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Abstract
Canadian research examining the overlap between Black women’s victimization and

criminalization is sparse. This qualitative study addresses this gap by examining the

ways in which criminalized Black women’s intersecting identities of race, class, and

gender influence how they perceive, experience, and respond to intimate partner vio-

lence (IPV). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 25 Black women who

experienced IPV. The findings focus on the women (15) who were also charged

with an IPV-related offense. Critical race feminism was employed to analyze their nar-

ratives. This research has implications for policy, practice, and future research with

Black women who are victimized and criminalized.
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Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a complex and persistent public health issue that dis-
proportionately affects women (Burczycka, 2018; Sinha, 2013). In 2018, there were
over 99,000 victims (aged 15–89 years) of police-reported IPV incidents in Canada,
involving individuals who were legally married, common law spouses, and those in
dating relationships (Conroy et al., 2019). Compared to their male counterparts,
women (79%) were overrepresented as victims of IPV (Conroy et al., 2019) and
were more likely than men to be victims of sexual violence (Cotter & Savage,
2019). The consequences of IPV are more severe for women who experience a
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range of negative mental and psychological outcomes (i.e., depression, anxiety, fear,
low self-esteem) (Ansara & Hindin, 2011; Hutchins & Sinha, 2013), sustain injuries
(Sinha, 2013), and are killed more frequently by an intimate partner (Conroy et al.,
2019; Sinha, 2013).

Through ongoing advocacy, largely from grassroots organizations, there has been
significant strides to fight and eliminate violence against women (VAW). These
include increased awareness of IPV and a proliferation of governmental and institu-
tional responses including the development of several government initiatives, estab-
lishment of various VAW organizations and supportive services for victims of abuse
across Canada (Moreau, 2019). Mandatory charging and prosecution policies were
also adopted to provide the police and crown prosecutors with charging and prosecu-
torial authority, remove the responsibility from victims to lay charges, increase report-
ing of assaults, and reduce reoffending (Department of Justice, 2017). The
implementation of these policies has had significant consequences for women. There
has been a substantial increase in the number of female victims charged and criminal-
ized following police intervention, giving rise to considerable debate among scholars
about the extent to which women engage in reciprocal violence in their relationships
(Hamberger & Larsen, 2015). Feminist researchers argue that women are predomi-
nantly victims of IPV (Dobash & Dobash, 2004), whereas some family violence
researchers argue that women perpetrate violence at equal rates as men (Fiebert,
2014; Straus, 2010). Despite these ongoing debates, the victimization rate among
women has remained relatively high (Burczycka et al., 2018).

There has been extensive scholarship exploring the frequency and extent to which
violence occurs in intimate relationships (Black et al., 2011; Burczycka et al., 2018;
Sinha, 2013; World Health Organization, 2021), however, much of this research
focuses primarily on the experiences of white women and men (Ristock, 2011; Taft
et al., 2009). There is growing concern among scholars that racialized women face
unique vulnerabilities that increase their risk of IPV (Abraham & Tastsoglou, 2016),
yet their experiences continue to be largely homogenized. Specifically, within the
Canadian context, all racialized women are classified as visible minorities.
Advocates and organizations have emphasized the significance of collecting race-
based data (Alliance for Healthier Communities, 2020), however, the Canadian gov-
ernment has yet to collect and publish disaggregated data that shows the prevalence
of IPV among Black or other racialized groups. The absence of data renders Black
women invisible and makes it difficult to assess their unique experiences of IPV and
its consequences in their lives. However, comparisons can be made with Black
women in the United States, given that both groups face deeply entrenched systemic
racism and various social, economic, and political barriers (Creamer, 2020; Statistics
Canada, 2020a, 2020b). These realities are further informed by a growing body of
U.S. research that documents Black women’s differential experiences of IPV and
the ways in which social inequalities have shaped their experiences (Bent-Goodley,
2004, 2011; Gillum, 2019; Nash, 2005; Potter, 2008; Richie, 2012; West, 2007).

This study aims to address the gap in Canadian IPV research by exploring the com-
plexities and cumulative effects of violence in Black women’s lives. It illuminates the
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connections between their intersecting identities (i.e., gender, race, class) and experi-
ences of victimization and subsequent criminalization.

Literature Review

Black Women’s Experiences of IPV

Existing U.S. data show that the prevalence rate of IPV among Black women and men
is disproportionately high (Black et al., 2011; Truman & Morgan, 2014). Some
researchers have argued that socio-economic factors explain differences in IPV rates
among racial groups (Rennison & Planty, 2003; West, 2004). Rennison and Planty
(2003) found that IPV was more significant along income rather than racial lines for
both Black and white victims. Specifically, Black, and white couples with lower
annual household incomes experienced IPV at a higher rate than those with higher
annual household incomes. These findings are not surprising given that a recent
Statistics Canada report showed that Black adults are less likely to be employed
than the rest of the population (Statistics Canada, 2020a). Other structural factors
(e.g., educational inequality, institutional racism) (Gillum, 2019; Hampton et al.,
2003) have been shown to increase Black women’s risk of IPV (Carney & Buttell,
2006; Carbone-Lopez & Kruttschnitt, 2010). In a recent Ipsos poll that surveyed
1,000 Canadians, 54% of respondents believed that racism is deeply ingrained in the
Canadian economy, government, and educational system (Bensadoun, 2021). These
findings suggest systemic and institutional racism create unique challenges for Black
women which affect various aspects of their lives. Likewise, situational contexts
(e.g., substance use) impact the risk and perpetration of violence. In their study that
examined the association between IPV and different types of substances, Nowotny
and Graves (2013) found that when one or both partners used substances there was
an increase in the likelihood and severity of various forms of IPV perpetration and vic-
timization. They found that Black women may use substances as a coping mechanism
for different stressors in their lives.

Black women who experience IPV must also confront societal, cultural, and familial
cues that silence them from speaking up about their experiences of violence (Potter,
2008; Stockman et al., 2014). Consequently, to protect themselves and their partners
from further discrimination (Nash, 2005), they may be ambivalent about seeking
support from social service providers (Ullman & Lorenz, 2020) and the criminal
justice system (Goodmark, 2008). According to Bent-Goodley (2001), “this reluctance
is often a reflection of feeling left out of the formal system and a learned behaviour of
self-survival” (p. 322). Black women’s experiences of IPV are further compounded by
stereotypical images and caricatures typifying them as strong, angry, aggressive, and
violent. These images conflict “with the notion of the passive, helpless battered
woman” (Harrison & Esqueda, 1999, p. 133) that is often used to characterize white
women. Stereotypical images that construct Black women as aggressive or violent
are problematic as they may also prevent them from being considered credible
victims in IPV incidents (Brown, 2012). Consequently, these pervasive stereotypical
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images reinforce the belief that Black women are capable of overcoming challenges on
their own.

Black women’s experiences of IPV are also confounded by sexism, racism (Richie,
2012; Taylor, 2005), and immigration status (Lacey et al., 2021), which can impede
their decision to terminate an abusive relationship. Moreover, the lack of resources avail-
able to them limits their options for escaping violence (Gillum, 2008). Still, some women
rely on internal supports such as family and friends (Few, 2005; Gillum, 2008; Taylor,
2008) and utilize faith-based or religious facilities as a coping mechanism (Bent-Goodley
& Fowler, 2006; Potter, 2007a). Nonetheless, informal supports may be insufficient on
their own to counter the effects of male partner violence and various forms of oppression.
Black women who believe that they have limited options when terminating an abusive
relationship may fight back to resist violence and protect themselves (Richie, 2012). As
West (2007) notes, Black women’s use of force occurs within the context of their own
victimization. However, the overlap between their victimization and use of force in their
intimate relationships is often blurred by economic and structural marginality and
oppression on multiple levels. Richie (1996) describes the socially constructed processes
(i.e., persistent poverty, violence, and an overly punitive criminal justice system) that lure
and entrap Black women as gender entrapment. Moreover, these women are often
“penalized for behaviors they engage in even when the behaviors are logical extensions
of their racialized gender identities, their culturally expected gender roles, and the vio-
lence in their intimate relationships” (Ritchie, 1996, p. 5). Taken together, it is necessary
to discuss how cumulative and multiple traumatic experiences of IPV entrap criminalized
Black women and deprive them of meaningful options to escape male partner violence.

Theoretical Framework

Critical race feminism (CRF) is the theoretical approach that informs this study and
helps to conceptualize and deepen understanding about the relationship between
Black women’s victimization and criminalization. CRF is relevant to my analysis
because it acknowledges that Black women’s experiences have merit (Wing, 2003)
and forefronts issues of race, racism, power, and various other forms of oppression
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). It also illuminates the multiplicity and intersectionality
of Black women’s identities (Crenshaw, 1991).

Consistent with the primary tenets of critical race theory, CRF proponents recognize
that racism is an everyday occurrence deeply ingrained in society (Razack et al., 2010).
Because it is perceived as ordinary and natural, laws or rules that encourage treating
everyone equally obscure racism (Matsuda, 1989) and do very little to address
covert racism or the everyday alienation, despair, and invisibility that racialized
people encounter (Brown, 2007). CRF scholars draw on an intersectional lens to
analyze the ways in which Black women’s experiences of IPV are compounded by
multiple and overlapping forms of oppression, such as race, class, and gender, histories
of exclusion and disadvantage, poverty, unemployment, and immigration status
(Crenshaw, 1991; West, 2005). Critical race feminists argue that the law is not
neutral and that the social disadvantages experienced in society often contribute to
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racial disparities in the criminal justice system. According to Chan and Chunn (2014),
“systemic and institutional discrimination is a key factor in the differential treatment of
racialized people” (p. xiv). Furthermore, “racial prejudice has contributed to the dis-
missal and/or minimization of criminal victimization involving racialized people …
and has perpetuated the view that certain racialized groups in Canada are more
prone to crime” (Chan & Chunn, 2014, p. xiv). Given Black women’s history of
social disadvantage and oppression, it is necessary to advance theorizing that unequiv-
ocally positions Black women’s experiences of IPV at the forefront of the discussion
while highlighting how these experiences are complicated by intersecting and overlap-
ping forms of oppression. Finally, CRF is a viable framework because it allows me to
present women’s counter-narratives that help disrupt myths and negative constructs
that misconstrue their realities.

I use the term criminalized to refer to Black women who have been arrested to “signal
processes and practices rather than a reified identity … and to challenge discourses that
construct criminalized women as ‘other’ and separate them from those who research and
write about their experiences” (Pollack, 2007, p. 172). Using the term criminalized to
characterize Black women’s use of force allows me to “place women’s violence
within the social context in which it occurs… it does not excuse the behaviour, but it
does assist in making it more understandable, especially in terms of the choices available
to these women” (Comack & Brickey, 2007, p. 27). Black women who have had a long
history of victimization and defend themselves against an abusive partner are criminal-
ized for their actions, which leads to harsh and punitive treatment in the criminal justice
system. This article addresses two research questions: (a) What are Black women’s expe-
riences of IPV? and (b) How do Black women’s intersecting identities of race, class, and
gender influence how they perceive, experience, and respond to IPV?

Method

Participants were recruited between June 2018 and January 2019, following ethics
approval from the Research Ethics Board atWilfrid Laurier University. Two techniques
were used to recruit participants, purposive sampling and snowball sampling. Purposive
sampling involves selecting participants based on certain characteristics and who can
provide great insights about a phenomenon or area of inquiry (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Recruitment flyers were posted at agencies and organizations across the Greater
Toronto Area (GTA) and surrounding regions providing services to women who are
victims of IPV or who were charged with an offense. Flyers were posted in grocery
stores, restaurants, churches, health, and beauty supply stores. Information about the
study was also shared on community boards, libraries, listservs, professional websites,
and social media (Twitter, Facebook, Eventbrite). Through snowball sampling, research
participants were asked to nominate someone else whom they believe would be interested
in participating in the study. Professional contacts were also solicited for assistance in
reaching potential participants.

The criteria for inclusion in the study included the following: (a) age 18 years or older;
(b) experience of IPV; (c) charged or arrested by the police; and (d) involved in a
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heterosexual relationship at the time of arrest (it was necessary to recruit these women to
better understand the dynamics that unfold in heterosexual relationships). Informed written
consent was obtained from each participant prior to their interview. Participants completed
a demographic questionnaire that asked questions about their race, ethnicity, age, employ-
ment status, income, level of formal education, and religious affiliation. These questions
were meant to inform understanding of how intersecting aspects of Black women’s iden-
tities influence their experience with IPV. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
participants in a private room at a nearby public library or in their homes and lasted for
approximately two hours. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym to protect their iden-
tity. Participants were asked to discuss the following questions: (a) Have you experienced
abuse in a previous or current relationship? (b) Could you please tell me more about this
experience? How often did the abuse occur and how long did it last? (c) How has race
affected your response to abuse in your intimate relationship? (d) How has your gender
or class influenced your responses to abuse in your relationship? (e) In what ways have
external factors such as pressures at work, loss of employment, and so on influenced
your experience of abuse?

Participants received an honorarium of $35 as a small token for their involvement in the
study. Interviews were audio-recorded, then transcribed shortly after meeting with partic-
ipants. Coding and analysis of the data involved three stages. In the first stage, transcribed
interviews were read to uncover preliminary themes. In the second stage, interviews were
uploaded to NVivo 12 for MAC, a computer software program that supports qualitative
and mixed methods (QSR International, n.d.), to further explore themes in greater
depth. In the third stage, recurring themes were conceptualized using CRF. These
themes assisted in describing the relevance of race, racism, and power in Black
women’s lives, as well as the overlap between their victimization, criminalization, and
how various aspects of women’s identities and experiences are influenced by oppression
and social marginalization.

Findings

Sample Characteristics

The full sample in this study was composed of 25 Black women who were victims of
IPV in a heterosexual common law or marital relationship. Fifteen of the 25 women
reported that they were also charged with an IPV-related offense following police
contact; these women are the focus of the article. Four of the women were in a relation-
ship with a white man, one woman was in a relationship with a man of mixed race, and
10 women were in a relationship with a Black man. Women ranged in age from 29 to
57 years old with an average age of 39 years and lived in the GTA and surrounding
areas. Five of the women were born in Canada, eight in the Caribbean, one in South
America, and one in Africa. Seven of the women had completed high school, seven
had a college diploma, and one had a university degree. The women’s annual house-
hold income ranged from less than $24,999 to $100, 000 or more; the majority (11) of
the women had incomes of less than $35,000 a year.
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Following police intervention, 13 of the 15 women were charged as the primary
aggressor (their partners were not charged) and two of the women were dually
charged alongside their partners. Three women disclosed that they had previous
contact with the police in which the women were the accused, but only one of these
women indicated that her previous police encounter was related to a domestic incident.
Charges against the women included uttering threats, assault, and assault with a
weapon. All the women were charged with at least one count of assault.

The next section highlights five main themes that emerged from the women’s inter-
views: (1) violence in Black women’s lives; (2) influence of substances; (3) economic
constraints as an aggravating factor; (4) stereotypical images of Black women; (5)
fighting back as a form of resistance.

Violence in Black Women’s Lives

During the interviews, the women disclosed the many forms of male partner violence they
had experienced, ranging from verbal, emotional (e.g., humiliation, degradation), psycho-
logical, physical (e.g., kicking, choking, slapping, punching, and biting), sexual, and
financial abuse. One of the women in the study, Desiree, disclosed that she experienced
emotional and psychological abuse daily, which she began to internalize. She shared that,

Atfirst itwasverbal abuse, bitch, slut,whore, everyday.And thenemotionally. I startedaccept-
ing.… He was always putting me down, the way I walk, the way I talk, the way I dress.

Similarly, Kiara described being in an abusive marriage where she was denigrated. She
stated,

In my marriage I felt like I was nothing … and I was depressed, I didn’t talk about it. It
didn’t help me because my husband made me feel like I’m not worth anything. He made
me feel like he was enough, my life stopped there.

Jocelyn also encountered emotional and psychological abuse in her marriage. She said
her husband berated her to the extent that she considered harming herself:

He can insult you in a way you feel like killing yourself, I swear. I don’t know how to say
the words he says … this makes me so angry. I raise my voice, and from there he gets
angry. He would use words like I’m "a nobody," I’m "an idiot," I’m "useless, slutty cunt.”

Emotional abuse was one of the many forms of violence that characterized Black
women’s lives. The manifestation of this violence in their lives contributed to feelings
of insecurity, inadequacy, disempowerment, and entrapment. Women’s narratives
underscored the devastating short- and long-term effects of psychological abuse.
These incidents of violence from their partners worsened over time and increased
their risk for more severe forms of violence.

Except for one woman, all study participants shared that they had been physically
assaulted by their husbands or common-law partners. Many women were injured
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during these assaults. Pamela was married at a young age and had four children with
her abusive husband. The violence was so severe that she was forced to leave her chil-
dren behind in the Caribbean to escape. She conveyed:

I got beat up a lot with my first husband. He didn’t know what he wanted and at 16 years
old, I didn’t even know what I wanted. He used to beat me up a lot and I pray to God, and I
tell him I want to come abroad, and I did, so I can leave him behind. I leave my kids there.
That’s when I realized that I did something terrible, leaving my kids behind.

Pamela’s story captured the severity of the violence to which some of the women were
subjected. With little support from her family, she felt she had no choice but to flee to
safeguard against further violence.

A few of the women disclosed that they had been sexually abused in their relation-
ships. Women shared that they were coerced into having sex with their partners; some
believed the sexual violence perpetrated by their partners were attempts to gain
dominance and control over them. Dixie reflected on being coerced into having sex
with her intimate partner while they were going through a divorce. She said she
made it clear that she had no interest in him, but he ignored her wishes and raped
her. She asserted,

I was trying to get out of it. And the feeling of being raped by your husband is like the
worst thing in the world. I always felt like he did that on purpose as a control thing.
That was his abuse.

Most women who experienced sexual violence, in particular marital rape, did not
report these incidents to formal supports or the police for a variety of reasons, including
fear they would not be believed. Shortly after moving in with an older man, Gabby said
she developed a friendship with him which later evolved into an intimate relationship.
She expressed having financial difficulties at the time and was forced to engage in a
sexual relationship with him to receive financial support. Gabby did not report her
experience to the police because she believed the age difference between her and
her partner would reflect negatively on her. Gabby stated,

Not that I wanted to have a sexual relationship with him but, you know, he was the one in
charge of everything. It was his house. Everything was under his name. Yeah, he can’t
give me money for free. … He’s an older guy, I’m 30 plus and um, they might think
I’m up to no good, you know.

Influence of Substances

For some women, the presence of drugs and alcohol increased their risk of severe forms
of violence. Injuries sustained ranged from minor (e.g., scratches, bruises) to severe
(e.g., broken bones, head injuries, internal injuries). Evelyn chronicled an incident
with her partner in which they were both under the influence of drugs and alcohol.
She explained that she was thrown from the hood of his car:
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He got physically aggressive with me and started throwing alcohol bottles at me. He
almost split my face open and then we tussled on the ground. I went downstairs and I
was going to take my shit and leave. Then he came downstairs, he turned the car on.
I’m on the hood of the car. He swung so fast I almost broke my arm. Then he drove
off with my wallet and everything in the car and I’m like, “Oh my God, what do I do
now?” I’m like, “I have no choice!”

Crystal described the injuries that were inflicted by her partner:

I’m always getting hurt. As I said, he will knock me in the shoulders, the head, the side.
I’ve had pictures with my side bruised up all the time. … I guess I just got used to it. …
The worst was the side because the tummy and the side always hurt.

The frequency and severity of violence in Black women’s lives coupled with the influ-
ence of substances have deleterious consequences for Black women. Yet, due to
various aggravating factors, many women were reluctant to seek support.

Economic Constraints as an Aggravating Factor

Economic constraints further amplified the IPV perpetrated against Black women and
increased their vulnerability to subsequent criminalization. In a few instances, women
shared that they were the primary breadwinners because their partners were either
unemployed or did not receive enough income to adequately provide for their families.
Dixie worked so that she could look after the family. However, conflicts arose in the
relationship when her partner refused to help with responsibilities at home. As she
stated,

There was a time when he wasn’t working, but he insisted that the baby should still go to
daycare, which was stupid because it was costing more money than we could afford.
But he didn’t want to look after her. … I had to get up, get the baby ready, take her to
daycare at 6 o’clock in the morning, or 7 o’clock. … And then the next one came …
and he was getting progressively more abusive, hitting and stuff like that, and extremely
antisocial.

Based on Dixie’s statement, it is possible that her work outside of the home disrupted
the traditional gendered division of labor where the husband was primarily responsible
for the family’s economic stability; this may have contributed to her husband’s retal-
iatory actions. Jocelyn also expressed that she and her husband argued frequently over
money. At the time they were saving for a house, but he was not forthcoming with his
earnings. Jocelyn shared:

We had a disagreement about money … and that was what aggravated the quarrel. We
were saving money for the house … and I was like, “Okay, let me see what you’re
splitting so I know I’m getting my fair share.” And he didn’t used to show me, and
that’s what escalated the whole thing. He didn’t want to. …He actually slapped me
across the face.
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Janice also experienced economic marginalization; however, it was further com-
pounded by her immigration status and precarious employment. She met her partner
while he was visiting the Caribbean. After a few years of dating, they got married
and she immigrated to Canada. However, her husband started displaying erratic behav-
ior shortly after her arrival. The little money he received from his pension was spent
mostly on alcohol. She said he only gave her $100 for the entire month to buy grocer-
ies. She expressed:

I said, you know, “The time you would take money to buy all this booze, you can buy food
for us to eat.” Like, it was really a struggle. So, I started braiding hair at home and then the
money that I would get… I would buy food and then he would demand that money from
me. Then I started standing up. I said, “No.”

Stereotypical Images of Black Women

Black women’s experiences of IPV are further complicated by pejorative stereotypes
that depict them as angry, loud, aggressive, and violent (Collins, 2000). Likewise,
another problematic characterization is that of the strong Black woman, which has
both positive and negative attributes as it depicts Black women as both assertive and
self-sacrificing (Etowa et al., 2017; Watson & Hunter, 2016; West, 2012). These ste-
reotypes have significant consequences for Black women. A few of the women in rela-
tionships with white men shared that they did not believe they would be viewed
favorably if they reported the abuse. For these women, Black women may not be per-
ceived as credible victims. The women’s narratives reflect some of the stereotypes that
framed their experiences.

During our interview, Gabby shared that her neighbors overheard frequent argu-
ments between her and her partner. From her encounters with some of her neighbors,
she suspected that they perceived Black people, particularly Jamaicans, negatively. Her
remark captures one of the most persistent stereotypes that Black women encounter
daily, one that constructs them as loud. As she stated,

“Well, nothing is wrong with being Black, but you know they just stigmatize against
Black … ‘She’s from Jamaica and she is very loud’ and stuff like that.” It is possible
that Gabby’s neighbors normalized the frequent arguments between her and her partner
as something that is common among Black couples.

In the following statement, Natalie articulates the negative constructs she believes char-
acterize the relationship between Black women and Black men.

They think that Black guys, all they do is get girls pregnant, they don’t take care of their
children. They beat up their women because Black women are very stubborn, and they
don’t listen. Um, let’s see what else, that Black girls are sluts, you know, it’s their
fault. They’re very mouthy, they have no respect and, you know, they don’t know how
to carry themselves as women. And so therefore a man has the right to, you know,
show them their place. That’s what I believe.
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Natalie’s narrative pointed to a widespread assumption about the absenteeism of Black
fathers and their disregard for their familial responsibilities. The other assumption
relates to the “angry Black woman” construct. Those who accept these negative racial-
ized and gendered stereotypical assumptions, as Natalie’s story demonstrates, are more
likely to perceive that Black women are responsible for their victimization and believe
that violence against them is justified.

Another stereotype that is often used to characterize Black women is that of the
“strong Black woman,” which was endorsed by more than half of the women. The
strong Black woman construct is both a stereotype and a reality in Black women’s
lives (Potter, 2008). According to Ruth,

“Black women tend to portray that they’re big and strong, that nobody can touch them.
And some of them really come across really angry.” For Serena, being strong is a neces-
sary survival mechanism that she was taught at a young age.

Well, I mean just deal with it. You don’t sit there and cry in your Cheerios, get over it. You
know what I mean? You don’t get depressed. You don’t sit there. You just deal every day.
It’s just how culturally you’re taught, be strong, don’t be a punk.

Some women believed they had no option than to be strong because they did not have
the same protection as white women. As Janice shared,

I just feel like we have no rights. I don’t feel like we have rights.… It is racism.… I strug-
gle with that even at work. It’s everywhere.

Women who endorsed the strong Black woman stereotype were more likely to remain
silent about the abuse they experienced. As Crystal stated:

I was ashamed when a lot of things started happening. So, for me, keeping it private was
my best solution because if nobody knew about it and I try to fix it myself, thinking that I
was doing a good thing, that was my comfort. But the pain became real, you know what I
mean? It’s different when we’re trying to do things ourselves but when the pain became
real for me, being private wasn’t enough for me anymore.

Women may be reluctant to share future incidents of abuse with others if their expe-
riences are minimized or considered inconsequential. For example, some women
shared their experiences with others, but they were encouraged to remain silent.
According to Jocelyn, both her mother and her partner’s mother were aware of conflicts
in her relationship, but they encouraged her to try to cooperate with her partner. She
expressed:

I spoke to my mom, and his mom knew he could be like that. And they’ll be like, “When
he starts to insult you or call you names, try and keep quiet and don’t say anything. Just be
mute, and don’t let it escalate,” and stuff like that. But they don’t hear what he calls me.
They don’t hear him yell and call me names.
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Black women in this study discussed being described as strong willed, outspoken,
and assertive. Endorsement of this stereotype also has implications for how women
are treated by their partners, family members, the criminal justice system, and
society. For example, Black men who hold these stereotypes may rationalize negative
treatment of Black women. Stereotypical images of Black women also constrained
many women in this study to remain silent about their abuse and contributed further
to their isolation.

Fighting Back as a Form of Resistance

Black women engaged in various forms of resistance against their abusive partners.
However, the cumulative effects of violence along with structural and community con-
texts motivated some women to physically fight back against their partners to protect
themselves and resist subsequent violence.

A few women shared that they had witnessed their mothers being abused and did
not want to have a similar experience. As Candice acknowledged,

I was watching my mom being abused and I wasn’t going to be abused. I don’t even
understand how that happens, but I think it has something to do with my mom being
abused.

Like other women in the study who were abused by their partners, Crystal attempted
to resist further violence by fighting back.

We got into an altercation.… I don’t remember what he used to hit me… as soon as he hit
me with it, that was it.… I hit him back because… I’m not going to take any abuse from
nobody. So, we rolled … and we rolled, and fight and I fought.

For Jocelyn, fighting back was necessary to stay alive:

I was responding to him hurting me because he was so abusive. He’s really big. I don’t
want to die with him hitting me. And then I tried to fight back. I’m like, “Don’t touch
me. Don’t hit me.” He hit me; I would hit back. Sometimes he laughs, and he’s like,
“You think you can fight me?” I was like, “Even if I die trying, I will still try.”

Although Gabby’s partner was physically stronger than her, she disclosed that when
he abused her, she had to fight back:

When my partner started abusing me, I don’t just sit there and take abuse because I will
curse back and abuse back. … I have to fight back, you know, because I have to stand up
for my rights, too. It’s impulsive, you’re in the abuse.

The women’s narratives provide great insights into the many factors that contribute
to their use of defensive tactics against an abusive partner. However, the barriers and
consequences that followed had severe and long-lasting negative effects in their lives
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as some women lost their children, their homes, and their jobs, and had to abide by
court directives.

Discussion

The present study sought to examine criminalized Black women’s experiences of IPV in
Canada and the factors that influenced their responses to IPV. Consistent with findings
from Potter’s (2008) study, Black women experienced high levels of physical forms of
violence that intensified during their relationship. Like Richie’s (2012) study, results
showed that women’s partners deployed “a set of psychological, emotional, and/or
verbal tactics that result in fear, anxiety, or … confusion” (p. 32). Black women in
this study were also subjected to sexual violence in their relationships. Comparable find-
ings were reported by Black et al. (2011), who found that a disproportionate number of
Black women experienced sexual violence (i.e., rape) at some point in their lives. Most
women did not disclose their experience of sexual violence to formal supports. Black
women’s discomfort and reluctance to discuss their experiences of sexual violence are
“inextricably linked to gender and race. … [Black women are] judged as less truthful
and more to blame for their rapes” (Donovan & Williams, 2013, p. 180). Black
women’s nondisclosure of forced sex by their husbands or common-law partners is
further compounded by the perception that their sexual encounters are consensual.
Since these encounters have historically been disregarded as rape (Randall &
Venkatesh, 2015), there is increased motivation for women to remain silent.

The use of substances increased the likelihood of violence against Black women.
Indeed, there is substantial evidence that documents the relationship between substance
use (i.e., alcohol, drugs) and violence (Cafferky et al., 2016; Carbone-Lopez &
Kruttschnitt, 2010; Carney & Buttell, 2006; Stuart et al., 2008). It was apparent from
the women’s narratives that the presence of drugs and alcohol increased the frequency
and severity of violent victimization in their relationships. Although a couple’s use of
substances in their relationship may increase their risk of violence (McKinney et al.,
2010), Black people may be more susceptible due to their histories of racial oppression
and social and economic marginalization. In their study, Stevens-Watkins et al. (2012)
found that Black women’s lower socio-economic status and experiences of racism
increased use of substances for some of the women.

The intersections between gender, race, and class were interwoven with women’s
economic marginalization and their risk of IPV. Women with greater economic mar-
ginalization were more likely to report experiencing IPV. This is not surprising
given the precarity of employment for Black people in Canada when compared to
their white counterparts (Cranford et al., 2003). Moreover, frequent disagreements
over money or the distribution of funds are not uncommon for people who are econom-
ically marginalized. Gendered expectations and Black men’s desire to provide for their
families necessitates economic independence; however, their attempts are often hin-
dered by racism and systemic barriers (i.e., economic disadvantages). According to
Hampton et al. (2003), “the situational context in which intimate partner violence
occurs among African Americans is, in many ways, a product of the various structural
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forces (e.g., institutional racism, cycles of chronic underemployment and unemploy-
ment, poverty, etc.)” (p. 542). Similarly, Chaney (2009) states, “racism greatly mini-
mizes the likelihood that Black men can educationally and economically be
independent and stand on their own” (p. 119). It is possible that these structural barriers
impacted Black men’s ability to fulfill their responsibilities to adequately provide for
the family which worsened the family’s economic challenges and contributed to ele-
vated relational conflicts (e.g., anger, frustration). Consequently, these conditions
created unpredictable and violent circumstances for Black women.

Another factor that increased Black women’s vulnerabilities to violence was pejo-
rative stereotypes. Findings from the current study suggest that stereotypical images
that portray Black women as strong, angry, aggressive, or violent complicate their
experiences and responses to IPV and may contribute to negative consequences in
their intimate relationships. Many of the participants endorsed the strong Black
woman construct. For these women, there was an expectation that they should be
strong enough to endure the abuse and resist an abusive partner; these beliefs are
well supported in the scholarship (Richie, 2012). As Goodmark (2008) states, “victim-
hood is intimately tied to traditional notions of womanhood, notions that have been
largely defined by a white norm … this construction deprives Black women of
victim status and its associated protections” (pp. 85, 86). West (2004) also highlighted
the historical significance of negative portrayals of Black women and maintained that
these portrayals have been used to normalize violence against them. These negative
constructs have negative consequences for criminalized Black women who experience
IPV. Gillum’s (2002) study alluded to the negative consequences of stereotypes. Based
on her findings, 71% of the Black men she interviewed endorsed the matriarch stereo-
type (strong Black women). Black men who endorsed these stereotypes were more
likely to use violence against Black women. She cautions that endorsing stereotypical
images of Black women is one of the many factors that negatively affects relationships
between Black women and men. Nonetheless, these pejorative stereotypes coupled
with systemic anti-Black racism may contribute to beliefs that Black women are not
credible victims. Comparable findings were captured in Esqueda and Harrison’s
(2005) study, which found that of the 288 white participants (138 women and 150
men) interviewed, most participants believed that Black women were more culpable
for IPV than white women. The authors believed that biases based on race and
gender influenced participants’ perceptions of Black women.

In response to the harmful and cumulative effects of violence in their lives, some
Black women physically fought back against their abusive partners. Fighting back is
used broadly to conceptualize Black women’s resistance and reflects their “active
capacity to oppose, avoid, and push back against the abuse and its negative effects,
the abuser and abusive relationships, and the broader social environment that
upholds social and cultural norms of violence against women” (Crann & Barata,
2016, p. 860). Although previous research shows gender symmetry in IPV perpetration
(Fiebert, 2014; Straus, 2010), women did not believe their use of force was comparable
to their partners’ violence in terms of frequency or severity. These results reflect those
of other researchers (Moe, 2004; Moss et al., 1997; St. Vil et al., 2017), who also found
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women fought back and used force to prevent further abuse. In addition, except for a
few women, women did not believe they used force to exert power and control over
their partners; these findings contradict previous research (e.g., Kernsmith, 2005;
O’Leary & Slep, 2006; Ward & Muldoon, 2007). It is important to highlight the
ramifications for Black women who use force against their partners. According to
Goodmark (2008), “women who fight back undermine societal assumptions about
appropriate gender roles and how a battered woman should respond to violence”
(p. 94). As indicated previously, of the 15 women who were arrested, 13 were
charged solely with perpetrating violence, which reflects the negative outcome of
pro-charging laws that criminalize victims of IPV. Nonetheless, these findings
also allude to the overlap between women’s victimization and criminalization,
which are not mutually exclusive categories. By highlighting the complexities of
violence in Black women’s lives, we gain a better understanding of the various
factors and circumstances influencing their use of force and their responses to vio-
lence in their relationships.

Limitations and Strengths

Several limitations were evident in the current study. Gaining access to a large sample
of women was difficult due to several factors including fear and distrust. A larger
sample would provide additional insights. Another limitation was related to study cri-
teria; due to practical constraints, this study focused solely on women who were
English speaking. Language barrier concerns could be addressed by using interpreta-
tion services to increase accessibility to women who do not speak English. Due to
the nature of the study, it was not possible to determine the extent to which
women’s immigration status increased their risk of victimization or criminalization.
The study was based on self-report data. Given the stigma associated with violence
and criminality in Black communities, it is possible that some women may understate
the gravity of these issues. There may also be variations in how women interpret inter-
view questions. Despite the limitations noted, this study has several strengths. The
paucity of Canadian data has made it difficult to understand the complexities of vio-
lence in Black women’s lives. This study is one of a few Canadian studies that
explore diverse perspectives of an ethno-culturally diverse group of Black women. It
examines Black women’s experiences of IPV and the overlap between their victimiza-
tion and criminalization. It also provides further evidence that contextualizes and com-
plicates Black women’s use of force in their intimate relationships.

Conclusions and Implications

This study has implications for policy, practice, and research. Since the implementation
of mandatory arrest and charging policies, there has been an increase in the number of
women arrested for abusing their partners (Poon et al., 2014). However, as elucidated
through the narratives of the Black women in this study, these policies are flawed
because they penalize women who are victims of IPV, further disempowering them.
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In addition, they fail to consider the complexities of violence in their lives. These crim-
inalization strategies “deny women choice and fail to acknowledge [Black women’s]
multiple allegiances to themselves, to their partners, and to their communities”
(Hampton et al., 2008, p. 343). Given that these policies have resulted in unintended con-
sequences for Black women (Chesney-Lind, 2002; Pollack et al., 2005), criminal justice
responses must move beyond criminalizing Black women who have been victimized. In
fact, these approaches must not be the only option for women who use force in their rela-
tionships. Indeed, coordinated efforts between policy makers, community partners, and
the criminal justice system are necessary to develop and implement appropriate interven-
tions that meet Black women’s unique needs.

Findings from the study also have implications for practice. Further complicating
Black women’s experiences of IPV is their reluctance to seek formal support
(Postmus, 2015), especially those who fear they may be criminalized for their
actions. Women’s experiences of racism, structural inequalities, social marginalization
(Block et al., 2019; Maynard, 2017), unrealistic cultural expectations, and pejorative
stereotypes limit women’s options to sever ties with their abusive partners. Given
these findings, social service providers must remove barriers and improve the delivery
of appropriate services to help break Black women’s silence and increase their capacity
to leave their abusive relationships. Programs and services must be embedded within
Black communities and focus on both prevention and intervention. Accordingly, “such
integrated interventions call for collaboration and coordination of services among pro-
fessionals from multiple disciplines and agencies [and] include mental health agencies,
substance abuse programs … domestic violence programs … [and] clinics providing
reproductive health-care services to women” (Sabri & Gielen, 2019, p. 729). It is
also necessary that social service providers receive appropriate training, so they are
well equipped to support Black women. Training should inform practitioners of the
various systemic barriers that amplify experiences of IPV and identify the ways in
which they can support Black women to overcome these barriers.

Despite an increase in the number of women arrested for abusing their partners, there
is a dearth of Canadian research that examines Black women’s experiences of IPV. Their
experiences are often homogenized with that of other women, with little to no discussion
of the differential impact of IPV in their lives. Thus, further exploration is required that
examines the various factors that complicate violence in Black women’s lives and the
ways in which these influence their future involvement with the law.

In the current study, women born in the Caribbean were more likely than other
women to be involved in an altercation that resulted in their arrest. It is possible that
the higher arrest rates among these women were due to the police’s negative perception
of women born in the Caribbean. Caribbean women remain an understudied group
(Lacey et al., 2015); therefore, examining how police perceptions of women born in
the Caribbean influence arrest decisions could better inform this area of research.
While findings from this study were based on women’s self-reports of their experiences
of IPV, further research is required that considers the perspectives of both partners.
According to Potter (2007b), including “batterers and the social, cultural, and individ-
ual sources of their behaviors will lead to a more holistic understanding of this
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phenomenon that continues to be shrouded in the belief that partner abuse is a private
or personal matter” (p. 368). Thus, efforts must also engage men to critically reflect on
their role in helping to eradicate male violence. Finally, findings from the research
suggest that economic marginality exacerbated Black women’s experiences of IPV;
therefore, subsequent research must examine the interconnections between economic
marginality and IPV for Black women.
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