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When responding to situations involving domestic vio-
lence,1 legal actors often have difficulty understand-
ing the complex emotions with which they are

faced.2 This article uses extracts from in-depth interviews with
women who have experienced domestic violence.3 It is argued
that legal actors need to listen to survivors4 and understand
their stories so that legal responses to domestic violence maxi-
mize safety, condemn violence, and do not have negative or
“anti-therapeutic” effects on survivors’ emotional and psycho-
logical well-being.5 This article does not consider the possibili-
ties and dangers of mandatory interventions in cases of domes-

tic violence.6 Instead, the focus is on ways in which the words,
attitudes, and personal responses of legal actors can have thera-
peutic and anti-therapeutic effects on a woman’s process of sur-
vival when she is voluntarily involved in the legal process.  

LOVE AND OTHER FEELINGS IN THE PROCESS OF 
SURVIVING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

A woman’s survival of domestic violence is a complex process
of changing feelings.7 A perpetrator can exploit his partner’s
feelings as part of the pattern of control that often constitutes
domestic violence.8 Many women are trapped in violent rela-
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tionships by the fear of further violence if they try to leave,9

their financial dependence, their perception that there are no
other options, and their low self-esteem.10 Some may also
remain because of love and attachment11—to the partner, fami-
ly, children, and home.12 Christine Littleton says that when
women give reasons for not leaving, such as absence of options
or “love, faith, and fear,” the law hears only fear.13

It is crucial for legal actors to understand the experience of
fear and real danger14 as well as the feelings of connection and
commitment of women living through domestic violence.15

This article focuses primarily on feelings of connection, like
love and faith, that are often intertwined with fear, financial
dependence, and lack of self-esteem.16 Feelings of connection
need to be understood in the context of the power and control
of perpetrators, so that legal actors do not misunderstand the
complex realities of survivors of domestic violence.17

Love appears in some survivors’ stories as faith in the partner
tied up with the hopes and dreams of marriage and family life.
Love of children and home play an important part in women’s
decision making during the experience of surviving domestic
violence.  Love is also entwined with feelings of loss, hate,
anger, pity, guilt, and grief during the process of separation.

FAITH IN PARTNER
One ideal of love is that it does not insist on perfection.18 All

relationships require acceptance, patience, and perseverance.
However, a woman experiencing domestic violence who contin-
ues to have faith and hope19 in her partner is more likely to be
considered a weak victim and irresponsible mother20 rather

than someone trying to make
her relationship “work.”21

Some participants in this
research described how hard it
was to believe that someone
whom they loved could also
have such a violent side.  This
sometimes led to self-blame,
denial,22 and minimization of the violence, as well as excuses
and explanations, as ways of coping with the perpetrator’s
behavior.  Violent men may also use denial, minimization,
excuses, justifications, and blame of the partner as a means of
controlling her. 23 Caroline24 tried to explain her partner’s vio-
lence as affected by alcohol.25 She said, 

He’s never been verbally violent—can’t even say a
nasty word to me when he’s sober. I wish I’d have taken
a video of him.  I had him out in the kitchen baking
cakes with the kids, you know. When he’s been sober he’s
been fabulous, bathed them, put them to bed for me.
He’s somebody else when he’s sober.

In order to escape domestic violence a woman may have to
leave aspects of her partner, which she sees as positive, and
begin the painful process of separation.26 To avoid undermin-
ing this process, legal actors must be careful to understand some
women’s ways of coping with domestic violence, which often
entail continued denial, while refusing to accept the denial,
excuses, and justifications for violence offered by perpetrators.

The belief that a perpetrator will change is important for
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many women who do not leave
violent relationships.27 Faith in
her partner played an impor-
tant role in Ann’s story.  She
said, “If you’ve still got strong
feelings for your partner you
will be optimistic about things
getting better.”

Emma said,
All my friends say I

wouldn’t put up with it if a man did that to me. But when
you love and trust somebody it isn’t as easy as that.  Your
feelings don’t just stop as soon as they hit you.

It is necessary for legal actors to understand that a particular
relationship can seem to a survivor to be warm and loving, with
the violent nature of it only gradually overtaking the loving
one.28 This process often takes a lengthy period of realization
and adjustment and legal actors should not doubt a woman who
remains in her relationship or is silent about the violence for a
long time. 

It is also important that legal actors consider how their
responses may play an anti-therapeutic role in encouraging a
survivor’s hope and faith in her partner.29 It has been suggested
that domestic violence perpetrator programs and other legal
interventions can offer false hope for changes in the partner’s
behavior, which never happen.30 Research suggests that a
woman is most likely to remain with her abuser if he attends
treatment and men may use attendance as a way of manipulat-
ing both survivors31 and legal actors.32 This is one reason why
it is considered crucial for domestic violence perpetrator pro-
grams to run alongside support services for survivors.33

It is important that legal actors give a woman realistic infor-
mation about the potential effects of perpetrator programs and
other responses34 so that she is able to make informed choices
rather than decisions based on false hope.  Such choices are
complex and it may be appropriate for legal actors to support
verbal information with written material so that a woman is able
to reflect in her own time.  Women should also be encouraged
to continue the ongoing process of safety planning35 by being
given information about all the options available, including
shelter, support, and advocacy services.  

Another aspect of the feelings described in the women’s sto-
ries was their hope for the relationship itself and their dreams of
falling in love, marrying, and building a family. 

HOPE IN THE RELATIONSHIP
The family, particularly for women, is often idealized as the

site of altruism, sacrifice, care, patience, and all-forgiving love.36

This can remain a powerful image even when a woman is expe-
riencing violence in her family.  Emma said,

I think I only ever put up with it because I was mar-
ried and I had taken marriage seriously and tried to work
at it.  I kept it all to myself for a long time. I’d married so
young and had wanted the marriage to work so much.
I’d wanted a family. I thought that bad times like good
ones were just a part of marriage. I thought that things
would get better.

For Emma, commitment to the vision of family life encour-
aged her to persevere with the relationship. 

Amelia said, 
I think you need to be ready in yourself to give up on

the relationship that you’re in, that it’s not going to work
no more.  That you’ve tried so many times that you can’t
keep giving him these chances.  

Often, legal actors fail to understand this complex process.
Caroline was very distrustful of a particular police officer who
she felt had “judged” her, dismissed her views, and pressured
her to take steps for which she was not ready.   She compared
him with her solicitor, saying, 

She’s very, very nice . . . very understanding. . . .  And
again she listened—she  listened to what I wanted and
what I was saying and didn’t try to tell me what I should
be doing. She took me for what I was.

This non-judgmental support and understanding encouraged
Caroline to continue seeking advice from her solicitor, whereas
she was reluctant to trust the police officer.

The challenge for legal actors is to condemn domestic vio-
lence while understanding the complex journeys of survival, so
that women are not judged or blamed for their situation.
Showing understanding of the woman’s position while con-
demning her partner’s behavior may help her gain confidence in
herself and trust in legal responses. 

The secrecy and shame surrounding the failure of marriage
and intimate relationships was another important feature of
some women’s stories of domestic violence.37 Talking about the
violence or seeking help was often seen as not just risking fur-
ther violence and breaking the confidence of the relationship,
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but as admitting to yourself that your marriage had failed.
Rachel described this desire to solve her own problems and her
reluctance to admit the extent of her partner’s violence, 

I kept everything to myself. . . .  I suppose I tried to
hide the fact that it was actually happening. You know, my
idea of, you know, you get married and have children and
you stay there. You know, basically it’s for life and, you
know, really that’s what I wanted. . . .  I think just really
why I did keep it in for so long was because I 
didn’t want to accept the fact that my marriage was failing.

Rachel’s story shows that hope in the relationship and the
reluctance to end that hope by talking about the violence, cou-
pled with the sense of failure, shame, and fear, helps to keep
domestic violence hidden.

It is important that legal actors are aware of how important
this hope and sense of failure may be to a woman who is trying
to cope with domestic violence.  Blaming a woman for the vio-
lence or reprimanding her for her attempts to make the rela-
tionship work can only add to her sense of shame and isolation.
Encouraging reconciliation between the parties is also extreme-
ly dangerous and may have a detrimental affect on a woman’s
personal efforts to come to terms with the violence and end the
relationship.  Legal actors are in a good position to convey  the
message to the perpetrator and survivor that violence is not
acceptable regardless of the relationship between the parties.
Encouraging the hope for the future that a woman can survive
outside the violent relationship38 may be one way of having a
therapeutic effect on her emotional well-being. 

LOVE OF CHILDREN
Love of their children featured heavily in mothers’ decisions

to stay and to leave a violent relationship.  Kate’s story is an
example of how such decisions may appear contradictory.  Kate
suffered severe violence while pregnant:39

He was a pig but I was pregnant, and I’ve got two
children with him. I really wanted to try and make a go
of it. And I stood an awful lot of behavior but not for
very long, I mean we’re talking about a year. He then
turned on the children, which was when I phoned my
mum. Because he turned on the children, that gave me
the impetus to go.

Kate’s desire to keep her children with a father led her to
continue in the relationship, yet later it was her desire to keep
her children safe that drove her to leave.40 The perpetrator may
use the threat of harming the children or a custody battle to
prevent a woman from leaving,41 and some men use legal pro-

ceedings and contact with chil-
dren as a way to control a
woman after separation.42

A mother suffering domes-
tic violence is likely to be dri-
ven in different directions by
love of her children, knowing
that leaving and staying with
her partner may have poten-
tially negative effects.  Legal
actors need to be sensitive to
the role that love of their children plays in women’s decision
making and understand that choices in a situation of domestic
violence are rarely straightforward.

ATTACHMENT TO HOME
Love is a word that is not limited to the context of relation-

ships with people.  For many of us, the home is a private place
of intimacy, safety, memories, and love that can center us
amidst family, friends, school, and work.  The privacy of the
home means that it is not unusual for a woman’s experience of
domestic violence to be kept secret for a long time.  Also, in
decisions to end a relationship, women often have to consider
leaving their own and their children’s home. Legal actors need
to understand the painful nature of such decisions. 

It is also important for legal actors to realize the damaging
effects of experiencing invasion and violence in a place that is
usually relied upon for its safety and security.  Emma said, 

I hate this house because of all the memories. . . .  I
could never settle here.  I won’t stay here, it’s haunted for
me.

Some women’s feelings of attachment may make it important
for them to remain at home. For others, separation from the
home may be a crucial, albeit painful, step in the process of sur-
vival.  Feelings about the home change throughout the process
of surviving domestic violence. Legal actors need to under-
stand those changes, particularly when making decisions and
giving advice which has a direct impact on the home and its
occupation.

FEELINGS DURING THE PROCESS OF SEPARATION
The need for safety and their changing feelings lead many

survivors of domestic violence to begin a process of separa-
tion43 from their partner and sometimes from their home.
Acknowledging the need for separation often had far-reaching
consequences for the women interviewed, including increased
danger and determined efforts by the perpetrator to maintain
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control over his partner.44 The
separation process often
meant that a woman had to re-
examine her own sense of self,
sometimes shaking confidence
in her ability to make choices
and decisions.  It also meant
coming to terms with the loss
of a relationship, a home, and
all the hopes and dreams of
that relationship, including

the hopes for her children’s future.  
Trust can be an important part of negotiating a relationship

after separation.  Feelings of distrust and fear may make it very
difficult for a woman to accept contact between her children
and her former partner.45 In the lead-up to separation, many
women were implicitly and explicitly advised by legal actors
and others not to trust the perpetrator or to believe his promis-
es.  In later child contact disputes, women were sometimes
encouraged by lawyers and judges to trust the perpetrator and
to act “in the best interests” of their children by facilitating
contact.  Legal actors need to be aware of the difficulty a
woman may face in overcoming her fear and regaining trust in
her former partner, particularly when the safety of her children
is at stake.  

Guilt is another important aspect of women’s decision mak-
ing—the guilt of the partner going to prison, the guilt of him
losing his job, the guilt of the children losing a father, and the
guilt of a father being separated from his children.  Kate said, 

I felt so guilty for leaving him, even after everything,
I felt really guilty, I’d taken his baby girl away and he
told me how much that hurt and I felt really guilty.

Lucy’s partner spent two weeks in jail while awaiting trial
and was later acquitted of attempted rape. Lucy said, 

All my friends were [saying], “Why are you feeling
so guilty?”  I said, “You know, I loved this person once
and now I’ve put them in prison.”

The process of separation includes coming to terms with
guilt, which contributes to the pressures under which women
stay and return to violent relationships.  Guilt also helps to
explain why women may find it difficult to take the punitive
action, which legal responses tend to require.  It is crucial for
legal actors to understand these feelings of guilt.  Words spo-
ken in court should try to avoid exacerbating such feelings by
reinforcing the perpetrator’s responsibility for the violence and
acknowledging the strength it takes to leave a violent relation-
ship.

Survivors of domestic violence are often afraid of experi-
encing further physical and emotional abuse from their partner
in legal forums. For Caroline, the prospect of actually seeing
her partner in court after a period of separation was a source of

real concern because she was uncertain of how she would feel
when she did see him.  Legal proceedings may be an opportu-
nity for the perpetrator to exploit and manipulate that emo-
tional uncertainty in very subtle ways.46 This emotional
dimension of legal proceedings often goes unrecognized by
legal actors.  Describing her mixed feelings at the court hear-
ing in which she applied for an injunction against her ex-part-
ner, Yvette said,

Obviously the solicitor and the judge deal with this
every day but it was happening to me and to think that
it was Tim, the father of Beverly [their daughter] and
the bloke that I was gonna marry. It was all sort of emo-
tional and I thought, God, I can’t do this.

She continued with the application and the injunction was
granted by the judge.  She described her reaction, 

After that, after we came out of the room my solici-
tor said, “How do you feel?” I said, “A bit relieved,
scared, and upset. A bit mixed up really.”

It is important that legal actors are aware of how legal pro-
ceedings can prompt a complex range of confusing feelings for
a survivor of domestic violence.  It should come as no surprise
when women are sometimes reluctant to continue along cer-
tain legal routes and legal actors should encourage a woman by
emphasizing the perpetrator’s responsibility for the violence
and acknowledging her courage in taking legal action.   

Legal actors should always be aware of the dangers of inter-
vening in the complex process of surviving domestic violence.
Emma said, 

There was one point during the divorce hearings
when the barristers had to move me in the court
because he [her husband] was getting aggressive and
abusive. The barristers said it’s because he’s still in love
with you. I thought they just don’t understand, that’s
the last thing I needed him to say.  I needed him to say,
“Don’t put up with it.” I used to tell myself that he 
didn’t mean to hurt me and he loved me.

At this point Emma needed support in separating from her
abuser and space in which to overcome her feelings of attach-
ment. Legal actors need to understand that feelings like love
can be used by perpetrators and others to defend and explain
the actions of violent men and to manipulate survivors and
legal actors47 in ways that can undermine a woman’s efforts to
free herself of the violent relationship.  

This research showed that legal actors often met women
with incomprehension and sometimes condemnation, appear-
ing not even to attempt to understand the complex feelings
and demands with which many survivors of domestic violence
struggle.  Emma referred to her perception of the limits of the
law and legal actors,

I said to my doctor, the legal team was OK but I 
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didn’t really like any of them.  They know the law, but I
suppose you can’t expect them to put themselves in
someone else’s shoes. The law doesn’t have any emotion.

Is law incapable of responding to human emotions as com-
plex as those involved in domestic violence or does it have a
future as a therapeutic agent?

THE FUTURE OF LAW AS A THERAPEUTIC AGENT
RESPONDING TO COMPLEX STORIES OF SURVIVING
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Law is “founded on the fictions of formal equality and
mutual free agency.”48 Therefore, the legal understanding of
choice in domestic violence is usually fairly simple49—she
leaves or she stays.

The reality is that most choices facing survivors of domes-
tic violence involve ambivalent feelings.  Leaving is lonely and
dangerous and painful. So is staying. Leaving can be an act of
hope for a better future. So can staying.  Children may be
harmed by leaving.  They may also be harmed by staying.
Choices faced by survivors of domestic violence, like many
decisions, are limited by economic, social, religious, cultural,
and legal considerations.  Decisions are also shaped by many
different emotional forces, including fear and feelings of
attachment. 

When emotional factors like love and attachment are
ignored, legal products are not usually flexible enough to meet
individual needs.  Also, interactions between survivors and
legal actors are likely to be based on misunderstanding and
distrust.  Flawed understandings of domestic violence may
also prevent a woman from identifying herself as a sufferer of
domestic violence,50 because she does not think the law has
anything to offer her or because the negative image of a victim
is not one with which she identifies.51

When a woman seeks legal assistance, there is often a con-
tradiction between legal actors’ definitions of success and fail-
ure and women’s own definitions.  For the legal actor, success
is usually defined in terms of a legal product—an arrest, a con-
viction, an injunction, or a favorable divorce settlement.52 The
existence of an identifiable legal product or process in relation
to domestic violence is very rarely a simplistic and unqualified
“success” for the survivor involved.  The legal processes
required usually involve a great deal of trauma and pain and

most legal  products are limit-
ed in how far they respond to
women’s actual needs.

In this study it was found
that women measured success
in complex ways, which had
to do with how they were
treated as people, what was
said to them, how it was said,
and how carefully they were
listened to,53 as well as
whether the law helped them to feel safer.  Rather than focus-
ing on the legal decisions, survivors tended to concentrate on
the impression they had of the  legal actors as human beings.
Proceedings involving legal actors who were “cold,” “distant,”
and “impersonal” were sometimes perceived negatively, even
when the result was a legal success.  The legal actors who lis-
tened, responded on a personal level, and showed thoughtful-
ness and human concern could give a woman the encourage-
ment to continue her struggle.  Interaction with a legal agency
can be a true success if a woman feels as if the balance of power
between herself and the perpetrator has been altered,54 or she
returns to her partner knowing that she can  go back to a
lawyer or judge for help.55 When a woman’s story is ignored,
ridiculed, dismissed, or misunderstood by legal actors, she is
not likely to feel comfortable to ask for help in the future. 

EMPATHY
Knowledge of the lives of others is necessary for meaning-

ful justice56 and it has been suggested that connection provides
the legal process with the “potential for transformation.”57

Empathy is the specific psychological phenomenon of feeling
the emotion of another58 and requires that one affectively and
cognitively imagine oneself in the position of someone else,59

analogizing with similar experiences of one’s own.60 To allow
meaningful empathy, it is important for legal actors to see sto-
ries of domestic violence in the context of their own lives in
order to understand, for instance, how difficult it is to end any
relationship.61

Displays of empathy can have a therapeutic effect on sur-
vivors of domestic violence and can help legal decision makers
to make informed choices in their responses.62 Empathy
begins the process of meeting a survivor where she is rather

For the legal
actor, success 

is usually
defined in terms

of a legal 
product . . . .
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than where we might wish her
to be.63

UNDERSTANDING LOVE
AND CONNECTION

While a woman should
never be encouraged to stay in
a violent relationship, we need
to develop ways of under-

standing the attachment described by women and support
those who remain with their partners.  Both staying and leav-
ing can be normal responses to domestic violence.64

We need flexible packages of responses that fit the stage
each individual has reached in her journey to escape domestic
violence.65 We also need to “find ways of embracing battered
women, of hearing their painful stories, of accepting that they
might go back.”66 Most legal responses assume a woman is
leaving her relationship.67 Injunctions often demand complete
and permanent separation of the partners, ignoring the partic-
ular circumstances of the relationship from the woman’s point
of view.  Home alarms and emergency mobile telephones may
only be available to women living separately from their part-
ners. Some domestic violence perpetrator programs require a
criminal justice system referral, which excludes men whose
partners do not wish to use criminal sanctions.  The move
towards state criminal prosecution and enhanced evidence
gathering, which does not rely on victim testimony, begins to
acknowledge the difficulties faced by women in cooperating
with criminal prosecutions.68 However, universally applied,
inflexible application of criminal sanctions risks disempower-
ing and alienating some survivors, and may ignore their own
assessment of their lives.69

There are some indications that the legal system is begin-
ning to acknowledge the complex reality for women experi-
encing domestic violence.  Domestic violence support groups
and victim advocacy services provide a safe environment for a
woman to work through her feelings and make decisions.70

Encouraging a woman to speak about her emotions may build
trust and overcome her feelings of isolation.  Talking itself can
be empowering and healing,71 and allowing a woman to

describe positive connections to the abuser may enable her to
reflect critically on her relationship and begin the process of
separation.72 Legal actors can listen to a woman’s story and
acknowledge the complexity of her situation while condemn-
ing the violence of her partner.  It is also important that refer-
rals to sources of support are made that enable a survivor to
explore her complex feelings and make decisions about her
future. 

SUPPORTING SEPARATION
Many women enter the legal system when they are trying to

separate, temporarily or permanently, from their partners.
Separation was necessary at different stages for all of the
women who participated in this research, but it was rarely the
final end to violence that the legal system seems to envisage.
Separation often increases violence73 and is unlikely to end the
relationship because of continued emotional commitment or
attachment to the partner through a shared history, home, and
children. The experiences of the women in this research sug-
gest that the legal system and legal actors were rarely able to
appreciate this complexity.  

The barristers who told Emma that her ex-partner was
intimidating her in court because he loved her failed to under-
stand the dynamics of domestic violence or the tactics of per-
petrators.  By the time Emma had reached the stage of divorce,
she had decided that ending her hope in the relationship was
the only way to carry on.  She needed support and reassurance
in following this difficult decision through.

It has been argued that the recovery and grieving process of
divorce may require acknowledgement and revisiting of the
pain of the past,74 and that some degree of conflict, polariza-
tion, and imputation of blame is necessary for a true psycho-
logical separation from the former partner.75 The use of
divorce mediation and restorative justice conferences in cases
of domestic violence may endanger a woman’s physical safety,
reproduce unbalanced power relationships, and give an abuser
another opportunity to threaten, manipulate, control, blame,
beg, and cajole his partner by exploiting her feelings of attach-
ment.76 This could be potentially destructive at a time when
she may be attempting to overcome feelings of love and fear.

Displays of
empathy can

have a 
therapeutic
effect . . . .
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Legal actors must understand the potential role of fear, love,
and other emotions in the process of surviving domestic vio-
lence.  The question remains whether the legal system and
legal actors can appreciate the complexity of domestic violence
and respond creatively to stories like those of Ann, Emma,
Caroline, Amelia, Lucy, Yvette, Rachel, and Kate in ways that
are safe, therapeutic, and loving. 
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2000 Annual Educational Conference
American Judges Association/American Judges Foundation

September 10-15, 2000  Kansas City, Missouri

CONFERENCE SPEAKERS WILL INCLUDE:
* Roger Warren, president of the National Center for State Courts
* William Sessions, former FBI director and federal judge
* Gerald VandeWalle, chief justice of the North Dakota Supreme Court
* William Ray Price, chief justice of the Missouri Supreme Court
* Charles Whitebread, USC School of Law

TOPICS TO BE COVERED INCLUDE:
* Public trust and confidence in the courts
* Community-focused courts
* Using the Trial Court Performance Standards
* Implementing a judicial outreach program
* Judicial ethics and domestic violence updates
* Diversity and ethnic equality in the courts

Plan to join us!  

The tentative conference schedule and other information are on page 53 of
this issue.

For registration materials, contact Shelley Rockwell at the National Center for
State Courts, (757) 259-1841.  Also watch for updates on the AJA Web site
(http://aja.ncsc.dni.us) and on the special AJA Conference 2000 Web site
(http://www.law.umkc.edu/aja).

AMERICAN JUDGES ASSOCIATION
Future Conferences

2000 Annual Conference
September 10-15

Kansas City, Missouri
The Westin Crown Center
($134.00 single or double)

2001 Midyear Meeting
March 29-31

Hot Springs, Arkansas
Hilton Hot Springs

($90.00 single or double)

2001 Annual Meeting
September 30-October 5

Reno, Nevada
Silver Legacy Resort

(Room rate to be determined)


