venture to say that without men‟s 

participation not much can change in regards to gender-based violence. 

The final point is perhaps the most important one and was brought up by both 

Shauna and Linda. It ultimately makes no difference how many resources are made 

available to victims of abuse. If women are unwilling to do something about their own 

situations, then no amount of outside help can be effective. This goes back to women 

acknowledging to themselves that they are being abused. For Linda, that was the most 

important step in her recovery process. She said it was of utmost importance that she took 

an honest look at herself, her actions and the role she played in the abuse. This is not to say 

that the victim should start to blame herself, thereby absolving the abuser of responsibility. 

However, as Linda put it, there is some level of agreement between the abuser and the 

victim. As the victim, one is, perhaps unconsciously, not only agreeing, but also accepting 

to be treated in a certain manner. When there are children involved, one is in essence also 

sacrificing their wellbeing, because they have no choice in the matter. This, for instance, is 

what gave Shauna the push she needed to leave; she came to the realisation that her actions 

were harmful to her children. 

4.6 Synthesis 
The Domestic Violence Act, in my opinion, was a major step for the work of combating 

domestic violence in Namibia. It makes it easier for women to apply for protection orders, 

which could be a positive development. The DVA also provides for temporary arrests, so as 

to remove the abuser from the premises. If there were possibilities for women and their 

children to be housed in shelters, this provision would perhaps be of assistance. However, 

at present the arrest may prove to provoke the abuser (Poirier, 2007), as with both Mary and 

Hanna. Currently the woman has very little time to be able to make and execute a plan to 

get herself, and her children to safety. Shauna, for instance, would have left sooner if she 

could have managed to take the children. I understand that the thought was to remove the 

abuser, give him a chance to cool off and to attempt to scare him into changing his ways. 

This may not be an effective method.  
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I would argue that despite the DVA being a step forward, it is rather lenient for it 

does not actually make domestic violence illegal. A person can be prosecuted for assault, 

but not specifically domestic assault. While psychological abuse is officially recognised it 

is not, in most instances, a crime. The focus clearly remains on physical abuse; as we saw 

both the doctors and the WCPU concentrated solely on the interviewees‟ physical injuries. 

Friendly Haven shelter seemed to focus on psychological healing. However, very few 

women currently have access to such services. 

According to some studies (Alexander, 1993; Lempert, 1997) specialists tend to 

focus on only one option - to get out of the situation. Most of this research is conducted 

from a Western point of view. Lempert (1997) argues against imposing simplistic 

definitions on victims, thereby restricting their choices. When I visited Friendly Haven 

shelter the staff emphasised that they do not focus on convincing women to get out of 

abusive relationships. Rather, they prioritize helping them deal with the trauma. In doing so 

they show an understanding of the complexity of domestic violence, and they do not seem 

to force their own assessment of the situation onto the victims. Lempert (1997) found that 

women reacted more positively to this type of support. According to the experts the norm in 

Namibia is to stay; to leave is frowned upon. Perhaps then, it is not so strange that Friendly 

Haven does not focus on leaving as an only option. Studies have shown that leaving is not 

always the best option and should certainly not be the only one provided (ibid., Alexander, 

1993). It is, for example, not uncommon that the abuse continues even after a break up, as 

in both Brigit‟s and Shauna‟s cases (Alexander, 1993, Poirier 2007).  There is an acute need 

to deal with the core issues of abuse, to examine what it stems from. It does not seem wise 

to teach victims to simply run away from it. I would argue that it is not a sustainable 

solution. There is nothing to stop her from choosing another abusive relationship if she has 

not worked on why she was in one in the first place.  

Part of this is taking responsibility for the role one plays in the relationship. I found, 

as Lempert (1996) argued, that the interviewees were all active agents in their relationships. 

They all developed strategies to survive in their abusive situations and were far from 

passive. Therefore, they like other women, bare some responsibility for that relationship. 

The victim is not to blame for the abuse, nor can she control it. However, by staying in the 
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relationship and trying to make it work she is showing responsibility to some degree for her 

choices and actions. Both Linda and Shauna were very clear about this point. They both 

said that it was only when they took responsibility for the role they played in the 

relationship that they were truly able to break the cycle of violence. Several women in 

Poirier‟s study (2007) expressed the same sentiments. It is not merely about leaving the 

relationship, but also about doing the emotional work it takes to avoid similar situations in 

the future. Notably, Linda and Shauna were the only interviewees who left the abuse of 

their own accord. Neither of them were in abusive relationships at the time of the 

interviews. 

Judging from the narratives of the interviewees, support systems can at times be an 

extension of the abuser. Almost all of the women who came into contact with the police 

found them unhelpful the majority of times. Some reported feeling victimized by hospital 

staff and WCPU officials. There were also instances where friends and family were not 

supportive. Lempert (1997) and Poirier (2007) found that support systems lacking proper 

insight and knowledge about domestic violence could have a negative effect on the woman. 

It is clear that, as in many other countries, there is a need for more trained personnel and 

further training for those who deal with cases of domestic violence. Worldwide there is a 

need for improved services and a change of general attitudes. Focus should not solely be 

placed on women; men too need to be included in the process. 
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5. Concluding Remarks 

This research has focused on psychological abuse in a Namibian context. The interviewees 

revealed that their definition of domestic violence includes psychological abuse and they all 

showed good understanding of it. However, it also became clear that understanding it, and 

even acknowledging it in one‟s own life does not necessarily mean one has an 

understanding of the extent and severity of it. Women experiencing solely psychological 

abuse have a difficult time pinpointing what is amiss in their relationships; perhaps, in part, 

because people generally are not taught to recognize non-physical signs of abuse. 

While the body of research on psychological abuse is growing, it is still in its early 

stages. More must still be discovered about it and its visibility must increase. There is a 

need for people to become more aware that such a thing exists and the forms it may take. 

The media could play a major role in helping to uncover psychological abuse. In Namibia 

different organizations have used radio, TV and other media sources to spread awareness. 

The as the preliminary results of the LAC study seemingly show that these campaigns have 

been effective in so far as making people aware that abuse is not merely physical. However, 

attitudes regarding abuse in general, still make it an acceptable practice in particular 

circumstances. 

I discovered that while there are cultural differences, the basic patterns of abuse are 

similar. The main purpose of abuse is to gain and/or maintain control no matter what 

culture one resides in. However, the tactics used to control may differ from country to 

country. In different contexts, men use different ways of controlling women that are 

deemed acceptable by societal norms. Abusers adjust their behavior to suit the culture they 

live in. The nature of psychological abuse makes it easier to disguise than physical abuse. 

When women begin to question their situations, abusers can use norms to place blame and 

responsibility on the victims. The abuser is thus able to continue abusing unnoticeably to 

most people, and even at times to himself and the victim. Publicly he is using acceptable 

means of control, but behind closed doors he is pushing the boundaries of violence further 

and further, making it a normal part of life. With time violence tends to escalate, and what 

starts out being psychological will most likely end up turning physical. 
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This is not to say that Western research and theories can simply be applied to the 

Namibian context. The pretext of abuse is different from culture to culture. Studies have 

shown that in general it is not easy to leave an abusive relationship, though women in 

different parts of the world may have different reasons for staying. In Namibia, for 

instance, it is not socially acceptable for women to leave relationships and be single. A 

woman‟s status is partly based on her being able to „handle‟ and keep her man. Economic 

vulnerability also made it difficult for most of the interviewees to sever ties completely 

with their partners. Another very interesting factor was the visibility and normality of 

violence in Namibian society. Unlike in the Western studies touched on in this paper, abuse 

is normal in Namibia long before the abusive relationship even begins. I argue that the 

Normalization Process could even begin in childhood when children are exposed to 

different levels of violence. Children are taught at an early age that violence and love are 

intertwined. At times violence becomes an expression of love. Thus, upon entering a 

relationship violence is already normal, changing the Normalization Process; it still occurs, 

but the nature of it is different. The abuser can push the boundaries of abuse further and 

faster, because normalizing violence makes it invisible, even though it takes place publicly. 

Therefore, if the manifestation of violence is different than in the Western context then so 

too must be the solutions. While Western research and theory can go a long way to promote 

an understanding of domestic violence, caution should be used when finding and/or 

applying solutions for other contexts. 

In creating networks of support, education is key in Namibia, as found in studies of 

Western cultures. However, the approach and scope needs to differ. Simply leaving an 

abusive relationship cannot be the only option given to women not just in Namibia, but 

worldwide. The assistance provided by the women‟s shelter was not geared towards getting 

the victim out of the relationship, rather helping her deal with the trauma. The Church, 

whose influence on Namibian society is widespread, does not encourage separation either, 

albeit for different reasons. Law enforcement on the other hand was perceived as unwilling 

to assist unless the victim made concrete attempts to leave. The personnel must learn to 

realize that, even if the end result is not separation, there is still much that can be done to 

support victims who remain in abusive situations. Rather than viewing their attempts as 
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futile, law enforcement should learn that they are in a position to make a difference in 

victims‟ lives. 

 The recent passing of the DVA has brought about a debate of the issue in Namibia. 

While much still needs to be done, as elsewhere in the world, one first has to be aware of 

the problem in order to be able to work towards its solution. The different media campaigns 

seem to be raising women‟s awareness and understanding of domestic violence. More 

resources need to be targeted towards helping women cope with their situations. All those 

interviewed for this study spoke of the need for more trained personnel dealing with this 

issue. If the Government‟s plan to build more shelters materializes, I believe it will make a 

difference in many women‟s lives. Abused women have reported that having the 

opportunity to speak about ones trauma in a non-judgmental environment can be very 

helpful. When victims reach out to share their experience they are not necessarily doing so 

in order to seek a way out of the abuse. Some victims are initially looking for ways to stop 

the violence, rather than leave the partner that they love. Outsiders offering support to 

victims need to develop a greater understanding of the process of domestic violence, which 

is complicated and sensitive. Instead of viewing it in black and white, the grey areas need to 

be acknowledged also. It should not be difficult, for instance, to conceive of the abuser as 

not only an evil person, but also as someone who can be very attentive, loving and tender. 

The definitions of both the victim and the abuser need to be broadened. 

5.1 Personal Reflections 
Writing this thesis has made me more aware of the psychological abuse that people 

perpetrate against one another on a daily basis. Psychological abuse is not only a problem 

within intimate relationships; it is something that can take place in all kinds of 

relationships. Listening to people and the way they speak to each other, how they interact, I 

notice a lot of psychological abuse taking place. Sometimes it is not just the words we 

speak, but the tone of voice we use. You can actually hurt somebody with a few words and 

they need not be swear words, or words of violence. It could be as simple as telling 

someone to „hurry and check what time the train is leaving‟, in a hostile tone of voice. Or 

even denying that what one has said is hurtful to the other person. Psychological abuse may 
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be difficult to define. However, it is not difficult to perpetrate. I believe we could all benefit 

from watching not only what we say to others, but also the way in which we say it. 
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