
Not in the Numbers 
Domestic Violence and Immigrant Women 

B Y  S U S A N  M C D O N A L D  

Cetarticle sugPre que la sociPtPcanadienne, tout autant que 
les groupes de soutien et les services de premiPre ligne en 
rnati&-e de violence conjugale, ant besoin d2tudes et de 
stastistiques ri jour sur son incidence dans les cornrnunauth 
d'immigrants aJin de rhpartir Pquitablement les ressources 
qui permettront de faire face a m  situations lPgafes et autres 
suscitPes par la violence conjugale. 

Violence inflicted upon women by their intimate partners 
is pervasive in all societies and Canada is not exempt from 
this societal ill (Schuler). Despite greater awareness and 
aggressive criminal intervention over the past two decades 
(Martin and Mosher), men continue to abuse their partners 
(Rusen). LindaMacLeod provides a comprehensive defini- 
tion ofdomesticviolence which will be used in this article: 

Wife battering is the loss of dignity, control and 
safety as well as the feeling of powerlessness and 
entrapment experienced by women who are the 
direct victims of ongoing or repeated physical, 
psychological, economic, sexual andlor verbal violence 
or who are subjected to persistent threats.. . . (1 6) 

For 20 years, advocates for women in domestic violence 
situations have fought for the acceptance and recognition 
of the "Battered Woman's Syndrome" (Walker). Now 
accepted, there exists the uneasy realization that the term 
"batteredwoman" is reductive and has a restrictive meaning 
in that it ignores personal history, reducing the woman to 
a victim (Schneider). 

Further, the theoretical construct has been built on only 
one concept ofpower-patriarchy. As such, this construct 
has been criticized, as has feminism in general (Schnei- 
der). While we know violence does affect all women, it 
occurs within a context of race, class and other social 
characteristics (Crenshaw). The multiple oppressions faced 
by women of colour, women with disabilities, older 
women, lesbians, and immigrant women have not been 
incorporated into traditional feminist theory on domestic 
violence. I suggest that feminist theory must and can 
incorporate these multiple oppressions into a more compre- 
hensive and complex conceptualization of power and 
control in intimate relationships in general. 

Immigrant women who have been abused by their 
intimate partners have numerous needs, including legal 
needs. There are studies, more studies, academic writing, 

and unpublished reports detailing 
these ~ e i a ~  needs. A-review of this Fern i n iSt theory 
body of literature will find a notable 
absence of studies and statistics on must incorporate 
the prevalence of domestic violence mult i~ le  
in immigrant communities. This 
article will argue that Canadian so- 

oppressions 
ciety, as well advocates and service i nf 0 a more 
providers need such statistics in or- prehenSive 
der to allocate resources appropri- 
ately to address the legal and other conce~tualization - 
needs of immigrant women in do- of D O W ~ ~  
mestic violence situations. 

Canada has a historv of immi~ra- and control in 
" 

tion, and today people from a vast intimate . -  - 
number ofdifferent countries live in re1 ati onsh i 
Toronto, as well as other centres 
throughout the country. I use the 
term "immigrant women" to include women who have - 
come voluntarily to Canada, as well as those who have 
been forced to leave their own countries as refugees. These 
women, regardless oftheir immigration status or length of 
time in the country will remain "immigrant women" 
(Ng). Immigrant women are often uneducated, they may 
not speak English, and many are from visible minorities. 
As they seek legal and social services, housing, and sup- 
port, it is essential to understand this construct which, in 
addition to their situation as battered or abused women, 
further marginalizes them. 

Orloff, Jang and Klein acknowledge that all women 
who have been in abusive relationships have individual 
needs, yet they highlight the additional problems faced by 
immigrant women in domestic violence situations. These 
include: fear of deportation, cultural biases, communica- 
tion barriers, education and economic barriers, medical 
problems, relocation of partners, host country percep- 
tions, and distrust or fear of the legal system. 

The fear andlor distrust that many immigrant women 
have for the Canadian legal system may arise from expe- - .  

riences with the legal systems in their home countries. 
Often, the legal systems in their countries of origin are 
extensions of a repressive government and there may be a 
beliefthat only those with connections to the government, 
or those who are wealthy, will benefit from using the 
system. As well, many countries use a civil law system 

where the courts accept signed, notarized, and sealed 
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affidavits as evidence. The use of oral testimony in crimi- and self-confidence needed to gain employment. 
nal and family cases under the common law (in all 
provinces except Quebec) may be difficult for immigrants 
to understand, particularly women at this time of crisis. 
Where these concerns are not acknowledged, they can 
present real barriers as the women may not attempt to 
access the legal system at all. 

Other serious barriers are language andlor culture. In 
Canada, legalese, the language of the law, is difficult even - 

f i r  those who are fluent in English 
andlor French speakers. Where a 

When a woman 
does not 

have secure 
immigration 

status, the fear of 
deportation can 

be overwhelming. 
An abuser may 

have made 
threats in 

this context. 

woman has limited English or 
French skills, gaining access to in- 
formation, to the legal system, and 
to social services proves challeng- 
ing. There is no guarantee that 
certified translators will be avail- 
able at any stage in the legal proc- 
ess or in seeking shelter, food, and 
counselling. Effective communi- 
cation is critical to ensure trust, 
clear reporting of events, and the 
safety of the woman and children. 

As Coutinho notes, many im- 
migrant women fear the ostra- 
cization of their community and 
while this is, 

. . . not unique to the immigrantworld, [but] the fear 
of ostracization in her own community can be 
especially immobilizing for an immigrant woman 
who cannot speak English, and, therefore cannot 
find an alternative set of friends and neighbours. (43) 

Perhaps the most difficult barriers faced by immigrant 
women who have been abused are immigration status and 
international kidnapping. Often it is the male who applies 
for and receives permanent residency status and he then 
will sponsor his wife. When a woman does not have secure 
immigration status, the fear of deportation can be over- 
whelming. An abuser may have made threats in this 
context or actually have withdrawn his sponsorship. 
Anderson, for example, writes about this threat looking 
particularly at the situation in the United States for 
military and mail order brides. 

In Canada, a woman in such circumstances might be 
able to make a claim to stay in the country on the basis of 
humanitarian and compassionate grounds, but there are 
at least three barriers. The first barrier is that she may not 
have access to information about her right to make this 
claim, given language limitations and lack of public legal 
education. Second, the cost of such a claim is prohibitive 
at approximately $1,475 (Rachin 793). Third, in order to 
be successful, the woman must demonstrate close ties to 
Canada and economic self-sufficiency, both very difficult 
ifthe woman lacks the language skills, immigration status, 

- - .  
Martin and Mosher examine the use of aggressive 

criminal justice intervention in general, but also specifi- 
cally with respect to immigrant women who have been 
abused in Toronto. The authors interviewed an organized 
and politicized group of Latin American women who are 
survivors of domestic violence. They argue that the crimi- 
nal justice system has done little to protect individual 
women and it has not affected violence against women 
generally. The current strategy continues to blame the 
individual, to depoliticize the fight for an end to violence, 
and to turn the behaviours of abusers and their victims 
into pathologies. A criminalization strategy does not 
account for the role of power, how that power is distrib- 
uted according to race, class, disability, age, sexual orien- 
tation, and the role of the state in maintaining the power 
distribution (Martin and Mosher). 

There is a small, but growing body of literature looking 
at immigrant women in domestic violence situations and 
their unique social, legal, and economic problems. Most 
of the writing in academic journals is American and 
appears to serve the purpose of awareness and sensitizing 
the legal (and other) professionals who represent battered 
immigrant women using the liberal legal system. Some of 
the writing appears in grassroots publications (Canadian 
African Newcomer Aid Centre of Toronto; Aboriginal 
Family Healing Joint Steering Committee; Sy and Choldin; 
Mothers on Trial). There are also some studies (MacLeod 
and Shin; Godin; Law Courts) that focus on the needs, 
including the legal needs, of immigrant women. A review 
of this writing reveals an absence of statistics on the pre- 
valence of domestic violence in immigrant communities. 

A working document by Joanne Godin for the federal 
Department of Justice in 1994 reviews the available legal 
educational materials on wife assault. The author outlines 
additional barriers that immigrant women face: sponsor- 
ship breakdown, waiting for sponsorship status, language 
skills, and overall, a lack of information. Her review 
reveals the paucity of materials available to immigrant 
women on legal issues and she concludes that much more 
education and information is needed. 

Currie's 1994 study, Ethnocultural Groups and the 
Justice System in Canada: A Review ofthe Issues, presents an 
overview of the major issues in multiculturalism and 
justice in Canada. This report devotes a chapter to women 
and the family and looks specifically at domestic violence. 
Currie recommends that women need information about 
the law, access to immediate protection and support 
(specifically, access to the courts), as well as  follow-up 
counselling and support services. 

Another study completed in 1995, Domestic Violence 
and the Courts: Immigrants and Virible Minority Perspec- 
tives, uses interviews to determine the legal information 
needs and barriers to access to services of immigrant and 
visible minority women who are victims of violence in 
relationships. The report found that women have trouble 
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accepting information from the government; they need 
legal information from an agency they can trust. Other 
barriers included: language, lack of knowledge of justice 
system and services, fear of violence andlor kidnapping, 
fear of deportation, fear of authority, and community 
views. 

Linda MacLeod and Maria Shin interviewed 64 women 
in their study and found that very few had any helpful 
information at all. When asked how the information 
should be conveyed, three principles were emphasized in 
the responses: do not jeorpardize the privacy and safety of 
the women; ensure that the partners do not suspect action; 
and protect the anonymity of the women. 

Importantly, MacLeod and Shin outline areas where 
values between cultures can clash. First of all, many 
services encourage short-term dependency on welfare 
andlor shelters. This emphasis on short-term dependency 
conflicts with women's value of self-sufficiency. Second, 
many women may reject the mainstream individual em- 
powerment model, favouring community empowerment 
models where there is a learning through an example 
approach and an emphasis on mutual community and 
family-based power and strength. Third, many women 
see counselling as all talk and no substance and do not 
understand the focus on individual happiness. For them, 
happiness is tied to the good of the family and community 
as a whole. Fourth, the emphasis on individual rights, 
inherent to the liberal legal system, is difficult for women 
to understand because they believe the rights of the 
community should be the central concern. Women also 
do not understand the model which offers them support, 
but does not offer support for their partners or children. 
The entire family is in pain and everyone needs help. 

Many women in MacLeod and Shin's study were 
illiterate or have alow literacy level, not just in English, but 
in their own languages. Word-of-mouth is the most 
common, effective, and trusted method of sharing infor- 
mation. Written information provided by a stranger will 
have little impact. 

As well, the study found that many women want long- 
term approaches, as opposed to services that emphasize 
the crisis only. Finally, for many women, their spirituality 
is an integral source of strength and direction for them. - 
Services which do not incorporate or even respect their 
spirituality will be seen as destructive. 

Overall, the women's experiences with ethno-cultural 
services were the most positive for the women out ofall the 
available service providers. Many experiences with lawyers 
were not seen as positive. Their experiences with the police 
were mixed, depending largely upon their experiences and 
expectations in their home countries. MacLeod and Shin 
emphasize that any ideas must be implemented in consul- 
tation with individual communities to ensure their appro- 
priateness and that victims/survivors should be involved 
in the program planning (45). 

It would appear that in order to address the needs of 

battered immigrant women, services must reflect the 
findings ofthe studies discussed above. With sharp cuts to - 
social services in many provinces, such a reorientation of 
services, that would include the involvement of the com- 
munity affected, will need to be strongly justified. I 
suggest that where the prevalence of domestic violence is 
higher in some communities than others, statistics could 
provide an accurate picture that would allow resources to 
be allocated appropriately. 

None of the studies discussed ad- 
dress the issue of the prevalence of 
domestic violence for immigrant 
women in particular. In Canada, 
1,435 women were killed by their 
male partners between 1974 and 
1992 and one sixth of currently 
married women have reported vio- 
lence by their spouses (McGuire 
Associate Consultants). Statistics 
Canada currently publishes a yearly 
report entitled, Family Eolence in 
Canada. The most recent Family 

Women do not 
understand the 

model which 
offers them 
support but 

does not offer 
support for 

their ~artners or 
Wolence in Canada study reported 
that in 1996, almost 22,000 cases of 

children. The 
- - 

spousal assault were recorded; 89 entire family 
per cent involved female victims and is in pain. 
11 per cent involved male victims 
(6). The report cautions that these 
figures are not nationally representative and only repre- 
sent cases reported to the police. 

The Violence Against Women Survey found, in 1993, 
that 29 per cent ofnever-married women (including those 
in common-law relationships) had been subjected to 
violence at the hands of a marital partner at some point in 
the relationship. The study further revealed that women 
were three times as likely to report incidents to the police 
if their children had been witnesses, four times as likely if 
a weapon was used, and five times as likely if they feared 
for their lives. But almost halfofall women who feared for 
their lives, did not call the police. Nor did 57 per cent of 
women who were injured, nor did 5 1 per cent of women 
who were assaulted more than ten times. 

The Violence Against Women Study was the first and 
largest of its kind in Canada and in the world. Telephone 
interviews with 12,300 randomly-selected women across 
Canada were conducted. Despite this, the study left out 
women who speak neither French nor English, as well as 
women with disabilities, women living in the Yukon or 
Northwest Territories, nor women who do not have a 
phone. Thus, the study cannot speak to the prevalence of 
violence against women in other language groups (Davis- 
Barron). This is an example of the marginalization of 
immigrant women in Canadian society. When criticized 
at the time, Holly Johnston, project coordinator, admit- 
ted, "There's a real need (for studies) that look at those 
groups" (Davis-Barron A1 6). 
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While no formal statistics, as in the Violence Against 

Women Survey, are available with respect to immigrant 
populations, there are statistics from ethno-specific wom- 
en's organizations that provide services to women in 
domestic violence situations. For example, 500 new cli- 
ents used the services of the Women's Program of the 
Centre for Spanish Speaking Peoples and 4,000 hours of 
service were provided in 1997-98. I suggest that more 
thorough research is needed. 

Yet, a quantitative study of domestic violence in immi- 
grant communities can be harmful as well. Studies have 
suggested correlations between poverty and other stress 
factors such as alcohol abuse, unemployment, and isola- 
tion and domestic violence (Zorza; Marguiles). Studies 
that indicate the prevalence of domestic violence in immi- 
grant communities may do harm by further stereotyping 
immigrant groups as poor, unemployed, and fraught with 
social problems such as alcoholism. Crenshaw argues that 
some women's advocates "have . . . transformed the mes- 
sage that battering is not exclusively aproblem ofthe poor 
or minority communities into a claim that it equally 
affects all races and classes" (1259). She also notes that 
while there are no reliable statistics to support this claim, 
there are statistics that suggest there is a greater frequency 
ofviolence among the working class and poor. Crenshaw 
concludes that the desire to maintain integrity in the 
African American community, or to discourage stere- 
otypes of black men as uncontrollably violent, may have 
led to the minimization or suppression of the problem of 
domestic violence in that particular community. 

Richie discusses similar concerns with stereotypes about 
violence and the black community. She notes that it is 
especially difficult for a community that has experienced 
violence at the hands of the police, to turn to the criminal 
justice system for protection (41). O r  as Tong observes: 

The battered black woman finds herself in racist 
binds that do not affect batteredwhite women. Black 
women are even more prone than white women to 
excuse their husbands' violent behaviour.. . . Because 
the law has dealt more harshly with black rapists than 
white rapists, there is reason to believe that it will deal 
more severely with blackwoman-batterers than white 
woman-batterers. (170-71) 

Richie and Kanuha observe that there is very little 
research on ways that the traditional responses of institu- 
tions to violence against women are compounded by 
racism. In their article, the authors look at the health 
system but there are many parallels to the legal system. 
When a woman ofcolour is abused by a man from her own 
community, the community culture is vulnerable to 
misunderstanding and marginalization by the larger soci- 
ety. The woman may be discriminated against trying to 
access services and at the same time, may feel protective of 
her partner, who might also be unjustly treated by the 

police and court system. A delicate balance ensues as the 

woman tries to care for and be loyal to herself, her partner, 
and her community. 

Both Richie and Crenshaw believe that the problem is 
not the portrayal of violence, but rather the failure to 
portray images capturing a complete understanding of 
these communities. Both authors argue that the suppres- 
sion ofdomestic violence in the interests ofanti-racism or 
anti-classism has costs (Richie 41; Crenshaw 1253). 

These costs are evident in our daily realities. There are 
few shelters specifically for women from one community. 
There are few interpreter services available in the legal 
system. Front-line crisis services, such as Victim Services 
in Toronto, rely on volunteers to provide interpretation. 
A woman will require different lawyers for her immigra- 
tion status and her family issues. Overall, the services that 
do exist do not account for the clash of values that can 
occur and have been documented by studies (MacLeod 
and Shin). 

It is true that statistics can be used to reinforce negative 
stereotypes of immigrant communities. Such distortions 
already occur. In agreement with Richie and Crenshaw, 
this article suggests that Canadian society as a whole must 
have an accurate picture ofdomesticviolence. Our society 
must understand the prevalence of domestic violence for 
immigrant women. Advocates and service providers need 
statistics to support proposals for appropriate resources. 

Afier the release of the results from the 1993 Violence 
Against Women Survey, Michele Landsberg commented, 
"Can we now act on women's violence?" She should have 
been able to ask, "Can we now act on violence against all 
women in our country?" 

Susan McDonald is a lawyer currently completing her PhD 
at OISE/UT in the Department ofAdult Education. She has 
worked in Ontario in immigration and refugee law and in 
human rights. Her thesis uses@ministparticipatory research 
to defne the legaleducation needs ofimmigrant women who 
have been in abusive relationships and how best to address 
those needs taking into consideration theirsociallocation and 
the impact of trauma on learning. 
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RACHEL SLOTE 

Scars 

The scars on my body 
Are reminders of experiences 
I sometimes forget 
Actually happened to me. 
And at times 
When I undress 
And let myself look at me 
I notice the scars 
And admire the way 
They appear on my white skin. 
And as pale and thin as I am 
My scars are numerous 
From a stupid childhood 
Full of accidents and 
Repressed memories. 
From an adolescent age 
Full of loves unfulfilled 
And seemingly tragic endings. 
From an adulthood 
Full of loves and leavings 
And secrets I'm still creating. 
My scars are mine 
And perhaps one day 
I'll stand before a crowd 
And show the scars 
On my pale naked body 
And explain why the scars are there. 
Or perhaps, when I'm old 
1/11 wear layers, even in the summer 
To hide the scars 
I'm too ashamed to admit are mine. 

Rncllel Slote is n student nt the University of Western 
Ontario in London. 
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