Silence Breeds Violence

‘Bursting the Bubble’ on Family Violence

Deborah Light

Deborah is a senior features writer for The Bulletin and has recently written and spoken publicly about her experiences of growing up with family violence. This is the speech she gave at the launch of Bursting the Bubble, DVIRC’s new website for young people experiencing violence or abuse in their families.  

Background

I am an ugly statistic. I was a victim of domestic violence and there are many, many thousands of us. Of course I could have been an even uglier statistic. My mother and her daughters could be dead, and a few times that looked close. As we know from recent shocking media reports, women and children are being murdered in terrifying circumstances by people they have loved; by people they had every right to trust. 

I wrote a cover story on domestic violence for my magazine, The Bulletin, some months ago. I’ve never hidden the fact we had a very violent father. If it came up in conversation, I might mention it much the same way as you might tell someone your star sign if you were asked. And that’s what happened. Domestic violence came up at one of The Bulletin’s conferences. I mentioned our life and the editor asked me to write about it. He believed that a personal story would have real impact. He was right, but more on that later. 

Sixty Minutes was quick to follow the story up and one of the reasons they were keen for me to appear, they said, was that I obviously wasn’t ‘trailer trash’. What they meant was, I don’t fit the stereotype of a victim of domestic violence. Let me address that stereotype. Don’t think this crime, this abuse, only happens in caravan parks or secretive communities. It is everywhere. My own doctor has treated wives of judges who travelled long distances because they were too afraid to go their local GPs with their injuries. 

Breaking the Silence 

When I began research on domestic vio-lence, one thing that struck me was how very little there is in the media on domestic abuse anywhere in the English-speaking world. There are almost daily police reports, of course, but almost nothing at any length on the issue of this shocking crime. What a true shame that is, because the experts were telling me that silence breeds violence. The silence was also surprising in view of the shocking figures I began to gather. This crime is so widespread that I couldn’t un-derstand why there wasn’t much more media coverage. 

As we know, there are many forms of abuse. It can be emotional, sexual, economic, in-timidation, belittlement and more. But let me just focus, for a minute, on the physical. One in four women has been attacked by a partner. That comes from an Australian Bureau of Statistics survey of more than 6,000 Australian women. If you consider that more than half of them, or 60%, report-ed they had children in their care at the time of the abuse, then you begin to appre-ciate the many thousands of women and children who are living in danger right now.

Their story was my story, the women and children who live in fear, who live in misery and at grave risk. We also took on myths like ‘she asks for it’, or ‘it only happens when he’s been drinking’, or ‘he’s just got a problem controlling his temper’. 

Responses to my article flooded in, and what terrible, terrible stories our readers told. Women poured their hearts out. Some rang me directly. Many of them were seeking help and we did what we could. Many were open-ing up for the first time. One such woman is the wife of a respected, well-liked business-man. She told me he had tried to kill her a number of times; the last time he threw her off a balcony and broke her legs. She’d lived with violence all her married life. She’d never told a soul. Now, just last week, she got in touch to tell me she has started di-vorce proceedings. She proved the experts right. Silence is the perpetrator’s greatest ally. Silence does breed violence. 

The Legacies of Abuse for Young People

We also had many, many responses from young people with heart-breaking accounts of growing up in fear and misery. Many spoke about how brave I was to write about my experience. To be honest, I didn’t at first understand what they meant. After all, I didn’t cause the violence, my father did.
Then a young woman wrote that she was a victim, just like me, but that she didn’t talk about it because people would judge her. And they would judge her as ‘damaged goods’.

I hadn’t thought about that. I’d written about my life at a stage in my career when I had already proved myself while this reader was still trying to climb the ladder.  That fear of being judged as damaged, even though we victims didn’t do the damage, is one legacy that woman lives with. 

Let me tell you about some more legacies. Children who are abused by a parent, or who witness violence between parents, feel betrayed. They feel powerless and frighten-ed. They fear they are going to lose the parent they are closest to. They feel hopeless and inadequate because they can’t do any-thing about it. They blame themselves. They must have done something to deserve the violence. Or to make daddy hit mummy…. ‘If only I was good. If only I made my bed.’ 

I know what it’s like to live with that fear and that helplessness. I was the eldest of five girls and, after years of abuse, as a 12 or 13 year-old, I took judo lessons to take our father on. He was a big man. I think you can imagine what happened to me. Import-antly, it is happening to tens of thousands of children at a time when they are learning – in several senses of that word; when they should be laying down good building blocks for their adult lives. Instead, when these children wake up every morning, they wake up in fear. Their priority is working out how to survive another day. 

Let me give you one example. A psychologist talked to me about a current case study. The father, a middle-class manager, was regularly beating up his wife. The violence was so frightening that the three children had taken to hiding under the house every night when their father was due home. So this man bought a pressure hose and was using it to flush them out. The psychologist found this out, and worse, because one of the children was referred to her by his school for learning difficulties. 

There is evidence that children are held back at every stage of their development, when they are living in a home where there is abuse. Women often stay in an abusive marriage because they don’t want to deprive their children of a father. But the experts say that for children to witness domestic violence – let alone endure it themselves – is far worse than being without a father. 

Children from violent homes often don’t develop normally because they can’t. 
They don’t go to friends’ houses, or invite them back, because of the control-freak nature of the abusive parent: somebody might find out their children are being beaten. 

These children become locked out of happy peer groups. They often turn to aberrant behaviour – drugs, petty crime, graffiti. 
Because they can’t take on the abuser – their father or mother – they can aggress sideways, hurting other children or animals. Or they’ll start on themselves. Because they have been made to feel so worthless, they can become self-destructive.

Role-modeling Abusive Behaviour 

But, I think the most dangerous legacy is this. We all learn from our closest role models: our dads and our mums. This means that these children are more than likely to repeat the behaviour they have learned and become victims or abusers. In fact, abusers are three times more likely than non-abusers to have witnessed violence in the home. 

One health worker told me of a recent incident where the father had king-hit the mother. She immediately turned around and king-hit her 8-year-old boy. You know what that child learned: it’s ok to hit, it’s ok to abuse. Mum does it. Dad does it. And be-sides I must have deserved it. Violence confused kids. Dad loves mum and dad hits mum. Mum loves me and mum hits me. 
It means that kids come to associate viol-ence with those they love and take that behaviour into their own adult relationships.

Taking a Stand Against Violence

We have to break this cycle. We have to teach everybody, particularly our young, that any form of bullying is wrong. We have to teach them to deal with adversity to resist bullying. We have to invest them with self-worth. 

As a society, we have proved we can take on big social issues. Take drink driving. We have united to make behaviour such as this completely unacceptable. It doesn’t happen overnight. It takes commitment. It takes a lot of money. Above all, it takes political will. You vote. It’s up to you to push this issue. We can’t say this isn’t our business. As a society we are morally responsible for all of our young. 

Bursting the Bubble, the website we are launching today, is a welcome step in acknowledging this duty. I truly hope it reaches out and helps children – children like I was – the thousands and thousands of children who wake up everyday afraid to be in their own homes. Let’s think of them when you go home tonight. 

Deborah has an illustrious career in print journalism. She is a former business, features and news editor at the Sydney Morning Herald, and was the first woman in Australia to head a major newspaper, in the form of the Australian Financial Review.




Deborah Light speaking at the launch of Bursting the Bubble during Week Without Violence.
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