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For You My Love 
I went to the market, where they sell birds 
and I bought some birds 
for you 
my love 
I went to the market, where they sell flowers 
and I bought some flowers 
for you 
my love 
I went to the market, where they sell chains 
and I bought some chains 
heavy chains 
for you 
my love 
And then I went to the slave market 
and I looked for you 
but I did not find you there  
my love 
 
 Jacques Prevert 
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In a nutshell 
 

Partner rape is a crime punishable by 25 years imprisonment  

(Crimes (Amendment) Act 1985) 

 

 Know it exists 

 Name it as rape 

 Educate how to respond to women presenting with experiences of  

partner rape 

 

1. ASK:  Are you safe within your relationship? 

2. NAME IT:  What youõve just described to me is rape and itõs a crime. 

3. RESPOND:  Give contact details of the local CASA, domestic violence 

service, and Victoria Police SOCA Unit. 

4. FOLLOW UP:  ôLast time you spoke about your safety. Iõd like to know how you 

are now.õ 

 Hold men accountable for partner rape 

 Prevent it through education 

 Increase services to rural areas 

 FOR HER, IT IS LIKE THISé 

I was crying, yelling, screaming, 

saying, ôItõs hurting, let me goõ. But 

he never stopped. 

I was too naïve and too scared to say 

no, but I do remember saying no é it 

was useless, he went and did it anyway. 

He said, ôélay down and take it and I'm 

having some and Iõm gonna take itõ, and 

thatõs what he told me. I said, ôNo youõre 

notõ, and we ended up in a big fight  

but he was stronger than me. 

FOR HIM, 

SHE THINKS IT IS LIKE THISé 

He thought it was his right. 

He owned me with his piece of paper 

[the marriage certiýcate]. 

He didnõt think there was anything wrong 

with doing what he did. ôAll men do that.õ 

He said, ôYou're my wife ð we had sexõ. 

He wouldnõt say it was rape. I donõt think he 

would even remember the night and 

what happened if I asked him today. 
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Partner rape: Crime or compromise?  
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Women who are raped or who suffer domestic violence are somehow thought of in the 

popular imagination as a stereotype. According to this, the women are asking for it, dressed 

inappropriately, provoking it ð responsible for it. While this is clearly uninformed, our sample 

provides yet more evidence that any woman is vulnerable to rape. We do not need to be a 

certain ôtypeõ of woman, or to behave in particular ways, or to be in the wrong place at the 

wrong time. The vignettes which follow this Executive Summary provide the evidence for this. 

Further evidence is found in the diversity of women who participated in this research. 

The Women 

Our interviews with 21 women revealed women subject to partner rape came from all socio-

economic backgrounds. Some women did not have access to tertiary education and do not 

enjoy a high standard of living. Levels of disadvantage go further, with some women coping 

with disabilities and some experiencing racial disadvantage. Most have taken on the role of 

sole parent at some stage as a consequence of leaving a violent relationship and assuming 

primary responsibility for parenting. 

Our interviews also included women who are highly educated and have worked at senior, 

management or executive levels in the health sector, the business sector and government.  

Age was no determinant of risk for partner rape within our sample. It happened to very 

young women; to women in their fifties; and to all ages in between.  

All 21 women had children.  

The four Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in our sample had similar experiences 

to the other 16 women.
1

 Three of the four Aboriginal women had non-Aboriginal partners. 

One of the 16 other women was married to an Aboriginal man. Race does not give us a 

different story. While we acknowledge the vast evidence that informs us of the disadvantage 

faced by Aboriginal men and women, it is beyond the scope of this research to compare 

cultures. The data certainly did not lead us to thinking Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal women 

are affected differently by partner rape.  

The Men 

The men who raped their partners were equally diverse. They were farmers, businessmen, 

self-employed, military officers, shift workers, tradesmen, health workers and fruit pickers. 

Two held very senior and respected posts within community service organisations. 

Although we did not ask about use of pornography by the men, or of behaviours such as 

using prostitutes, extra-marital affairs, group sex, or child sexual abuse, 11 women offered 

                                                 
1
 Throughout this report, we will refer to ôAboriginal and Torres Strait Islanderõ women and men as ôAboriginalõ 

women and men. The Victorian Department of Human Services 2006 publication, Building Better Partnerships 

states the definition of ôan Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is: a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

descent; who identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander; and is accepted as such by the community in 

which he or she livesõ. It goes on to state that, ônot all Aboriginal people are dark skinned: òBeing Aboriginal has 

nothing to do with the colour of your skin or the shape of your nose. It is a spiritual feeling, an identity you know 

in your heart. It is a unique feeling that may be difficult for non-Aboriginal people to understand.óõ (Burney 1994, 

cited in Victorian State Government Department of Human Services, 2006). 
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this information about their husbands or partners. These men include the two categorised by 

their partners as respected community leaders and businessmen. 

 2 allegedly sexually abused children  

 1 was charged with the sexual abuse of a child 

 1 used pornography  

 1 used pornography and prostitutes 

 2 used pornography and had affairs 

 1 used pornography, had affairs and used prostitutes 

 1 used prostitutes, had affairs and engaged in partner swapping 

 1 used prostitutes 

 1 had affairs and group sex 

 1 had affairs 

 Table 1 summarises some aspects of partner rape across the sample of 21 women and 

these aspects will be outlined here. 

Rape in an intimate relationship 

The law says that consent must be obtained or rape has occurred. One woman clearly 

articulated that she did not say no because she had learned that it was either going to be a 

rape or a beating. The rape was quieter and would not wake the children. One woman 

cannot remember if she said no because she has post-traumatic stress disorder and has lost 

chunks of her memory. One woman was unconscious. One had been drugged by her 

husband. The other 17 women made it clear to their partners that they did not want sex. And 

they voiced that by saying no. 

There is such shame surrounding rape, and this is exacerbated when you are raped by your 

partner. Almost two-thirds of the women did not speak to anyone.  

It seems that only 11 of the 21 women recognised their experience as rape at the time. Two 

recognised it when it was happening but talked themselves out of believing. If they believed 

it, how could they go on in a relationship with a rapist? This is the man who is meant to love 

them. This explains, too, how eight women recognised their experiences as rape when they 

were out of the relationship, when they read about what rape is and what a healthy 

relationship is, or when a counsellor, health professional or friend suggested to them that 

what they were describing was rape. 

The women stated that 23 of the 24 men would not have named their actions as rape.
2

 

(One woman, who was raped by two of her partners, wondered if one of them might have 

named his actions as rape because he was actually charged with a different rape, and this 

may have heightened his awareness.) This is a staggering finding ð that all 21 women were 

sure that the man who raped them would NOT have named his actions as rape. If we re-

read the vignettes that follow, casting a stranger in place of a ôhusbandõ or ôpartnerõ, it is 

clear a crime has been committed. Based on the womenõs accounts it is our view that these 

men are behaving according to their perceptions of historical and traditional notions of 

conjugal rights. Yet the law states that rape within marriage is a crime.  

                                                 
2 Some women had more than one partner (consecutively). 
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It appears that there is a disparity between the rights of women as expressed in Australian 

law and the way women are related to by their husbands, partners and professionals.  

When we posed the question ôWould your husband (partner) recognise his actions as rape?õ, 

and the women responded, ôNoõ, we then asked, ôWhy do you think he wouldnõt?õ The 

women thought this was because the men felt entitled to do what they wanted with the 

woman who was their partner or wife. 

For eight women, the rapes occurred with increasing frequency, for six, it remained constant, 

and for six, it was a one-off episode. Two of these episodes lasted for days at a time while 

the women were restrained, and occurred in the absence of previous violence, and two were 

one instance of rape which occurred completely unexpectedly in the absence of any prior 

violence. The other was after eight years of distant separation. 

The nature of violence 

Three-quarters of the sample of women (16) also suffered from other forms of violence from 

their partner. Only four did not; and one woman who had no experience of any kind of 

violence from her partner of 12 months, unexpectedly found herself his prisoner for two 

weeks of rape and physical and emotional abuse. 

It is not surprising, then, that 15 women lived in fear or felt threatened by their partner. Nine 

women still do.  

Ten women left the relationship when they could see an opportunity or when the situation 

became untenable ð two of this group discovered their children had been sexually abused by 

their partner; four found the violence against them to be escalating ð one woman left with 

the help of police when her partner tried to kill her with an axe; four literally escaped ð two 

from enforced captivity and two escaped secretly with the help of their family. Other reasons 

for leaving were for the childõs sake, as one woman did not want her young son growing up 

in a violent environment. One left because of her husbandõs involvement with another 

woman. Two were already separated. 

Help seeking and help responses 

The question of who helped the women around the time they were suffering rape by their 

partners is critical to this research which aims to raise awareness of this issue amongst health 

professionals, the legal sector and the community. More than half of the women talked to 

no-one about what was happening to them. The shame they felt prevented them seeking 

help. Nine women sought help with varying levels of success. One woman who sought help 

from police, her Church and her doctor learned very quickly that she would not be helped. 

When she was able to return to police some months later, she went with evidence of physical 

abuse and did not mention the recurring rapes. 

In the same vein, while five women went to the police about their partnersõ physical violence 

against them, only four women sought police help for the rapes. Ten women emphatically 

did not, their reasons ranging from not trusting police, to wondering what police could 

possibly do, and to their own feelings of shame and not wanting their private suffering to be 

made public. Two women went to the police some years after. Several women mentioned 

they had closely followed rape cases that were reported in the media, and after seeing the 

way the cases were handled ð with huge and public recriminations against the woman ð they 

decided not to pursue legal action. 

Seven women did not have families to support them. Another seven felt their families would 

be supportive but were constrained from seeking their help because of geographic distance 
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or because they were temporarily estranged at the time, or because parents were elderly and 

sick or powerless. Two women had their familiesõ support for the physical violence only, and 

one woman did not mention her family. Only four women unequivocally stated their families 

were supportive. 

Our previous research, A Powerful Journey, documented womenõs experiences of leaving 

violent situations.
3

 The 16 women offered advice to other women in situations like their own. 

Their advice was strong and clear to friends, family and community members: to believe 

women; to listen; to be patient; to give information; and to accept the choices women make. 

It is significant that the advice from the women in this research is more directive. For ten 

women, their advice was clear and simple ð Leave. The sense that came through the 

interviews is that rape from the man you love and the man who is meant to love you reaches 

and crushes more deeply than any other kind of violence. Eight suggested seeing a 

counsellor, going to CASA (Centre Against Sexual Assault) and talking about their partner 

raping them. One womanõs advice was to name the experience as rape rather than 

describing it in euphemistic terms. Two women had no advice to give. 

 

Table 1  

  

Aspects of partner rape across sample of 21 women  

 

Stated NO at the time? 

 

17 Stated No 

1 Canõt remember (through Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) 

1 Didnõt say no ð it was either going to be rape or a beating 

1 Was unconscious 

1 Was drugged by her husband 

Talked about the rape/s at the 

time? 

 

13 No 

1 Spoke to a friend 

2 Spoke to health professionals 

5 Spoke to more than one (police, GP, family, friend) 

When was it recognised as 

rape by the woman? 

 

11 Recognised it as rape at the time 

2 Recognised it at the time but denied it until much later 

8 Read or were alerted by others (obstetrician, CASA, friend) 

Partner recognised as rape? 

 

20 No  

1 No, but there is doubt because one partner who was actually 

charged with the sexual assault of a girl with an intellectual 

disability may possibly now see his actions as rape 

Increasing frequency? 

 

8 Yes 

7 Constant 

6 Episodic 

                                                 
3
 Parkinson, D., Burns K., and Zara C. (2004) A Powerful Journey. Wangaratta: Women's Health Goulburn North 

East, p. 7. 
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Other violence too? 

 

16 Yes 

4 No 

1 Suffered both violence and rape in the one 2-week long 

incident 

Fear of/ threat from husband? 

 

9 Yes: now  

6 Yes: then  

6 No  

Why finally left? 

 

2 Children were sexually assaulted by husband 

4 Escalating violence 

2 Escaped 

2 Family provided a way out 

7 Had enough 

1 For childõs sake  

1 Because of another woman  

2 Already separated 

Who helped initially? 

 

12 No-one  

2 Neighbours  

2 Friends  

5 More than 1 source (police, GPs, family, friends) 

Police involvement? 

 

10 No  

4 Yes at the time  

2 Yes years later  

5 For domestic violence only  

Supportive family? 

 

7 No  

4 Yes  

7 Had supportive family, but now were deceased or elderly, 

geographically distant or estranged  

2 Yes for violence and No for rape 

1 Not mentioned  

Sought professional help? 

 

18 Yes 

3 No 

Would you advise someone in 

this situation to leave? 

 

10 Leave 

8 See CASA, counsellor, talk 

1 Tell them itõs rape 

2 No advice 
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The Police 

Thirty police officers participated in this research. Twenty of these were uniformed officers 

who attended focus groups held in three parts of the Goulburn Valley and north east 

Victoria. Six were from the Criminal Investigation Unit (CIU) and four were members of the 

Sexual Offences and Child Abuse Unit (SOCAU). Apart from two SOCAU members who 

were interviewed together, the others participated through individual interviews.  

Police officers outlined the procedure to be followed when presented with a partner rape 

case. Each branch has a particular role to play, although these roles can overlap. In some 

isolated areas it may not be possible for SOCAU officers to be involved. The three branches 

take a team work approach.  

Police stated that it is a common misconception that people can charge an offender and 

take him or her to court. The reality is that a case only goes to a criminal court if the Director 

of Public Prosecutions (DPP) considers that there is a good chance the case will be won. This 

usually depends on the quality of evidence and the reliability of witnesses.  

With few exceptions (two from the sample of 30), police indicated that partner rape is a 

criminal act and a serious crime. In theory, the police approach to a rape investigation does 

not change depending on whether the perpetrator is a womanõs partner or a stranger. They 

told of conducting their investigations into the case with professionalism and objectivity, 

setting aside any reservations they may have in their search for evidence. The sense of 

certainty in being objective was stronger with CIU officers, perhaps because they are not 

given a case to investigate until it has been screened by either uniformed police or SOCAU 

officers.  

The focus of police is clearly on gathering evidence to prove a crime has been committed. 

Yet the majority spoke of the critical importance to the victim of being believed. Across all 

three police branches, officers identified and acknowledged this. 

The police officers described common observations of alcohol playing a role in partner rape 

cases; of how it often coexists with other forms of violence; of how the socio-economic status 

of people calling them is usually low; of the man being offensive; and the woman as having 

low self-esteem and little understanding of her rights. These were generalisations, and police 

also described exceptions, such as the respected, well-educated and well-resourced women 

they remembered who reported partner rape. 

While some police officers conveyed a deep understanding of the issues underlying partner 

rape and the difficulty for women in speaking ð to anyone ð about it, others knew very little 

about it, and had worked on very few cases, if any. There was disagreement amongst 

uniformed police attending about how often partner rape reports are received. 

The main reasons suggested by police for women not reporting were the fear of not being 

believed and the misconception that it is not rape when you are married to the perpetrator. 

Other reasons were self-blame; fear of escalating violence; concern for the children; and the 

difficulties involved in ending the relationship and establishing a new home. 

Police suggested that women who do report, do so out of concern for other women and to 

hold the man accountable for his violence. Importantly, too, they want someone to believe 

them. 

Issues for police in partner rape cases were the difficulty in proving partner rape; victims 

withdrawing charges; the length of time before cases reach court; and the disrespectful and 

damaging treatment of women in court.  
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We asked police if they would advise someone they loved to report a partner rape. Only six 

of the 30 said they would advise to report.  

Police said they were more familiar with historic reporting of partner rape cases (where a 

report is made many years after the incident) than with recent cases and suggested this was 

because many of the barriers to immediate reporting are no longer there. Children have 

grown up; the relationship has ended; elements of fear and control have reduced; the legacy 

of time passing meant women saw they were not to blame; they became stronger in 

themselves.  

The Health Professionals   

The 23 health professionals who participated in this research came from the domestic 

violence and sexual assault sector; from community health, hospitals, and general practice; 

and from Indigenous organisations. Twelve were interviewed individually and a further 11 

were spread amongst three small focus groups. 

Given the opportunity this research provided to reflect on their approach to clients presenting 

with experiences of partner rape, many health professionals acknowledged their own 

reticence to address it. One remained oblivious, saying she never came across it so it was 

not an issue for her at all. Some were acutely aware of the prevalence of partner rape and 

had sought professional development opportunities to increase their skill in this area of their 

work or had developed their own strategies ð both to help the women and to resolve their 

own concerns. 

The few who apparently continue to refuse to pick up on signals from a woman seeking help 

deny the woman an opportunity to address rape by her partner. 

Some felt unqualified to talk about partner rape and were unsure of their counselling skills. 

For those who had reflected on their own responses to clients presenting with partner rape, 

they felt it brought up vulnerabilities for them as women, and particularly if they had 

experienced a form of sexual assault themselves. They felt saddened by hearing what was 

happening to women in their own communities. 

It became apparent during interviews with workers that whether to actually use the word 

ôrapeõ with women who had described legal rape is controversial. Some workers are 

convinced that if they do not identify it as rape to the women, they are complicit in societyõs 

pretence that partner rape does not happen. Naming it can be empowering for women. The 

position of other workers was to carefully guard the fragility of the woman and assess if she 

was strong enough to hear the word ôrapeõ or if the recognition would further erode her 

sense of self.  

Inconceivably, the reluctance to use the word emanates even from within the domestic 

violence field. If women are affirmed in their euphemisms ð that she was not raped, it was 

just that ôsomething happenedõ ð by individual counsellors and health professionals, and this 

approach is sanctioned by the very sectors that are meant to work to stop violence against 

women, nothing changes. The man continues on, believing his criminal actions to be 

nothing more than his conjugal rights. The woman continues on, thinking it is her role to be 

abused. The status quo is preserved. 

Generally, the health professionals conveyed a sound knowledge and understanding of 

partner rape. Like police, they too disagreed about its prevalence. Most were certain that 

partner rape was under-reported to police and rarely disclosed to anyone. They elaborated 

on why this would be the case, echoing what we were told by the women and police officers 

we interviewed: women thought it was his right and her obligation in a marriage or 
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relationship; they were afraid of not being believed or of being blamed; they feared the 

manõs violence; or the end of the relationship and the financial and emotional insecurity that 

may follow for them and their children. For some it was an extension of other forms of 

violence. One of the immediate barriers to disclosing is deciding who to tell.  

Given the many accounts of police trivialising criminal offences against women, health 

professionals spoke about the need to know which officers to report to, and importantly, who 

to avoid. 

The health professionals spoke of the effects of partner rape, reiterating what the women 

themselves told us. Their clients who had suffered partner rape were sometimes 

agoraphobic; were self-harming; often had low self-esteem; suffered from depression; and 

displayed feelings of suicide. Their sense of self was damaged.  

Like police, health professionals were very familiar with specialist services and ready to refer 

women to the kind of services best suited to their needs.  

It is frustrating to health professionals, as it is to police, that women stay with or return to the 

man who has raped them. However, they work hard to be objective, not placing their own 

values onto their clients. The workers stressed they are guided by the woman in her choice to 

report the crime and pursue charges or not. If a woman wants to report, workers see it as an 

important part of their work to discuss their options fully, and to give a realistic picture of 

how the legal system works; what is likely to happen during that process; and the statistical 

chance of a criminal prosecution. 

Health and community sector workers stated there would be benefits from training in partner 

rape, to understand the concept of it as a crime and the theory of how it plays out in 

womenõs reluctance to disclose or report or, sometimes, to leave a relationship. Workers 

need to be able to ask the questions, and to name rape so that doors are opened for 

women to begin to address it for themselves. They need to know where to refer women for 

specialist services. A readily achievable approach for GPs ð and other health sector workers 

ð would be a checklist to identify women at heightened risk of partner rape, much like 

doctors have now in regard to who is at risk of heart attack and what actions should be 

taken.  

Aboriginal women 

Seven of the health professionals had a direct role in working with Aboriginal women or 

communities.  

Four of these were Aboriginal themselves and spoke of recognising the discrimination 

against Aboriginal people from police and other figures of authority in mainstream society. 

One noted that racism affects their willingness to access health and community services. An 

historic distrust of police because of previous injustices and discrimination can prevent any 

thought of reporting partner rape. 

Aboriginal women spoke of workers treating them condescendingly because of a racial 

stereotype held by the worker. They felt they were not treated as a unique woman, worthy of 

respect. 

The health professionals spoke of an apparent acceptance of violence within some 

Aboriginal communities. The result is that women will not disclose that they have been raped 

by their partner to anyone. If they do, they may be blamed by other community members.  

An increased number of trusted Aboriginal workers and a different approach is required to 

work effectively with Aboriginal communities. 
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Rurality and complicity  

Complicity, rurality and patriarchy work together to tolerate ð if not nurture ð a culture of 

violence against women in isolated rural areas that is more pronounced than in provincial 

towns or metropolitan areas.
4

 Health professionals heard from women that police, ministers, 

nuns and doctors knew what was happening to them and did nothing.  

There were several accounts of police trying to dissuade women who had gone to them for 

help from taking action against the perpetrator of sexual violence against them, and 

suggesting the complaint was trivial. 

Health professionals spoke of women not knowing their rights, and indeed, of their not 

having rights in situations where the man ôruledõ or ôownedõ the wife. The role of a woman 

within such a family is well defined and not to be reshaped. It is, indeed, often shored up by 

attitudes in the local community. 

The lack of confidentiality in small towns has been well identified in this research. Women 

making a disclosure of partner rape would be identifiable and suffer recriminations as a 

result.  

The practical difficulties of distance and transport mean that services are few across much of 

the Goulburn Valley and north east Victoria. If women do not have a means of transport and 

the resources and autonomy to travel, there is little opportunity to access services or plan a 

way out of a violent relationship. The presence of guns on farms increases the danger.  

Counselling from CASA counsellor advocates and others is not as accessible for rural 

women ð or for workers to refer to. Police resources are sparser in rural areas. There are 

relatively fewer police officers and more restricted availability of officers from the Sexual 

Offences and Child Abuse Unit (SOCAU). Access to Forensic Medical Officer (FMO) 

services is limited and untimely.  

Conflict of interest is an issue for police in small rural areas, where they are known by 

virtually all the locals and move in the same social circles as some of them. When police 

resources are so limited that they attend an investigation alone, they are open to allegations 

of unprofessionalism. 

 

                                                 
4
 Professor Kerry Carrington, Chair of Sociology at the University of New England, in her keynote presentation to 

the SWCASA conference, ôSexual Assault: Awareness, Treatment and Prevention in a Rural Contextõ, 27.10.06. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Partner rape  ð know it exists  

As a first step, we need to raise awareness of partner rape through the media and give it 

airplay.  

Recommendation 1.1  Create public awareness of partner rape through the myriad forms of the 

media.  

Recommendation 1.2  Broaden the domestic violence media campaign, ôAustralia Says No to 

Violence Against Womenõ, to include partner rape scenarios and encourage 

women to seek support and to report. 

Recommendation 1.3  Train and encourage police to include questions about sexual violence when 

responding to domestic violence, to raise awareness in the community that 

violence against women is not tolerated. 

  

Name it as rape  

Our health professionals, religious leaders, police and legal sector workers need education 

informing them that partner rape is a crime, and ongoing professional development about 

how to help people affected by it. Naming it as ôrapeõ is valuable. Women told us they 

needed to hear the word. 

When I first started talking to my counsellor he said, ô[Kate], he was raping youõ. I said, 

ôThatõs how it felt but I could never say itõ. It was wrong and I thought I was a bad, sick 

person for thinking it was rape. (Kate) 

She said what heõd done was a crime. You need to hear that again. It sounds so silly. I 

considered myself to be reasonably intelligent person but I needed to hear that. 

(Victoria) 

Recommendation 2  Initiate and implement education strategies for health, religious and legal 

sector workers so they name partner rape and know how to deal with it 

constructively. 

  

Educate health professionals  and community members   

in how to respond to women presenting with experiences of partner rape 

Health professionals and community members can constructively respond to a woman they 

suspect may be suffering partner rape in just four steps: 

1. ASK:  Are you safe within your relationship? 

2. NAME IT:  What youõve just described to me is rape and itõs a crime. 

3. RESPOND:  Give contact details of the local CASA, Domestic Violence 

Service and Victoria Police SOCA Unit 

4. FOLLOW UP:  ôLast time you spoke about your safety. Iõd like to know how 

you are now.õ 
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Recommendation 3.1 Promote knowledge and use of the four steps amongst GPs, nurses, 

counsellors and other health professionals by dissemination to peak bodies 

and directly to organisations and individuals. 

Recommendation 3.2  Extend the domestic violence media campaign ôAustralia Says No to Violence 

Against Womenõ to include these four steps. 

Recommendation 3.3  Link domestic violence and sexual assault services to the computer-based 

referral system used by GPs and primary health care workers.  

Recommendation 3.4  Encourage domestic violence and sexual assault services to participate in the 

e-referral systems developing across the region. 

 

Hold men accountable  for partner rape  

Society needs to stop ignoring partner rape and finally hold men who rape their partners 

accountable for their criminal behaviour. They should be under no illusion that what they are 

doing is acceptable. It is irresponsible to allow conditions in which victim-survivors and their 

supporting friends and family are left to contemplate how to find justice. 

Women often do not want the man who was their partner ð and is often the father of their 

children ð to be imprisoned. They nevertheless want them to recognise their criminal 

behaviour and be held accountable for it in some way. 

My mother actually had a very serious discussion with me about killing my ex-husband, 

a very serious discussion about that. So that was quite scary. (Louise) 

Recommendation 4.1  Research and develop evidence-based interventions to use with individual 

men to stop their sexually abusive behaviour. 

Recommendation 4.2 Research and develop evidence-based strategies to change elements of the 

existing culture which uphold menõs sense of entitlement. 

Recommendation 4.3 Engage the Victorian Law Reform Commission to explore with women who are 

victims of partner rape the range of options that might be developed to hold 

men accountable. 

Recommendation 4.4  Prioritise partner rape cases in court case queues to reduce time delays.
5

 

Recommendation 4.5 Use video evidence taken at the time of complaint in court, so victims of 

partner rape are not re-traumatised by giving evidence personally and being 

cross-examined in court some months or years after the crime.
6

 

                                                 
5
 Work has begun on reducing time delays in having cases heard in court. The Magistratesõ Court of Victoria, the 

Victoria Police, the OPPõs Committals Advocacy section and the Specialist Sex Offences Unit implemented 

streamlined procedures in relation to committal hearings in the Magistratesõ Court in 2007. These included 

booking dates for committal hearings at an earlier stage, minimising extension applications and introducing more 

efficient processes in preparing and serving hand-up briefs. The OPP states, ôThese procedures have resulted in 

considerable time savings, fewer delays and a more effective use of the courtõs time.õ (Office of Public 

Prosecutions, Making a Difference, Annual Report 2006-7, p. 38.) 
6
 A Specialist Sex Offences Unit was launched on 26.4.2007 by Attorney-General, Rob Hulls, to provide a 

specialised, best-practice and proactive approach to prosecuting sex offences and supporting the victims of 

sexual assault. Part of this initiative involved changes to the law and court procedures, ôincluding making it easier 

for vulnerable witnesses to give evidence, including pre-recording the evidence of children and people with 

cognitive impairmentsõ. This model could be extended to victims of partner rape. 
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Prevent it  

As parents and as community members, we have a pivotal role in bringing up young men 

and young women to understand what makes a healthy relationship. We need to model it, 

we need to state it and we need to live it. This message needs to be reinforced in every 

institution, organisation and activity our children participate in. The message for children is 

simply about respect. 

To me itõs one of the worst crimes. Itõs swept under the carpet far too much. No-one 

wants to know about it é Women need to be better informed. It needs to be presented 

to them with a marriage certificate. (Amanda) 

You consent to be married. You are not consenting to be treated as a nothing. You 

donõt consent to be abused and trod on. (Janet) 

Recommendation 5.1  Incorporate into state-wide school curricula courses about safe relationships 

for children and young people. Adapt such courses for kindergarten children, 

and primary and secondary students.
7

  

Recommendation 5.2  Develop and deliver pre-marriage counselling courses which include 

information on womenõs rights within marriage and healthy relationships.  

Recommendation 5.3  Inform Child Protection Unit workers of strategies to further educate their 

clients about safe relationships. 

 

Increas e services to rural areas  

This research points to a stark deficit in police, health and community sector services for rural 

women experiencing partner rape. 

 It is easier in the city. Youõve got greater resources, more detectives, you always work 

two up, and bounce ideas off each other. Whereas here from 4pm or 5pm and on 

weekends thereõs only one on. Youõve always got SOCAU in Melbourne. Normally in 

Melbourne SOCAU would come and take the victim, they organise CASA, the medical 

through the forensic medical officer. Here you have to do that yourself, pick up 

exhibits, organise those things. In the city youõre trying to look after the scene. But here 

you do everything. There are lots of statements to be taken and up here, you tend to 

have to do that yourself, whereas in Melbourne with the big offices, you get a lot of 

help and support. (CIU officer) 

Recommendation 6.1  Increase services and resources in rural areas, specifically more: 

 Rural police officers 

 Rural SOCAU officers 

 Rural counselling services, particularly after hours 

 Rural telephone counselling 

 Trained Forensic Medical Officers or forensically trained nurses 

 Accessible rehabilitation programs for sexually violent men. 

                                                 
7
 For example: Womenõs Health Goulburn North East (2003) REAL Life: Relationship Education and Awareness 

for Life. Wangaratta: WHGNE. 
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INTRODUCTION 
During our research into women leaving violent situations, A Powerful Journey, we heard 

women speaking of being raped by their husband or partner. We could find very little 

existing research about this, particularly for rural and Aboriginal women, and very little on 

how workers respond.
8

 As far as we are aware, it seems that ours is the first Australian 

research to specifically target the experiences of rural women, Aboriginal women and 

partner rape. 

WHGNE and Upper Murray CASA formed a partnership to contribute to an evidence base 

on partner rape for rural women and fill a gap in our knowledge and understanding. The 

need for the research became more and more apparent as we realised our society does not 

recognise partner rape as a problem. We donõt talk about it. We donõt even name it as rape. 

As researchers, we encountered unease from people when we mentioned the research we 

were about to undertake. Women, in particular, said things like: 

Hmm, itõs such a grey area. 

Whatõs the line between rape and just getting it over and done with? 

You donõt feel like it, but you do it for him. 

Weõve all done it. 

Itõs just part of the compromise. 

As we spoke to women and workers, it became clear that what makes it rape is a culture of 

fear and control in the relationship; or knowing ôNoõ is not an option; or where consent is 

not gained. The law says itõs rape when there is no consent. 

The most startling thing we learned from women in this research is they perceive their 

partners donõt recognise their actions as rape ð even in the most stark circumstances. One 

woman had her back broken while being anally raped. Another thought she was going to 

die as her husband hit her around the head then held a pillow over her face while he raped 

her. Another didnõt care if the children were around when he raped his wife. Yet another 

raped his new bride of six weeks. 

We asked the women if they thought the men would recognise their actions as rape. Every 

one said he would not. When we asked why, they thought it was because he would think: 

Sheõs mine 

I married her 

Iõm entitled 

I work hard 

I can do what I want with her 

They see women as property and sex as their right. From other information the women gave 

us, we wondered if community leaders agreed. 

 ô[My church ministers] said to pray about it. It wasnõt just the rape, it was hitting  

and verbal abuse and theft and drugs. It was a text book abusive marriage. I said to 

them, òWhat if he kills me first?ó They said, òAt least youõll go to heavenó.õ 

                                                 
8
 Parkinson, D., Burns K., and Zara C. (2004) 
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ôI went to the doctor after I had my baby and youõre supposed to not have sex. I had 

had an emergency caesar and he couldnõt even wait for one week. It hurt so much. I 

told the doctor it was hurting. He said ð and my husband was right there ð the doctor 

said, òWomen are built for sex. It shouldnõt hurtó.õ 

 ô[Itõs basically] domestics with a bit of sex thrown iné. No, men would not call their 

actions rape, they would classify it as their right. If they had to be 100% honest theyõd 

say, ôI did take advantage of her but stuff it, sheõs my wife, itõs Saturday night éõ 

(Police officer) 

This research is particularly interested in rurality as a factor. Our findings suggested to us 

that increasing isolation means increased risk of violence for women. There is more 

opportunity for entrapment and monitoring and a greater prevalence of conservative 

attitudes towards gender roles.
9

 To exacerbate this, there are few support services for 

violence against women and sexual assault in rural and remote areas.  

A recent analysis of the 2005 ABS Personal Safety Survey data has found that there is, 

indeed, a direct correlation between increasing rurality and higher risk to personal safety.
10

 

The reverse is true for property crime. 

Terminology  of ôrapeõ and ôsexual assaultõ 

In this research, we have explicitly focussed on rape rather than broader sexual assault. 

CASA Forum (Victorian Centres Against Sexual Assault) defines ôsexual assaultõ this way: 

Sexual assault is any behaviour of a sexual nature that makes someone feel 

uncomfortable, frightened, intimidated or threatened. It is sexual behaviour that 

someone has not agreed to, where another person uses physical or emotional force 

against them. It can include anything from sexual harassment through to life 

threatening rape. Some of these acts are serious indictable crimes. Sexual assault is an 

abuse of power. Sexual assault is never the fault or responsibility of the 

victim/survivor.
11

      

The term ôsexual assaultõ is therefore, too broad for the point we wanted to make in this 

research. When we began this research, many interested people stated their opinion that the 

topic of partner rape is complex because sex within a relationship is private terrain and 

between two people.  Yet, the 1985 amendment to the Crimes Act 1958 saw the inclusion 

of sub-section 62(2) which states that ômarriage does not constitute, or raise any 

presumption of, consent by a person to an act of sexual penetration with another person or 

to an indecent assault ... by another personõ. 

Rape within marriage is no longer private terrain. The intention of this research is to 

unequivocally state this fact to the men who are raping their partners; to the women who feel 

they must submit; and to every person in our workforce and community who is complicit in 

allowing the misconception of ôprivate terrainõ to linger. Rape is a crime. Rape within 

marriage or an intimate relationship is a crime. 

When women were recruited for this research, the criteria for their acceptance as participants 

was that they were over 18, lived in the the Goulburn Valley and north east Victoria, and had 

                                                 
9
 Professor Kerry Carrington, Chair of Sociology at the University of New England, in her keynote presentation to 

the SWCASA conference, ôSexual Assault: Awareness, Treatment and Prevention in a Rural Context, 27.10.06. 

10
 ibid 

11
 http://www.casa.org.au/ (Accessed 8.5.08) 

http://www.casa.org.au/
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named their experience as rape. The reason for this approach is that using  the word 'rape' 

provided boundaries to the scope of the work and allowed clear definitions to be used.  

However, between the legal definition of rape and mutual consensual sex, there are other 

'grey' areas that would be difficult to sustain as rape in the legal definition but are coercive, 

abusive and damaging. Clearly, these need to be challenged as well.  

How common is rape in marriage  and committed relationships?  

We cannot answer this question definitively because no sound Australia-wide (or even 

Victoria-wide) survey has been conducted.  

The 2005 Personal Safety Survey (ABS) tells us that 0.4% of Australian women have 

experienced rape by a current partner at some time since the age of 15, and 0.12% within 

the previous 12 months.
12

 It seems miniscule. (See ABS Table 1 and Notes in Appendices 1 and 

2.) 

Yet, Australiaõs road toll in 2003 was 1,633. This is 0.008% of the Australian population. 

The 12-month figure for partner rape is 15 times the road toll rate. As a society, we care 

about the road toll and our governments invest comprehensively in a multi-layered approach 

to reducing the road toll.  

We should be deeply concerned at rates of partner rape 15 times the road toll.  

Furthermore, we believe strongly that the ABS 2005 statistics are a gross under-estimate for 

the following reasons: 

 With very little advertising (once in rural newspapers and word of mouth from service 

providers) there was no difficulty in attracting participants for this research. In fact, we 

reluctantly had to turn women away because we had reached our preferred sample size. 

 Four of the 23 health and community workers interviewed for this research project 

mentioned it had happened to them personally. 

 A therapist bound by professional confidentiality stated to us that this is a very common 

problem in her practice and greatly under-recognised within her field and within society.  

 17 of the 23 workers interviewed stated they were not afraid to open discussions about 

partner rape with their clients and that it was very common to hear of such experiences. 

 Women under-report rape ð both formally and informally. The four women who reported 

rape by their partner to police at the time of the rape, stated they were no better off for 

having done that. (Two women reported it years later but the offences occurred prior to 

1985 so no action could be taken.) Five women reported physical abuse to police and 

purposely did not mention the rapes. The other ten women said they would not report it 

to police, some quoting treatment received by women in high profile cases.
13

 Police 

themselves spoke of the burden of proof preventing partner rape cases getting to court. 

On an informal level, women mostly do not speak about partner rape. More than half 

our sample did not seek help from anyone when they were experiencing partner rape. 

                                                 
12

 Only people over 18 were included in the ABS sample, but were asked about their experiences since the age of 

15. 
13

 For example, the Geoff Clark trial in 2006-7. 
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Problems in existing research findings  

The ABS Personal Safety Survey (2005) is the best attempt, but has limitations:
14

 

 It excluded remote Australians from the survey;
 15

 excluded assaults that were more than 

20 years ago (for sexual violence ôsince the age of 15õ);
 16

 aggregated sexual violence 

with threats of sexual assault; and did not explain if ôformer partnerõ means he was a 

current partner at the time of the assault or was a former partner at the time of the 

assault.
 

 

A number of research projects have been conducted but they vary in methodology and none 

have been comprehensive. Problems with other studies that prevent any sound 

understanding of the prevalence of partner rape include: 

 For various studies, sample sizes and questions asked differed; and different definitions 

were used, for example, of ôpartnerõ, ôrapeõ and ôsexual violenceõ.
17 

 Studies have tended to either include sexual violence within family violence, or include 

child sexual abuse.
18 

 The International Violence Against Women Survey (IVAWS) stated it is difficult to capture 

the prevalence of partner rape due to women being reluctant to disclose or report.
19

  

 What are the Australian research findings?  

The end result of these variations and problems means that Australian research findings vary 

from estimates of around 0.4% to 10% of Australian women experiencing partner rape. For 

example:  

 The Australian Longitudinal Study on Womenõs Health in 1998 found that 4.3% of 

respondents aged 45ð50 had experiences of sexual abuse by their former or current 

partner.
20 

 The 1996 Womenõs Safety Survey (ABS) found that 10% of women who had ever been in 

a relationship disclosed an incident of sexual violence in a previous relationship.
21

 

Unfortunately, the 2005 Personal Safety Survey (ABS) did not allow a direct comparison. 

What we can state from the 2005 data, though, is that 4.1% of Australian women over 

18 experienced an incident of sexual violence since the age of 15 from a former partner, 

and 0.4% from a current partner.
22

 (Commissioned ABS Table 1 in Appendix 1 confirms 

                                                 
14

 Sample size is 11,800 females and 4,500 males 

15
 ABS, 2005, 4906.0 p. 43 

16
 ôépeople who experienced violence were asked to focus on the most recent incident and provide more 

detailed information about that incident. If the most recent incident occurred more than 20 years ago, detailed 

information was not collected due to difficulties associated with recalling the incidentõ  

17
 Heenan, 2004, p.3, p. 13; Cook & Bessant, 1997, p. 13.  

18
 Heenan, 2004, p.3, p. 13; Cook & Bessant, 1997, p. 13. 

19
 Mouzos and Makki, 2004 p. 2 

20
 Australian Longitudinal Study on Womenõs Health (2002) Data book for the 1998 Phase 2 survey of the Mid-

age Cohort (47-52 years). Newcastle: The Research Centre for Gender and Health, University of NSW, p. 19. 

Parker 2001, p. 189 cited in Heenan, 2004, p. 12. (Calculations: Sample 14,100, 36.6% = 5160 women. 

26.9% agreed to follow up = 1388. 60% stated sexual assault = 832. Partner was perpetrator in 73% of these 

= 607 women. This is 4.3% of sample.) 

21
 ABS, 4128.0 - Women's Safety Australia, 1996. (Accessed 23.4.2008) 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/5e3ac7411e37881aca2568b0007afd16/b62deb3ac52a2574ca25

68a900139340!OpenDocument 

22
 Of the total of 1,469,500 Australian women estimated by the ABS (in Table 1, Appendix 1) to have 

experienced an incident of sexual violence since the age of 15, 21.7% was from a former partner and 2.1% from 

a current partner. The total of 21.7% would equal 318,881 women or 4.1% of Australian women over 18. The 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/5e3ac7411e37881aca2568b0007afd16/b62deb3ac52a2574ca2568a900139340!OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/5e3ac7411e37881aca2568b0007afd16/b62deb3ac52a2574ca2568a900139340!OpenDocument
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the figure for sexual violence by a current partner since the age of 15 as 30,800 or 

0.4% of the Australian adult female population.
23

) 

 Looking just at current partner sexual violence, a comparison reveals that findings from 

the 2005 Personal Safety Survey (ABS) and the earlier 1996 ABS Womenõs Safety Survey 

vary considerably. The 2005 data gives a figure of 30,800 women who experienced 

sexual violence by a current partner ôsince the age of 15õ.
24

 The comparable 1996 figure 

is 43,900 by a current partner ôat some time during the relationshipõ.
25

 

 This 2005 figure of 30,800 represents approximately 0.4% of all Australian women over 

18 experiencing sexual violence by a current partner. 

 The 2005 Personal Safety Survey (ABS) indicates that 0.12% of Australian women 

suffered sexual violence in the past 12 months from their current partner. The number of 

women is estimated to be 9,200.
26

 Research that asks women for a current picture of 

their experience with sexual violence is most likely to gather data that underestimates the 

extent of partner rape. This concept is explored further in this report. 

 See Appendix 1 for analysis of this 2005 ABS data and Appendix 3 for Literature Review.  

 What are the i nternational research findings?  

An international research review in 1999 indicated that between 10% and 30% of women 

reported sexual violence by an intimate partner.
27

 The most recent and comprehensive study, 

the 2004 ôInternational Violence Against Women Surveyõ, reported 34% of Australian 

women experienced sexual violence across their lifetime and 4% during the last 12 months.
28

 

Interestingly, there is a variance in stated male violence across cultures as the World Health 

Organisation reported in 2005 that 6% of women in Japan experienced sexual violence by 

partners compared to 59% of Ethiopian women.
29

  

These international figures may indicate that violence is culturally bound. This finding gives 

hope because if menõs violence is the result of social construction, it is therefore open to be 

constructed differently. Society can change what we value about masculinity and reduce our 

tolerance for aggression. The cultural differences are relevant, too, for our consideration of 

rurality and partner rape, as rural masculinity has been constructed differently from other 

masculinities.
30

  

A sociological explanation  

It is noted above that the International Violence Against Women Survey (IVAWS) stated it is 

difficult to capture the prevalence of partner rape due to women being reluctant to disclose 

or report.
31

 

                                                                                                                                               
total of 2.1% would equal 30,839 women or 0.4% of Australian women over 18. (Australian female population 

over 18 = 7,693,100 from Personal Safety Survey in Appendix 1, p. 46). ABS advised that numbers should not 

be compiled as they are separate categories (23.4.2008). 

23
 30,800 x 100 divided by female population over 18 of 7,693,100 = 0.4% 

24
 See Appendix 1, Table 1. 

25
 http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/B62DEB3AC52A2574CA2568A900139340 (17.4.07) 

26
 This figure has a relative standard error of 25-50% 

27
 WHO 1999, cited in WHO 2005 

28
 Sample = 6,677 IVAWS, 2004, p. 38 

29
 WHO 2005, p. 6 . Sample size = 24,000 

30
 Pease, Bob, in his keynote presentation to the SWCASA conference, ôSexual Assault: Awareness, Treatment and 

Prevention in a Rural Contextõ, 27.10.06. 

31
 Mouzos and Makki,2004 p. 2. 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/B62DEB3AC52A2574CA2568A900139340
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Our research participants told us, with hindsight, that denial or non-recognition of the rape 

served as a survival strategy. If they had recognised it as rape, they could not have managed 

their situation. Some excused the behaviour of their partners ð even the most brutal rapes ð 

as a consequence of being married to him, ôIt was his rightõ. As a result, the way women 

complete surveys would be inaccurate. A legal interpretation would state that rape was 

occurring because consent was absent, and yet the women were interpreting their rape as 

something their partner had a right to, until the benefit of hindsight told them otherwise. 

This standpoint is supported by the 2005 ABS data which examines sexual violence by 

perpetrator type. Of women experiencing sexual violence ôSince the age of 15õ, 21.7% was 

by a previous partner.
 32

 This is ten times the figure for current partner, of 2.1%. The distance 

of time from the end of the relationship allowed women completing the survey to identify that 

their partnersõ actions were rape.  

Our interpretation that partner rape is under-reported at the time it is happening is further 

supported by the ABS 2005 data which estimates that only one in four women who have 

experienced acts of sexual violence since the age of 15 by their current partners perceive 

these acts to be a crime.
33

 (This figure A similar pattern exists with categories of ôBoyfriends, 

Girlfriends or Datesõ and ôFamily or Friendõ with only about half the women perceiving the 

sexual violence to be a crime.  

The reverse is also true. Where the perpetrator fell in categories of ôPrevious Partnerõ, 

ôStrangerõ, and ôOther known personõ, more women perceived the sexual violence incident 

to be a crime than not. The obsolete notion of conjugal rights appears to influence women 

as well.  

The statistics support our findings in this qualitative research, that women are forgiving of 

people they love or are committed to, and reluctant to think that a partner, boyfriend, family 

member or friend would commit a crime of sexual violence against them. In the interviews, 

women told us that it was not until they were no longer in the relationship and sometimes not 

until many years later that they had the perspective to recognise they were being raped within 

their relationship. While they were in the relationship, they struggled to make sense of what 

was happening to them, and were caught in our societyõs demand to make the marriage 

work. Whilst in the relationship, they minimised the rapes, they blamed themselves, or they 

feared even worse consequences if they didnõt comply. The rapes we heard about were 

unpredictable and unpreventable. Some occurred in front of children. The nature of the 

violence ð being raped by your own husband or partner ð is such that women said they 

could not talk to family or friends about it. The rapes often included anal rape, rape with 

objects ð acts they were ashamed of, although they had no option to refuse them. It was only 

after leaving the relationship that women could see they had been violated by the man who 

was meant to love them. 

 Best guess  

ôIt would be one in a million, wouldnõt it?õ a police officer with 35 years experience asked us 

during a focus group.  

Our sense is that the number of women who have experienced rape by their partner is many 

times the number given in the ABS. 

Perhaps the best guess is the low end of the International studies (10%) and the high end of 

the Australian studies (10%). This estimate means one in ten Australian women suffers at 
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 See Table 1 in Appendix 1. 
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 See Table 2 in Appendix 1. A total of 242,000 divided by 54,000 = 4.48.  
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some time in her life from rape by her partner, a crime punishable by up to 25 years 

imprisonment.  

This research starkly reports that women are suffering rape where they are unlawfully 

detained; where they fear for their lives; where they have grievous physical injury; where they 

are forced to participate in acts they regard as perverse acts. Twenty years ago men could 

rape their wives with impunity. They were entitled. The law was changed in 1985 but it seems 

from these accounts that attitudes of many men and women in the community, and the 

attitudes of some workers in legal and health sectors, have not changed.  

Considering all the evidence presented above, we have no reservations in suggesting that at 

least one in ten Australian women have this crime ð punishable by 25 years imprisonment ð 

committed against them. Like our research participants, they have no-one to tell and 

nowhere to go.  

Of the 21 women we interviewed, only six sought help from anyone at the time of the rapes. 

It is a profound failure of our society that 15 of the women felt they could not tell anyone.  

The legal definition of ôrapeõ and ôconsentõ 

Section 38 of the Crimes Act 1958 defines rape:
34

 

38. Rape 

(1) A person must not commit rape. 

 

Penalty: Level 2 imprisonment (25 years maximum). 

 

(2) A person commits rape if ð  

(a) he or she intentionally sexually penetrates another person without that 

person's consent ð 

(i) while being aware that the person is not consenting or might not be 

consenting; or 

(ii) while not giving any thought to whether the person is not consenting or might 

not be consenting; or 

(b) after sexual penetration he or she does not withdraw from a person who is 

not consenting on becoming aware that the person is not consenting or might 

not be consenting. 

 (3) A person (the offender) also commits rape if he or she compels a person 

(a) to sexually penetrate the offender or another person, irrespective of whether 

the person being sexually penetrated consents to the act; or 

(b) who has sexually penetrated the offender or another person, not to cease 

sexually penetrating the offender or that other person, irrespective of whether the 

person who has been sexually penetrated consents to the act. 

                                                 
34

  Version No. 197, Crimes Act 1958, No. 6231 of 1958 , Version incorporating amendments as at 19 March 

2008 
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(4) For the purposes of sub-section (3), a person compels another person (the victim) 

to engage in a sexual act if the person compels the victim (by force or otherwise) to 

engage in that act ð  

(a) without the victim's consent; and 

(b) while ð 

(i) being aware that the victim is not consenting or might not be consenting; or 

(ii) not giving any thought to whether the victim is not consenting or might not be 

consenting. 

38A. Compelling sexual penetration 

(1) A person must not compel another person to take part in an act of sexual 

penetration. 

Penalty: Level 2 imprisonment (25 years maximum). 

(2) A person (the offender) compels another person (the victim) to take part in an act 

of sexual penetration if 

(a) the offender compels the victim to introduce (to any extent) an object or a 

part of his or her body into his or her own anus or, in the case of a female 

victim, her own vagina, other than in the course of a procedure carried out in 

good faith for medical or hygienic purposes; or 

(b) the offender compels the victim to take part in an act of bestiality within the 

meaning of section 59. 

(3) For the purposes of sub-section (2), a person compels another person (the victim) 

to take part in an act of sexual penetration if the person compels the victim (by force 

or otherwise) to engage in that act: 

(a) without the victim's consent; and 

(b) while ð 

(i) being aware that the victim is not consenting or might not be consenting; or 

(ii) not giving any thought to whether the victim is not consenting or might not be 

consenting. 

 Section 36 of the Crimes Act 1958 defines consent: 

Meaning of consent [i] 

For the purposes of Subdivisions (8A) to (8D) "consent" means free agreement. 

Circumstances in which a person does not freely agree to an act include the following ð  

(a) the person submits because of force or the fear of force to that person or 

someone else; 

(b) the person submits because of the fear of harm of any type to that person or 

someone else; 

(c) the person submits because she or he is unlawfully detained; 

(d) the person is asleep, unconscious, or so affected by alcohol or another drug 

as to be incapable of freely agreeing; 
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(e) the person is incapable of understanding the sexual nature of the act; 

(f) the person is mistaken about the sexual nature of the act or the identity of the 

person; 

(g) the person mistakenly believes that the act is for medical or hygienic 

purposes. 

 Sub-section 62(2) of the Crimes Act 1958 states:  

The existence of a marriage does not constitute, or raise any presumption of, consent by a 

person to an act of sexual penetration with another person or to an indecent assault (with or 

without aggravating circumstances) by another person. (The Crimes (Amendment) Act 1985 

s 10) 

Section 35 of the Crimes Act 1958 defines sexual penetration: 

"Sexual penetration" means 

(a) the introduction (to any extent) by a person of his penis into the  

vagina, anus or mouth of another person, whether or not there is emission of 

semen; or 

(b) the introduction (to any extent) by a person of an object or a part of his or 

her body (other than the penis) into the vagina or anus of another person, other 

than in the course of a procedure carried out in good faith for medical or 

hygienic purposes; 

 Section 37 of the Crimes Act 1958 gives jury directions on consent: 

37 Jury directions s. 37 

 (1) If relevant to the facts in issue in a proceeding the judge must direct 

the jury on the matters set out in sections 37AAA and 37AA. 

 (2) A judge must not give to a jury a direction of a kind referred to in 

section 37AAA or 37AA if the direction is not relevant to the facts in issue in the 

proceeding. 

 (3) A judge must relate any direction given to the jury of a kind referred 

to in section 37AAA or 37AA toñ 

 (a) the facts in issue in the proceeding; and 

 (b) the elements of the offence being tried in respect of which the 

direction is givenñ 

so as to aid the jury's comprehension of the direction. 

 37AAA Jury directions on consent 

For the purposes of section 37, the matters relating to consent on which the 

judge must direct the jury areñ 

 (a) the meaning of consent set out in section 36; 
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 (b) that the law deems a circumstance specified in section 36 to be a 

circumstance in which the complainant did not consent; 

 (c) that if the jury is satisfied beyond reasonable doubt that a 

circumstance specified in section 36 exists in relation to the complainant, the 

jury must find that the complainant was not consenting; 

 (d) that the fact that a person did not say or do anything to indicate free 

agreement to a sexual act at the time at which the act took place is enough to 

show that the act took place without that person's free agreement; 

 (e) that the jury is not to regard a person as having freely agreed to a 

sexual act just because ñ 

 (i) she or he did not protest or physically resist; or 

 (ii) she or he did not sustain physical injury; or 

 (iii) on that or an earlier occasion, she or he freely agreed to engage in 

another sexual act (whether or not of the same type) with that person, or a 

sexual act with another person. 

 37AA Jury directions on the accused's awareness 

For the purposes of section 37, if evidence is led or an assertion is made that 

the accused believed that the complainant was consenting to the sexual act, the 

judge must direct the jury that in considering whether the prosecution has 

proved beyond reasonable doubt that the accused was aware that the 

complainant was not consenting or might not have been consenting, the jury 

must consider ñ 

 (a) any evidence of that belief; and 

 (b) whether that belief was reasonable in all the relevant circumstances 

having regard to ñ 

 (i) in the case of a proceeding in which the jury finds that a 

circumstance specified in section 36 exists in relation to the complainant, 

whether the accused was aware that that circumstance existed in relation to the 

complainant; and 

 (ii) whether the accused took any steps to ascertain whether the 

complainant was consenting or might not be consenting, and if so, the nature of 

those steps; and 

 (iii) any other relevant matters. 

Definition of ôpartnerõ 

The following definitions are taken from the Version No. 197, Crimes Act 1958, No. 6231 

of 1958, Version incorporating amendments as at 19 March 2008.
35

 

35  Definitions. s. 35 

 (1) In Subdivisions (8A) to (8G)ñ 

                                                 
35

 Page 41. 
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de facto spouse means a person who is living with a person of the opposite sex 

as if they were married although they are not; 

domestic partner of a person means a person to whom the person is not married 

but with whom the person is living as a couple on a genuine domestic basis 

(irrespective of gender). 

In the ABS data, current partner includes both married and de facto relationships. If the 

incident occurred while the person was dating a person they later married, the perpetrator of 

the incident would have been described as boyfriend/girlfriend or date.  

Previous partner includes both married and de facto relationships. The term includes a 

partner at the time of the incident, from whom a person is now separated; and a partner a 

person was no longer living with at the time of the incident. (In our sample of 21 women, all 

except two women were living with their partner at the time of the rapes. One was legally 

separated at the time and one was not living with her partner at the time.) 

 Aim of the research  

The aim of the research is to understand the effect of intimate partner rape on women living 

in rural and remote communities and to offer an insight into improving service system 

responses to women experiencing intimate partner rape. Specifically: 

(1) To compile and analyse first hand accounts of womenõs experiences of rape within 

intimate relationships and its effects on their lives, focusing on: 

 the difficulties women face in naming their experience of sexual violence by a partner as 

rape 

 understanding how they understand and manage it 

 the impact of rape within an intimate relationship on womenõs health and wellbeing  

 womenõs experience of health services, the domestic violence sector and sexual assault 

workers in respect to intimate partner rape 

 (2) To compile and analyse interviews with workers who respond to intimate partner rape, 

focusing on: 

 if there is a reluctance on their part to acknowledge the rape 

 if they address it specifically as a discrete issue 

 if they treat it as a serious and criminal act 

 referral pathways 

 Methodology  

The initial plan was to interview 10 women and 10 workers. However, there was a strong 

response to efforts to recruit participants, leading to a substantial increase in sample size. 

This increase was approved by the Ethics Committee. We have, in fact, reluctantly turned 

away five eligible women.  

The final sample consists of: 

 21 women from a range of settings including main rural centres, small towns and farms. 

The age range was between 27 and 70 with a median age of 51. Four women were 
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Aboriginal. One woman married an Aboriginal man and lived in his community for 11 

years; two women migrated to Australia in their early 20s. 

 23 workers (from domestic violence, sexual assault, health, community and police 

sectors including workers with the Indigenous community); and  

 30 police officers (from Sexual Offences and Child Abuse Unit, Criminal Investigation 

Unit, and uniformed police). 

 

Recruitment occurred through women self-selecting by responding to local newspaper 

advertisements; and through front line service providers handing women a flyer with our 

contact details. We advertised only once in newspapers, and flyers were available for women 

from selected workers for only a few weeks. Such service providers included domestic 

violence workers, counsellors, police, GPs and refuge workers. This process was in place to 

minimise coercion for women to participate. To be eligible, women had to be aged over 18; 

have lived in a rural area when they had their experience of partner rape; and have named 

their experience as rape.  

For five women, the rapes were recent ð one case was before the courts and another woman 

was considering taking her case to court. For another three women, the rapes occurred 

within the past five years. Although the experience of partner rape for the other 13 women 

occurred more than five years ago, the impact was still raw. All 21 women currently reside in 

the Goulburn Valley and north east Victoria. Five women who faced particular barriers to 

participation were reimbursed for mileage or for other expenses associated with attending 

interviews. 

Consultations have been through individual in-depth, semi-structured interviews with all 21 

women, with 12 workers and with 10 police officers.  

The workers and police were invited by telephone to participate. Three small focus groups 

were held with workers (total of 11 participants), and three focus groups with police (total of 

20 officers). Interviews took approximately 90 minutes and were held at a time and place of 

each participantõs choice. (See Appendix 4 for Interview Schedules). The consultation matrix 

below gives details. 

Consultation matrix for workers  

 DV and 

Sexual 

Assault 

workers 

Community 

health, 

hospitals, 

GPs, health 

Indigenous 

organisation 

Totals 

Individual 5 7  12 

Focus 

group 

1  

(5 participants) 

1 

(3 participants) 

1 

(3 participants) 

11 

Totals 10 10 3 23 

*Seven workers had a direct role working with Aboriginal communities  
(including the 3 workers from an Indigenous organisation). 
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 Consultation matrix for police  

  SOCAU CIU Gen Totals 

Police focus group Seymour   10 10 

Police focus group Wangaratta   6 6 

Police focus group Shepparton   4 4 

GV Police individual interviews 2 4  6 

NE Police individual interviews 2 2  4 

 Totals 4 6 20 30 

 

When women contacted our service in response to advertisements or to the information 

sheet handed to them by service providers, they were advised verbally about the project, and 

were posted the written Explanatory Statement and Consent Form along with confirmation of 

their interview time and place. At the start of the interview, the researcher went through both 

the Explanatory Statement and Consent Form with the participant. They were asked to sign 

the consent form, and reminded that they could withdraw from the research at any time up 

until they have approved the notes from their own interview. 

Two workers attended each interview ð one to conduct the interview and maintain eye 

contact, and the other to take notes. The presence of two people increased the validity of the 

coding, and in fact, was required by Ethics Committee in consideration of safety issues for 

participants. Once written up, the notes were returned to each woman and worker for 

verification. Each woman and worker was advised again that she had the right to amend, 

alter or remove any of the information she had given, or to withdraw completely from the 

research.  

At the beginning of the interview, each woman and worker was advised that she had the 

right to request post-research debriefing, and the options for this, (for example, with their 

CASA counsellor or with a private counsellor paid by the research collaboration). Each 

woman was given this choice. Prior arrangements were made to ensure counsellors were 

aware this may be required within a day or two of the interview. Participants had the option 

of telephone contact with CASA counsellors any time and face-to-face counselling by 

arrangement. Upper Murray CASA undertook to offer as immediate a response as possible.  

De-briefing was offered to the research team in the same way. 

The women and workers were given a copy of their own information (the notes from the 

interview) and asked to check it for any changes or amendments. If they felt the information 

may compromise their confidentiality beyond what they considered reasonable, details could 

be changed while keeping the integrity of the learnings OR the women and workers were 

advised they could withdraw their information from the research. None opted to do this. 

Feminist analysis of violence against women led us to engage in this work and we took a 

Grounded Theory approach. Grounded theory is a combination of theoretical sampling and 

thematic analysis developed by Glaser and Strauss. Theoretical sampling is where 

participants are selected to be part of the sample on the basis of the need to fill out 

particular concepts or theoretical points. Thematic analysis is the identification of themes 
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through a careful reading and rereading of the data. The methodology is inductive, building 

up concepts and theories from the data. 

Ethics approval was obtained from The Centreõs Research Ethics Committee, registered with 

the NHMRC, and from the Victoria Police Research Coordinating Committee.  

 Participation in research  ð harmful or helpful?  

With a subject such as this, there are ethical concerns to ensure women are not re-

traumatised by their participation. Safeguards were put in place as described above, 

including having two researchers present and having access within a day or so to 

professional counsellors for women to debrief. However, our firm belief is that participation 

in this research was valuable to women. A number described the value to them in the course 

of the interview, although no question was asked in this regard.  

One woman described seeing the advertisement or the flyer and thinking, ôItõs about timeõ. 

Women wanted to contribute to the research to help on three levels ð to raise public 

awareness; to help others; and to contribute to their own recovery. For some, the interview 

was an opportunity to open up to others, initially the researchers, and then to others close to 

them. It took courage to attend and it was an important appointment for women. For their 

own healing, it helped them articulate out loud what had happened, sometimes for the first 

time.  

It was the first time I was able to be more explicit in details as the words would not 

come out of my mouth, no matter how much I wanted it because I was so afraid no-

one would believe me. My mother didnõt when I was fifteen. (Victoria) 

All the women wanted to instigate change so that other women will not have to go through 

what they had. This research contributes to an emerging public discourse on partner rape. 

Women wanted to be part of this to ensure women in 20 years understand their rights and 

can recognise partner rape in their own lives. Through the wisdom gained through their 

experience ð whether one encounter or a sustained assault ð they wanted to advise other 

women to leave a partner who rapes them. The passage of time has allowed them a clear 

analysis of what went on. They wanted other women to know what partner rape is at the 

outset of a relationship ð just as they know what stranger rape is. 

Iõm glad youõre doing [this research], I really am. Thereõs a huge need ... Iõm really 

glad youõre doing it. And hopefully along the way you can help people get out é and 

be free é Iõm passionate about this coming [out into the public realm]. (Louise) 

When I read your leaflet at the counsellorõs office, I thought, ôIõm definitely in on thatõ. 

Itõs the only thing Iõve got left now ð to help someone else. (Janet) 

I hope this will all help others ... I hope 20 years from now it will be all out there [and 

that]  by going through these processes like this research, it will help. (Anne) 

Iõd like to look at myself and be strong and do talks to other people. I want to look 

back and say I was there and now Iõm here and I want to help others. (Kate) 

I think this is why, when I saw your notice in the paper, I read the article, and I was 

interested because of this advice that I have for people. (Marcia) 

Itõs really difficult because in many ways I want to yell it from the mountain top. This 

happened to me. I need to condense it and tidy it up in my head so I can present it to 

somewhere more constructive. (Victoria) 
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WOMENôS ACCOUNTS OF RAPE 
Many people think of partner rape as a grey area, an issue that is too personal, too 

subjective, too fraught with complication. Something that is private between two people in a 

relationship.  

It is important to start with the womenõs experiences so we have an understanding of what 

partner rape is. The stories of the 21 women in our sample leave no doubt ð this is rape and 

it is a crime. Pseudonyms have been used to enhance anonymity. 

Anne works as a health professional. She was married at 30 years of age, and has one 

child. She left the marriage five years ago after six years.  

ôThe rape happened several times. It was all through my marriage. It was all through the 

time before I was married. Thatõs certainly not pleasant and when [he] used to tie me up, itõs 

just not normal. Itõs not the beautiful loving relationships that your parents speak about. You 

sit there thinking, òOK what have I done wrong?ó Itõs not necessarily that youõve done 

something wrong as much as them.  

ôIt used to hurt like hell. Particularly when I had cancer and it was growing. Iõd end up in 

tears but it didnõt matter. He didnõt care. He was with me when I was diagnosed with cancer. 

I presume he used to know it hurté He must have known. I donõt know. I donõt understand 

how you donõt know your partnerõs crying. That sheõs in a lot of pain. I donõt understand that 

é I had wine dripped into my vagina. I had wax poured on me é  

ôIt was extremely painful. It was humiliating and not having control, being powerless. There 

was a lot of physical abuse. There was manipulation and control happening by him. I guess 

for me [I recognised it was rape] in reflecting back. I knew things were not right at the time 

but just at the moment Iõm going through a process of annulment through the church. Going 

back over it just when you look at it a bit more, itõs so emotional from the side and you talk 

to others and it sits there and says this is what it is.õ 

 Louise is a professional woman, working at management level. She was married for six 

years from 20 years of age. She left the marriage when her parents ôkidnappedõ her and her 

two children to take them home. 

ôI was 20 years old and a new mother and knew nothing, really knew nothing about life and 

I lived a thousand miles away from my family. 

ôWell, it actually happened because my daughter was born, and it was only four weeks after 

my daughter was born that he did that. I went for my post-natal check up in my sixth week 

and it was actually my gynaecologist who said to me when he did an examination, he 

actually ð I remember him quite vividly standing at the end of the table ð and he stepped 

back and he just went òOh, my Godó and he looked at me and he didnõt know quite what to 

say. And I remember the look on his face and he was a gynaecologist, and he said to me 

òWhat has happened here?ó and I said, òI donõt know what youõre talking aboutó, because 

my husband was out in the waiting room. And he said, òI need you to tell me whatõs been 

going on hereó, and I said, I donõt know what youõre talking aboutõ. And he said, òYou are 

[cut] from every angle right through your vagina, right through the outer layers ð you look 

like youõve been attacked with a razor blade. Youõve got over at least two hundred open 

woundsó, and he said òWhatõs been going on?ó And I said, òI donõt know what youõre 

talking aboutó. And with that he said ð I think he offered to help, Iõm not quite sure but I was 

just so terrified ð and he just said òIõll give you somethingó. And I said to him òThe pain is 

unbearable. I canõt tell you, the pain is unbearableó.  
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ôIt happened continuously from the fourth week after I had my daughter. He raped me four 

times in those two weeks and then continuously for four years. My son was conceived that 

way. 

ôWhen he was raping me I remember my eyes rolling back in my head because I thought I 

was going to pass out with the pain ð so I remember that quite vividly. And I remember we 

were living in an army house and there were concrete floors in the toilet and the only place I 

could get away from him was in the toilet and so I used to sneak out and I used to sit naked 

on the concrete to try to soothe the pain because the pain was that bad é the coldness 

would take away the burning.õ 

 Monique was in a relationship with her partner for 12 months before he showed any 

signs of violence. He raped her on her 27
th

 birthday a year ago. She left two weeks later 

when she was able to escape from him. 

ôI was in a relationship with him and heõd shown no sign before é You could see love in his 

eyes before and that night there was just nothing. 

ôI didnõt know what to think of it. To see your friend, to feel for him, to know him one way 

and then theyõre not your friend no more. Iõd been with him for a year and no sign of this. I 

got told to stay in the room. I wasnõt allowed out of his room, had to stay there. It was only 

that morning that it happened, and the night before on my birthday. Good birthday it was. I 

turned 27. Iõm 28 this year. It was last year. I didnõt stay in the relationship after thatéAt the 

time I was spun out more than anything because he was my only friend. He was my man but 

he was my friend. He was my only friend. It was my birthday and I was going to leave [to go 

out and celebrate] and he didnõt want me to. So I sat down in the park and he started 

getting nasty and held me down, latched onto my face with his teeth, and he said, òFucking 

lay down and take it and I'm having some and Iõm gonna take itó, and thatõs what he told 

me. I say, òNo youõre notó, and we ended up in a big fight, but he was stronger than me. He 

beat me é  

ôWell I woke up with him down my throat. I was passed out and woke choking on him. I 

jumped up and tried to leave and he dragged me back by my hair. 

ôWhen I finally got away and got to the train station two weeks later, he came down and 

tried to stab me seven times. Three fellas walked over and he took off. The train conductor 

put me on a different coach to the one my ticket was booked on. I got on the train to Sydney 

just to get away.õ 

 Fraser is a teacher who was married for ten years and had two children to her husband. 

ô[I named it as rape] when it became non-consensual. It was not two people agreeing in the 

moment leading into sex and love. It was when it became his wants as opposed to needs 

taking over to the point where I didnõt like what was going on. I didnõt feel like sex of any 

sort, it was non-consensual so it became rape and then it moved up another notch and 

became anal. It was totally abhorrent to me. I felt totally disgusting and degraded. Part of 

the emotional side was that the reason he insisted on anal sex as opposed to normal rape 

was that my vagina was so big having had a child. I thought, òYou prickó.  

ôIt was clear [it was rape] when it became the anal rape, because even though it started 

because he wanted to try it, I told him, òI really didnõt like that so we wonõt go there againó. 

Over time it became more and more frequent to the point where I had no say in it. It was a 

physical restraint and òIõm frigging well doing it whether you like it or notó. Iõm thinking this is 

totally non-consensual, this is unacceptable. He knows I donõt like it and to be restrained it 

puts it in the straight out category of rape. If youõre being bear hugged from behind and you 
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donõt have much room to escape, the only way is to try and arch yourself away, and thatõs 

how I did my back. I popped one of the vertebrae in my spine. Even that [injury to my back] 

didnõt make it stop. Thatõs when I knew I had to get out. When it became that I was 

physically restrained and he was going to do what he was going to do irrespective of my 

thoughts, my feelings, my physical acceptance of it ð apart from the emotional side.õ 

 Laura was married for 15 years with four children. 

ôI know at one time I felt I was very lucky to be alive because I said no to sex. He was 

drinking and I just said no. I had a pillow placed over my face and held there while my 

partner had sex. That was combined with a couple of hits around the head. I remember 

when he finished he went to sleep.  

ôWhen I thought about that time, I thought how close I was to death, not just the pillow, 

hands around my neck and everything. I realised how close to death I was. It did happen 

more than once. It was just his right to have sex whenever he wanted it and he had a piece 

of paper to say he owned me. They were the words. I have a piece of paper to say I own 

you. You do what I say.õ 

 Rebecca was married for 16 years. She was 22 when she was married.  

ôA high percentage of sex was without consent. Twice a day he would want sex and was 

never ever satisfied. I had no mind worth acknowledging é 

ôWhat I call rape (in front of a porno) made my whole body sore the next day trying to keep 

him off. I consider rape when someoneõs manhandled, dragged you, and no matter what 

you do, you canõt get him off and you donõt want whatõs happening and you feel like a ton 

of shit. But saying no in the morning, no in the day, no at supper time ð just do what you 

want to do and Iõll think of England. Deaf ears. Heõs emotionally blackmailed me constantly, 

no matter what I said, he wanted and he got. 

ôI did assertiveness training to express my feelings. I learned there how to say no. For the first 

time in 14 years I said no. I went 14 years and even after giving birth to the children, before 

the six weeks to heal, the pressure was always on. Iõd be woken in the morning. Or Iõd be 

asleep and heõd be doing it. I said no after 14 years of this. So much for the assertiveness 

skills training. He raped me. You can say no, but if the fear is there still, no does not seem to 

work.õ 

 Lee was in her 20s when she married. She was with her husband for 13 years and they 

have two children. 

ôI was possessed, not loved. Heõs been so emotionally violent, so controlling and that 

continues despite the marriage being over. He had me as a trophy and controlled me and 

that was my role to be his no matter what. He married me so he owned me. Thatõs where it 

all came unstuck. As the story goes, six weeks after we were married, I broke my ankle. I was 

extremely active and it changed the way I thought about everything. I couldnõt move. I was in 

bed with my foot in a box in plaster. He wanted sex and I said no. He flew out of bed and 

said, òYou cold cunt of a thing. Youõre my wife. You willó. I think I died that minute. I 

thought, òOh my god, Iõm trapped. Oh hell, Iõm marriedó. What do you do? é I just shut 

off, and let him do what he did and that was it.  

ôé To keep myself safe I just went along with it. It did happen more than once. I just shut off, 

and let him do what he did and that was it. It was pretty awful because I didnõt feel anything. 

I didnõt know till now, at this time of life, I had no concept what my willingness to give was 

like. He just took.õ 
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 Victoria is a professional woman who was married for 13 years and then separated for 

8 years when her ex-husband raped her.  

ôI had been married 13 years [and] it was all about ownership and power. He was very 

wealthy. Once he realised he couldnõt break me financially, it was a case of physically 

oppressing me. Now, the incident took place eight years after our divorce. It had been very 

acrimonious é 

ôI was walking down this hallway, and there was his room, and he was standing in there stark 

naked, absolutely stark naked with an erection and I knew instantly that heõd taken Viagra. It 

was so abnormal. In all my married life I had never seen him like this. This was not a man 

turned on by his ex-wife. The dialogue that weõd had in no way indicated what heõd then 

said was consensual sex and we were trying to reconcile é I was pushed onto the bed é I 

just knew we were going nowhere till heõd done what he was going to do. When it all 

finished, I went to the bathroom, wiped myself down, picked up my stuff and walked out of 

the house. I knew I needed to go home but I was too upset to go home. I didnõt know what 

to do é 

ôHeõs probably a bit taller than me. Heõs not a big bulky man but he appeared to be so 

much more magnified. I canõt express to you enough what the sight of this erection did. It 

was just so gross. It was a violent instrument. To see him naked. It couldnõt have been more 

intimidating if heõd had a knife or a gun to my head. I question, why didnõt I back track but I 

think part of my condition is that I was literally rooted to the spot. I couldnõt move.õ 

 Kate lived with her partner for seven years, from when she was 23 years old. She left two 

years ago with two young children. 

ôI met [my partner] when he was 19 and I was 23. I met [him] though my sisterõs husband. 

He was his first cousin. We started seeing each other for a couple of months. He got close to 

my eldest son ... Three months later he moved into my house. He was perfect. He did 

anything for me. He was the nicest guy é 

ôPretty much after we were together I fell pregnant é One night, he accused me of sleeping 

with the man who was staying with us é I had gone to bed that night. While I was sleeping, 

he brought in a two-litre jug of iced water and poured it over me. I wouldnõt fight back or 

argue. I laid in my walk-in closet and hid from him until he calmed down. Later he came to 

bed and started calling me names. The filthiest names ð Iõd never heard words like that. 

Because I wouldnõt have sex with him, he booted me out of the bed and I landed on my 

bum. We had carpet in the bedroom with only concrete underneath. A couple of days later I 

started getting cramps and bleeding. I had been crying for three days with pain é I rang my 

sister and she took me to the hospital. They said the foetus had died a week before. He 

didnõt care. I came home and he wasnõt worried.  

ôThe next month I fell pregnant with [our son] and things got a little better. We moved from 

there because it was emergency housing and we stayed with mum. As I got bigger in the 

pregnancy, at six or seven months, he was going out a lot and drinking. He was coming 

home at four or five in the morning. My sister was living there with her two children, and a 

couple of times I had to hide in her closet because I knew as soon as he came home, if I 

didnõt have sex with him he would abuse me and keep me awake till six or seven. I would 

just do it, and he would hurt me in ways that wouldnõt leave bruises. Half the time Iõd have 

sex with him to keep him quiet. One time I hid under my nephewõs bed and he woke up my 

mum and said Iõd taken off é  
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ôBecause my stomach was big ð I was eight months pregnant ð he wanted anal sex and I 

said no. He said he wanted to have an open relationship and I got upset and started crying. 

He kept abusing me wanting the anal sex. I let him. And because it hurt, he went into the 

kitchen and got some solidified cooking oil and put it on his penis so it was easier. For two 

or three days it was coming out of me.  

ô[I recognised it as rape] when I couldnõt stand him being on top of me. That was going on 

for years before we ever broke up. I even cried when we had sex and he didnõt care. I would 

just turn away and cry. And the worst thing was him trying to kiss me. He knew I didnõt want 

to have sex with him. He used to try and turn me on for me to like it. That was even worse 

when he tried to make me enjoy it when I didn't.õ 

 Elizabeth is a businesswoman and leader in the community. Until two years ago, she 

was happily married to her second husband in a marriage that had lasted 21 years. Her 

second husband raped her within a year of their separation. 

ôI was furious. I said, òYou liaró. He said, òNo, Iõve just been out to teaó. I was so angry, I 

took my shoe off and was trying to é He didnõt hit me. He pushed me over and I hit my 

head on the ground and I donõt remember anything then. When I came to, I thought, òOh, 

my headó, and there was blood everywhere. I could hear a motorbike going round the lake. 

I was in and out of consciousness. I can vaguely hear him saying, òAre you all right?ó I said, 

òGet me to the hospitaló. He got me into the ute and brought me home here and took me 

into the bed and put a towel under my head so the blood wouldnõt go everywhere. I donõt 

remember any of that. I woke up and my dress was all down to my waist. ..You know, he left 

me a cup of coffee on the side of the bed, just the way he used to. The disbelief of that é 

And then I started having nightmares. I could see him standing over the basin and washing 

himself [his genitals]. So I knew that much.õ 

 Rhonda was married for 16 years and had two children. 

ôThe first night we were about to have sex, he pulled away from me and laughed at me and 

said, òWeõll have it only when I say soó. And two or three days later, after we were married 

he was trying to have sex but he hit me because I said no.  

ôHeõd want sex every day, but at one stage, when we first went to [placename] he wanted it 

seven times one night. He was trying to break some record in his head. The rape happened 

a lot. In the end it was every day and if I had my period I had to show him the blood so he 

wouldnõt do it for two or three days. If I was on top and he went to sleep if I tried to get off, 

he would grab me and push me so hard back on that it would hurt like crazy.  

ô[I remember] I was in waist deep water and he would put his fingers up my front passage 

and say, òWhat are you going to do about it?ó I was really scared that he would push me 

under. Heõd push me on the bed, arms up my back and have sex that way. He wouldnõt 

undress me, just shove them aside and push in é He used a torch on me sexually when I 

was asleep. He threatened to use carrots. It didnõt matter to him if it was front or back 

passage. I felt dirty if it was the back passage. I felt all churned up. He just did it and I would 

tell him no.õ 

 Amanda works in the health profession and was married for ôquite a whileõ to her 

husband. During this time, they adopted two children.  

ô[I recognised it as rape] during the act. He actually called me by another name. Iõd been 

asleep and heõd got home from what he said was work. He woke me up for sex. It was more 

aggressive than Iõd ever experienced before. Heõd called me by another womanõs name. At 
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that very moment I asked him to stop and he wouldnõt stop. It was the first time it had ever 

happened. Heõd stopped if I ever said to stop before. Heõd respected me in the past. This 

time he didnõt respect me. I just lay there. I didnõt push him away. I donõt know why I didnõt. 

He was going to have his way with me and he did. I lay awake all night. I didnõt know what 

had happened to me. I was trying to work out what had happened.õ 

 Jacqui is a student who began a14 year long relationship with her partner at 29 years of 

age. She left three years ago, taking her young children. 

ôYou try to hide it and pretend it didnõt happen. But this morning when I was driving I was 

thinking is it really rape? I define it as rape but I donõt know whether you guys are going to 

call it rape. At the time I called it a safety thing. It was either do this or face the 

consequences. It was do this or have the crap beaten out of you. But I was thinking because 

I did it, I didnõt complain, it was like a choice between two things. 

ôHe wouldnõt come home till four or so in the morning and heõd be drunk and that would be 

when it would happen. Iõd lie in bed and wish heõd been killed. I knew by the mood it was 

one or the other [the rape or a beating]. Iõve got three kids and you donõt want them to put 

up with the other part. It was a more quiet violence.õ 

 Katherine was married at 16 and stayed in the marriage for 18 years. She has two 

children. 

ôIt [happened] somewhere between the ages of 17 and 20. I hadnõt been married long. I 

was married at 16 and a half. I was still a kid é I can remember the night perfectly but canõt 

remember exactly when it was. Heõd been watching porno before he came to bed. He 

brought it home from some guy from work. He was four years older than me.  

ôAlthough I felt afterwards, I felt absolutely terrible, I felt degraded, I was still in a relationship 

with him and still had to see him every day and live with him.  

ôIt only happened once and not again, probably because I didnõt say no, so it didnõt happen 

again. I think if I had said no again, it would have happened again. In a way Iõd learn my 

lesson the first time ð donõt say no.õ 

 Sarah is 35 now and works in the health and community sector. She began a 17 year 

relationship with the father of her three children when she was 17 years old. He was 32. 

ôI would just say no and he would be like, òThis is the way it is going to beó, and we would 

just do it. It was really queer. I never really had sex before I met him. I wasnõt a virgin, but 

not like this. It was rough and at times verbally and physically violent. It was shit. 

ôThe sex we had was weird, kinky é Instruments, fucking threesomes. Because I was only 

young at the time and he was a lot older. He was 32 and my experience of sex before that 

wasnõt much. He thought he might train me. I was 17.  

ôAnimals, instruments and other partners. Heõd do it wherever he liked. If we went away, 

weõd just pull over [in the car and do it]. Nine times out of 10 it was, òI donõt really want to 

do thisó. He would just say that if he didnõt get it, he would go somewhere else for it, and I 

didnõt want to lose him. Fuck, I didnõt like it. I never thought I would be that way. I felt like a 

slut ð having threesomes with guys and with women.õ 

 Juana was just 16 years old when the man she had been in a relationship with held her 

captive. 
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ôHe was raping me. I said, òNo, I want to get outó. I can remember trying to physically fight 

him off and I just couldnõt. I remember just lying there crying while theyõre having sex with 

you. Itõs horrible. Just horrible é I was locked in the bedroom. He would come in and have 

a drink, and go out and do his thing and come back in and have sex. I was too frightened to 

come out of the room. I was afraid of the people out there. I didnõt know half of them, and 

were they going to come in next? I didnõt even want people to know I was there. I was 

scared. I was getting scared of him too, because he was supposed to be my partner and I 

thought partners love each other. If someone says no, [then] you donõt, but I was so 

confused then. I was young. And I was drinking and smoking marijuana. I canõt honestly say 

what was going through my head then. Itõs only now I realise what happened to me was 

wrong.õ 

 Janet has been married four times. Her first marriage lasted seven years and began when 

she was 16 years old. She had five children by the time she was 23.  

ôWhen we were leaving the hospital [after Iõd given birth] he said to me, òWell, sex is normal 

after youõve had a baby. I mean you wonõt feel anything after youõve stretched that faró. Iõd 

been having lectures from the doctors. I was to abstain for six weeks at least to make sure I 

wasnõt going to get pregnant immediately. He was there when that conversation took place. 

He just completely ignored it. 

ôThe one we just talked about was the first husband and he raped me continually. The 

second husband raped me a couple of times. The third one raped me once only.  

ô[With second husband] We started a sexual relationship and it was fine until the ring went 

on the finger. After that, there came a time when I said no. I was tired. I had five kids, a sick 

husband, I was sick myself, and I had a daughter who knew when something was on. This 

time I just said no, and it was the worst thing I could have done because from then it was 

worse. I learned fairly early on that if I said no, I was going to get it anyway so I might as 

well lie back and enjoy it as the old saying goes. I recognised it was rape, and I also 

recognised it as rape when you wake up in the morning and theyõre already doing it. Thereõs 

no consent. No, òDo you want it?ó Itõs just happening. What do you do then? Thatõs 

probably when I recognised it as rape in marriage. 

ô[With third husband] The rape in that case was weõd been married 10 years é when I found 

out that heõd been gradually training [my daughter to have sex with her] and he didnõt 

actually do it until she was 18 and she gave consent (sic) é I said to my husband, òYou can 

move into the spare room. Iõm not going to lose my homeó, because if Iõd have left, thatõs 

what would have happened. He went to counselling but three weeks later, he came into the 

bedroom, climbed into bed and raped me. When I objected I got the proverbial slap around 

the ear-hole. He said, òThis is what we got married for. Unless you want a divorce and you 

leave my house immediately, Iõll have sex when I want itó. That was that.õ 

 Kim works in the corporate sector at a senior level. She was happily married to her second 

husband for 18 years before he drugged and sexually abused her a year ago. 

ôThe reason I went to the police was after [my husband] admitted drugging me and sexually 

abusing me é I knew that I had very little recall of events but I knew that he had been 

putting something in my mouth. I couldnõt work out what that was é From the Tuesday 

through till the Friday, I had moved myself out of the bedroom and locked myself in another 

room.  

ôMy husband owns a [business that operates at night] so he was going out most nights. What 

was happening was Iõd be fast asleep and thatõs when it would happen é 
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ôAfter the first time it happened, I didnõt believe it. I couldnõt believe it. I thought Iõd had a 

bad dream. I needed to validate it. I went back into the bedroom and five days later the 

second episode happened. I confronted him and he told me I was snoring and he was 

putting some water in my mouth as I was mouth breathing. I thought that was weird é 

ôHeõd ground the tablets up with a mortar and pestle and mixed them with water to put in my 

mouth when I was sleeping é I kept saying, òWhat are you doing?ó and he would say, òYou 

were dreamingó and I would think maybe I was dreaming é When I went to see my doctor, 

he said, òThereõs no point in taking your analysisó, and I said, òJust take itó. He said, òIf 

there have been drugs administered, itõs highly likely they wonõt be in your system now at this 

late stageó. I said, òI donõt careó. He said, òIõm 99.9% sureó. I said, òIõm happy to go with 

0.1%ó. So we did the analysis and it came back that I was absolutely loaded up with 

benzodiazapan. After all that time é In the meantime, I was coming down off the drugs, 

going through drug withdrawal, shaking, dry in the mouth, I had severe rhinitis, runny nose 

and eyes. I had memory loss. I felt totally violated.õ 

 Marcia is now retired after a career in the legal sector. She married at 21 and had two 

children. She left the marriage after 11 years. 

ôI got married at 21, things were fine for two years after that, and then it started to 

deteriorate and I'd say about two years after that again é it started to kick in, and the 

physical abuse was quite bad. He actually came home one time, and I obviously didn't want 

to go to bed with him, because he was inebriated. Heõd had a few drinks in the evening, so 

it was just a matter of when he was actually going to do it, and that's just not good enough. 

You need a bit of tenderness, thatõs the way I feel, in a relationship. I had been ready for bed 

and when I started to protest, òNo, I don't want tható, he ripped my PJs off me, really harshly, 

and stripped me naked and threw me out of the house and turned on the front light é  

ôI hadn't been a religious person as such, and so I couldn't really, I just didn't want to go to a 

church or a minister, or something. You just coped as best you could, and just prayed and 

hoped that it wasn't going to happen that night or the next night, but it did and, as I said, 

there was nowhere to go.õ 

 Cheryl works in the health and welfare sector. Her first husband was violent towards her 

and she left this relationship. Her second relationship was very happy. With six children she 

entered a relationship with her third partner and this was characterised by abuse and rape.  

ôHe ended up raping me and was raping me before I even realised thatõs what it was. I was 

having all types of body behaviours, going to the doctor with urine infections. Iõd never had 

them before. The doctor asked him to come in because I had bruises over me all the time é 

I donõt know a lot about sex. Only what I was told to do, òShut up and take itó. A sentence I 

know very well é I could predict it or avoid it and do all those damn things that you have to 

do, and you shouldnõt have to do them ever, ever, ever. 

ôI would say, òYouõre hurting me, Iõm dryó, to no avail. I was being abused but because of 

early abuse I have a high pain tolerance. I didnõt know. What the hell did he just do? Then 

he started trying to get his fist inside me and there's just no way. For three or four days I was 

just so bruised and swollen and Iõd say I canõt do that again. I didnõt understand why when I 

told him you canõt do this to me, he still did it. For some reason everything I told him not to 

do, he just did. When you tell him itõs hurting and he just keeps going. And he just flipped 

me over like I was a lightweight. That act in itself was so strong, for him to pick up my 60 kg 

and just flip me and then ram me was just a flash. He bloody crippled me and then he told 

my daughter the next day, òI hurt your mum last nightó.õ 
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 Julia was married for one year and three days when she left her husband. She took her 5 

month old child with her. This was 11 years ago. 

ôIõd tell him to stop and he wouldnõt. Iõd tell him, Iõd ask him not to and he just didnõt care. 

Iõd be crying and screaming and yelling to stop and hoping that one of the neighbours 

would complain and come knocking on my door, but nobody ever did.  

ôI said no, telling him to stop, telling him it hurts. He repeatedly did it. Whenever he wanted. 

It wasnõt once or twice or even three times. It was constant. He knew it hurt. I told him it hurt. 

He was really rough. It wasnõt like a love thing. It was rough and if I didnõt cooperate he 

would just hurt me more. In the end, Iõd just lie there and cry and heõd do what he wanted. 

Iõd just lie there and cry because if I struggled heõd just hurt me more. It happened heaps.õ 
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FINDINGS ï THE WOMEN 

SECTION I ð THEN 

What are we talking about when w e say partner rape?  

For some reason everything I told him not to do, he just did. (Cheryl) 

You have no say because of the strength of the male. (Kate) 

One man raped his wife anally and broke her back. Another man raped his partner of 12 

months on her birthday, kept her a prisoner for two weeks and then stabbed her at the 

railway station when she tried to escape. Another so traumatised his new wife that she canõt 

remember the details, just that her obstetrician wanted to know what had happened. For 

these men, there have been no consequences for their criminal behaviour ð at least none 

involving social sanctions. 

The rapes described in this research were:  

violent 

drunken 

vengeful 

predatory 

aggressive 

selfish 

exploitative  

The men raped their wife or partner: 

during pregnancy 

in front of children 

in the weeks after giving birth 

while she was crying 

when she was drugged by him 

when she was ill  

when she was unconscious  

when she was disabled  

when she was very young  

when she was isolated from family 

He: 

intimidated her 

emotionally abused her 

inflicted extreme physical injury on her 

incarcerated her 
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treated her as an object 

raped her seven times in a day 

burnt her with hot wax and tied her up  

insisted upon: threesomes, sex with animals; instruments; sex in public 

Section 38 of the Crimes Act 1958 defines rape, as we read earlier, as sexual penetration 

(inter alia) while being aware the person is not consenting or might not be consenting. 

Consent means free agreement. Free agreement is not, for example, where there is fear of 

force; fear of harm; where a person is unlawfully detained; or when they are asleep, 

unconscious or so affected by drugs or alcohol as to be incapable of free agreement.  

The experience of all 21 women is rape according to this definition.  

One woman did not say no because it was going to be either a rape or a beating, and rape 

is quieter when you have sleeping children. This is clearly rape under the legal definition. 

One woman was unconscious after a fall and another was drugged by her husband. Both 

are clearly rape. One woman canõt remember if she said ôNoõ because of Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder. This was the woman whose obstetrician asked what had happened. We 

could assume that injuries looking like a hundred cuts to the vagina would not have been 

consensual. The other 17 stated, ôNoõ. Each of these women described their lack of consent:  

I was too naïve and too scared to say no, but I do remember saying no, but it was 

useless, he went and did it anyway. It was useless saying no, so you stop. You know 

itõs not going to get you anywhere. (Juana) 

 I remember different instances where he wouldnõt take no for an answer ... All I know 

is that I didnõt want it. (Rhonda) 

In my mind it was rape and not anything else ... There was absolutely no consent 

given. (Victoria) 

Mine was not sexual assault, it was definitely rape. It was unwanted ... I remember 

saying to him, if you want anal sex, go and get it elsewhere. Go to a bloody brothel or 

go to someone who finds it acceptable but I donõt. So he was well aware that I put it in 

a category that is not on. And it still continued. (Fraser) 

I would just say no and he would be like, ôThis is the way it is going to beõ, and we 

would just do it. (Sarah) 

If I said no, he would force himself on me. (Laura) 

I was crying, yelling, screaming, saying, ôItõs hurting, let me goõ. But he never stopped. 

(Julia) 

He said, ô... Lay down and take it and Iõm having some and Iõm gonna take itõ, and 

thatõs what he told me. I said, ôNo, youõre notõ, and we ended up in a big fight, but he 

was stronger than me. (Monique) 

He wanted sex and I said no. He flew out of bed and said, ô... Youõre my wife. You willõ 

(Lee) 

At that very moment I asked him to stop and he wouldnõt stop. (Amanda) 

This time I just said no, and it was the worst thing I could have done because from then 

it was worse. (Janet) 

In a way Iõd learn my lesson the first time ð donõt say no. If youõd said no, you knew 

deep down the same thing would happen again so you didnõt say no... What Iõve 
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found is the woman canõt give consent. If you say no, well thatõs too bad. You either 

say yes, and if you say no, Iõm going to take it anyway. (Katherine) 

I went 14 years and even after giving birth to the children, before the six weeks to heal, 

the pressure was always on. Iõd be woken in the morning. Or Iõd be asleep and heõd 

be doing it. I said no after 14 years of this. So much for the assertiveness skills training. 

He raped me. You can say no, but if the fear is there still, no does not seem to work. 

(Rebecca) 

[He] took me back to where I have no rights, no opinion. When Iõd say no, he didnõt 

respond in a correct manner ... He ended up raping me. (Cheryl) 

The rape happened several times. It was all through my marriage. It was all through 

the time before I was married. Thatõs certainly not pleasant and when [he] used to tie 

me up and itõs just not normal ... It used to hurt like hell. Particularly when I had cancer 

and it was growing. Iõd end up in tears but it didnõt matter. He didnõt care. (Anne) 

I knew as soon as he came home, if I didnõt have sex with him he would abuse me and 

keep me awake till 6 or 7. I would just do it, and he would hurt me in ways that 

wouldnõt leave bruises ... Because my stomach was big ð I was 8 months pregnant ð 

he wanted anal sex and I said no. He said he wanted to have an open relationship 

and I got upset and started crying. He kept abusing me wanting the anal sex. I let him. 

(Kate) 

I had been, you know ready for bed sort of thing, and when I started to protest, ôNo, I 

don't want thatõ, he ripped my PJs off me, really harshly, and stripped me naked and 

threw me out of the house, and turned on the front light ... Well as I said, there was the 

physical abuse and the other times, heõd want sex and that was it, regardless of what 

my feelings were... (Marcia) 

What kind of man does this?  

We are presented with a range of stereotypes of the kind of man who would rape the woman 

he had married or chosen as his partner. The temptation is to think that we could recognise 

a man who would rape. The men described by the 21 women were diverse. They included 

men employed at high levels and men who were unemployed. While some men could have 

fitted the stereotype of the violent and recognisable abuser, most were not. Two were 

outstanding citizens, recognised with awards by their communities. Many were ôgood 

lookingõ, ôsmooth talkersõ, ônice guysõ, financially well off.  

Everyone thought he was a really nice man. (Sarah) 

[My kids] had an image of him as a nice guy. The image outside the house, yes. 

(Cheryl) 

He is [his name] a councillor, in Rotary, a [name of award] fellow. Citizen of the Year a 

few years ago. (Elizabeth) 

[He] was the district governor for [named service organisation]. (Sandie) 

Some seemed to have a hidden side to them, and the women spoke of seeing something 

new and threatening, even after many years of marriage. They wondered out loud if it was 

possible their husband could have hidden their real self for so long, and if they had ever 

really known who this man was. 
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I canõt work out if he was just hiding it, but you canõt hide something for that long. 

Things are showing in their eyes. Youõd see it in their eyes, not just an empty nothing 

there when you look in them. (Monique) 

I donõt know whatõs happened, I donõt understand him at all. When I was doing my 

annulment stuff I realised how little I knew him. It was scary. How can you be married 

to someone and not know them? (Anne) 

It keeps coming to me ð the look on [his] face, it was like it wasnõt [him]. I now see a 

different side of him to who I was married to. (Elizabeth) 

Some had clear behaviours of sexual activity described by the women as ôqueerõ, ôperverseõ, 

ôbizarreõ, ôfantasy-landõ. They described how their husbands had affairs, used prostitutes, 

raped them after watching pornography, ômouldedõ them into sex objects for their use, and 

insisted on sexual activity that the women found unacceptable. One woman said her 

husband was generally unable to have sex, with the exception of sex for procreation and for 

the one incident of rape years after the end of the marriage. Another would only rape ð there 

was never consensual sex. Some had sexually abused children and one had raped a young 

woman with an intellectual disability. 

He was unable to have sex. Ordinarily he couldnõt have sex, I remember the dates of 

the three children being conceived. There was never gratuitous sex. There was just 

never sex. The moment I was pregnant, I went almost 18 months before he touched 

me again. He was never that sort of man. (Victoria) 

Insecurity was identified as a problem with some of the men. The women reflected on the 

apparent inferiority felt by their partners through differences in education level or popularity 

and social standing and thought they used rape as proof of their masculinity and superiority. 

Proving only, as one woman stated, their weakness. 

Most men who are abusive are actually quite weak. (Louise) 

I attracted men who were insecure themselves and they saw how useful I could be to 

them and how grateful I should be because theyõre doing me a favour [because of my 

disability]. (Rebecca) 

Funnily enough, I think too that he had an inferiority complex because I actually had a 

very good education, and he left school at 14. (Marcia) 

Rape is their proof of their masculinity and their power over you. Their dominance. Itõs 

a primeval thing. You are my property. (Janet) 

I think maybe he was feeling inadequate because of the pornography and then tried to 

project that onto me é Maybe because I wasnõt performing as in the porn? Because 

he had bags and bags of porn. (Anne) 

The women suggested that men who rape their wives and partners have sometimes been 

raised to think they have a right to do as they want with a woman; that women are there to 

be used, to meet their needs and to do what theyõre told.  

He punched me, and he punched me through the friendõs door and I landed outside. 

We broke up for a while after that. His mum blamed me for everything. (Kate) 

Some reflected that perhaps love and nurturing was absent from the childhoods of their 

partners and that they felt neglected and rejected as children. One woman wondered if it 

was the molesting of her partner as a young boy by his uncle that led to his violent and 

sexually abusive treatment of her. There was a discernible undercurrent that these men did 

not see women as self-determining or autonomous. 
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I think there was a lot of basic loving and nurturing missing from his life. I think heõs 

sought other things. (Anne) 

Heõs got a lot of hang ups about his mother and about me because Iõm a strong 

woman. He has no respect for women, he goes off with floosies. He apparently has no 

self-confidence but heõs pretty good looking, and financially OK. (Elizabeth) 

In an attempt to make sense of his behaviour, some women considered their ex-husbands to 

be mentally ill ð one suggested he must be a sociopath, another suffering schizophrenia, and 

others depression ð some described behaviour and attitudes that were puerile. One resented 

his own babies for taking what was his. He demanded anal sex because he stated childbirth 

had stretched his wifeõs vagina too much, and his resentment went further because one child 

had a health problem which took his wifeõs time and energy.  

I have a nursing background and have done a lot reading and I think heõs a sociopath. 

(Sandie) 

There at the end, he was so disturbed, I still donõt know if he was a schizophrenic. 

(Rhonda) 

Men were described as angry and bad tempered; as verbally and emotionally abusive; as 

financially abusive; as controlling in every area of daily life. These men seemed to believe 

they had a right to control what their wife or partner did. 

It started to snowball, to ôI want and Iõll haveõ. (Fraser) 

One night he brought out the marriage certificate and said, ôIõve got a piece of paper 

that says you do as I sayõ. (Laura) 

In six years I wasnõt allowed to have any money, I wasnõt allowed to drive a car, 

everywhere I went he went with me and I wasnõt allowed out of the house, and if I 

didnõt answer the phone he would be on the doorstep within an hour saying ôWhere 

were you?õ So there was huge control, huge control. (Louise) 

The spectrum of violent behaviour described in this research included threats to kill the 

woman and her children. It included gross physical violence; stabbing; and an axe attack. 

Three-quarters of the women interviewed described violence playing a role in addition to the 

rapes they suffered.  

[He] used to threaten to kill me throughout the marriage; and more recently, in 

February, just before moving into my house, he threatened to kill me twice within a 

week. (Anne) 

He knows Iõm frightened of him. Iõm afraid if I took a stand he will hurt me. The only 

day that will make me happy is when he is dead. (Sarah) 

My first husband used to like oral and anal sex. I didnõt like either so he smashed me 

in the face so I had to have all my teeth out and he could force oral sex. He could 

force any bloody thing he wanted to. Itõs just violence to prove that they are big and 

strong and you are nothing. (Janet) 

Drugs and alcohol were factors identified by twelve women as contributing to their husbandsõ 

behaviour. 

 A strong theme emerging from the research is that the kind of man who rapes his wife or 

partner takes advantage of those less ôpowerfulõ than himself. The women pointed to their 

own times of vulnerability which were coldly exploited. They spoke of when they were sick 

with epilepsy, disability or mental illness, cancer, broken bones; or when they were 

unconscious; pregnant or with a new baby; when they were very young and unsupported by 
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family; when they were purposely isolated by their husband from family and friends either 

geographically or socially. One Aboriginal woman was enticed from her family at 17 and, 

six months later, the abuse began. Vulnerability occurred, too, through lack of financial 

resources and through strong religious faith. The men we heard about in this research took 

advantage of all these vulnerabilities.  

At the time that I met [him] I was really not in a mentally right state. I should have been 

seeing a psychiatrist or psychologist or should have been in a hospital really. He got 

me at a weak moment and he wouldnõt leave and I ended up getting pregnant. (Julia) 

I was only young at the time and he was a lot older. He was 31 and my experience of 

sex before that wasnõt much. He thought he might train me. I was 17. (Sarah) 

Does he recogn ise it as rape? He excuses himself  

All of the 21 women stated that 23 of the 24 men would not have named their actions as 

rape.
36

 This is the most bewildering finding of the research.  

According to the legal definition, all 21 women were raped. We know that 17 women said 

no. One woman was unconscious and one was drugged. One chose between a rape or a 

beating. One could not remember saying no because she is affected by Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder.  

A total of 17 of the 21 women reported other kinds of violence in their relationship 

concurrent with the rapes. How could the women think these men would not recognise their 

actions as rape? Think of Fraser, who had her back broken while being anally raped. Think 

of Laura, whose husband held a pillow over her face ôcombined with a couple of hits around 

the headõ and who was raped thinking she was about to die. Think of Anne, who had cancer 

and described how her husband would keep pushing and pushing and it would hurt so much 

she would end up crying. Think of Monique and Juana, who were held captive by their 

partners. Monique was stabbed seven times when he found her at the railway station trying 

to escape. Think of Victoria who had been separated for eight years when she was raped by 

her ex-husband. He had taken Viagra in order to complete the rape and had enticed her to 

the house with the excuse that he needed to discuss the children. 

How could these men apparently not know they had committed rape upon their wife or 

partner? 

One woman thought it was because her partner considered his actions as acceptable ôin his 

own mindõ; for one man, perhaps because he had been abused as a child and saw sex as a 

mixture of pleasure and pain; for several men, because it was her fault; for most men 

because he had done nothing wrong ð they were married, she was his, it was normal, it was 

his sexual appetite.  

He absolutely would not recognise this action as rape. No. Never, never. Even if 

heõs found guilty and put away, heõll go to his grave believing this is my fault. 

(Victoria) 

He says I made him do it. Heõs not going to take responsibility for what heõs done. 

(Jacqui) 

Theyõre the man, theyõre the boss in the relationship so you do what I say. So I 

donõt think he would have seen it as rape. He would have seen me as his property 
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 Some women had more than one partner 
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and he could do as he wanted. (Juana) 

He didnõt think there was anything wrong with doing what he did. ôAll men do that. 

He said, ôYou're my wife. We had sex.õ He doesnõt recognise it as rape. (Elizabeth) 

 

I donõt know if he would recognise it as rape. I told 

him when I left that he treated me like a  

prostitute and he says he was really shocked and 

hurt by that so I donõt know if he would say that. 

(Anne) 

I remember one time telling him that in a 

relationship you can be raped by your partner and 

he said that was crap. He thinks he hasnõt done 

anything wrong to me and that itõs not his fault. 

(Kate) 

I said to him, ôThatõs what you doneõ and he just sort 

of giggles it off. You say it again to him and itõs 

seriously like he doesnõt think in his own head that 

heõs done anything wrong. (Monique) 

No he doesnõt [recognise his actions as rape]. Iõve 

had this discussion with him, and no, he totally 

denies everything and doesnõt believe he did a thing 

to this day. (Louise) 

No, he wouldnõt recognise as rape. At counselling, 

he said there was nothing wrong in our marriage. It 

was normal. (Julia) 

No, I doubt my husband would have recognised it as 

rape. He thought it was his right. He owned me with 

his piece of paper. (Laura) 

No. No. No. He wouldnõt say it was rape. I  

donõt think he would even remember the 

night and what happened if I asked him today. 

(Katherine) 

 

 

 

I can't be blamed 

I won't be blamed 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

It wasn't me 

I didn't mean it 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

Deny the evidence 

Deny reality 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

Deny the facts 

Deny any guilt 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

I'm only a killer 

I'm only a bully 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

I'm only a rapist 

I'm only a bigot 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

I'm just a white, 

Ordinary man. 

I'm just a white, 

Ordinary man. 

Deny, deny, deny, deny. 

Deny everything. 

 

Pankow, Great Minds 

Against Themselves 

Conspire (2006) 

 

The law is clear that rape is committed when the person is aware that consent is not present 

or might not be present. It is still rape when a person is aware of non-consent but persists 

because of an erroneous sense of entitlement. Ignorance of the law has never been an 

excuse.
37

 

                                                 
37

 Ignorantia juris non excusat or Ignorantia legis neminem excusat (Latin for "ignorance of the law does not 

excuse" or "ignorance of the law excuses no one") is a public policy holding that a person who is unaware of a 

law may not escape liability for violating that law merely because he or she was unaware of its content; that is, 

persons have presumed knowledge of the law. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignorantia_juris_non_excusat 

(Accessed 7.5.2008) 
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Does she recognise it as rape? She excuses him  

Was it my fault?  

Rape is so personal and so violating that the effect of partner rape on the women is guilt 

and shame ð at least initially. The womenõs words portray their struggle to identify what it 

is they did to cause their partner to behave this way.  

Where had she gone wrong that this had happened to her? How had she ôslippedõ and 

landed in this situation? Was it her inability to satisfy the sexual needs of her husband or 

partner? Was her body too stretched by childbirth? Was it because she had a disability? 

Or because she was shy? Or was a ôcomplete dickheadõ? Was she ôcheapõ? Did she 

attract men ôlike thisõ? What kind of signals was she sending? Was she asking for it? Was 

she flawed? Was she ôa fucked personalityõ? 

 
A very common theme was the women saying things like, ôIt was 

my fault ð and he told me it was my faultõ.  

Those women who ôtake responsibility for my 50 percent of what 

happenedõ and who ôdonõt see it as anyoneõs faultõ appear not 

to be travelling well in their lives. They spoke of struggling to 

make sense now of what had happened to them.  

I still feel that shame inside me... I felt I got myself into that 

situation ... I think I could have prevented it if Iõd done 

something about it. (Juana) 

By the second or third day, I would be thinking, it was 

really my fault, I should go back. (Janet)  

I blamed myself for everything, because he continuously 

told me that it was my fault, that I wasnõt interested in sex, 

that there was something wrong with me. (Louise) 

I donõt make sense of it. You donõt know. What did you do 

wrong or say wrong? What did you do to them to make 

them go like that? Well, someone canõt just snap like that, 

can they? (Monique) 

 

 ôThe idea that women 

are to blame for rapes is 

preposterous, itõs an 

appalling concept.õ 
 

John Howard, Prime 

Minister, 26.10.2006 

(ABC Radio Australia 

News) 

  

ôMy attitude of violence 

towards women and 

children, including sexual 

violence towards women 

and children, is one of 

zero tolerance.õ 
 

Kevin Rudd, Prime 

Minister, 10.12.2007 

(SBS World News 

Australia) 

The lawyers asked, ôWhy didnõt you yell, why didnõt you do something?õ Iõve asked 

myself all these questions ... I feel so disgusted with whatõs happened to me [that 

despite] all the help in the world, thereõs still part of me that believes I am flawed. 

Something about me that attracts that sort of stuff. (Victoria) 

I felt Iõd asked for it. I felt cheap. We rushed into it, we slept together a week after we 

started seeing each other. He convinced me it is all me. (Kate) 

I must have sent out a message that Iõm nothing. (Laura)  

I have this guilt thing. I must have done something. (Elizabeth) 

I shouldnõt have been in that predicament. I shouldnõt have put myself there. 

(Monique) 

I feel guilty. And I think, why didnõt I scream out? I let it happen. (Juana)  
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There must be something in me thatõs attracting that sort of person and behaviour. I 

know itõs low self-worth for me ... If I hadnõt had a disability I wouldnõt have put myself 

in such fucking awful positions. (Rebecca)  

I wasnõt satisfying his needs and thatõs why he had to have anal intercourse and 

brothels. (Fraser) 

You do have a lot of guilt when it happens é was it your fault, could you have 

stopped it? Itõs pretty tough when it all hits you, you doubt yourself about what 

happened. (Katherine) 

Looking back, women wondered if they could have 

prevented it. Many answered that the passage of time made 

it clear to them that they could not have. They were not in a 

position to prevent these men from raping them. One 

reported hearing from a health professional that the victim 

takes the blame, and this helped her move beyond the 

inaccurate self-blame to a more constructive stance.  

 

ôlt was as if her sorrow  

and pain finally assumed 

their rightful place.õ  

 

Lars Von Trier (2000) 

ôDogvilleõ (Filmscript) 

I know now what happened wasnõt my fault. For the time then, I probably couldnõt 

have done anything about it. (Katherine) 

How stupid am I? Especially when youõre out of it and look back at you and you think 

why? (Jacqui) 

Intellectually, you look at every nuance of what you said and did to see whether youõd 

done something. I know I didnõt. (Victoria) 

It didnõt really happen ... did  it?  

Even before the self-blame set in, about a quarter of the women persuaded themselves that 

nothing at all had even happened. They talked of an internal dialogue that tried to rewrite 

the experience and tried to ômake him a nice personõ. They decided that nothing had 

happened.  

Itõs interesting, I stayed with him after the rape. I gradually started after that night to 

talk myself out of thinking that Iõd been raped ... My reaction was this canõt be true. 

Youõre stupid, change your mind. I had talked myself out of it. (Amanda) 

 I was thinking, Iõm wrong. Iõm wrong. Heõd leave tomatoes and eggs for me on the 

back step the way he used to be. And the way he is with everybody. (Elizabeth) 

After the first time it happened, I didnõt believe it. I couldnõt believe it. I thought Iõd had 

a bad dream. (Sandie) 

He was my husband and I was in a disbelief thing. He wouldnõt do these things. 

(Elizabeth) 

I would just get up in the morning as if it hadnõt happened and just block it out. It 

hadnõt happened. Denial. Denial. (Laura) 

One woman who arrived for the interview for this research even expressed doubts that what 

she had experienced was really rape: 

But this morning when I was driving I was thinking is it really rape? I define it as rape 

but I donõt know whether you guys are going to call it rape. At the time I called it a 

safety thing. It was either do this or face the consequences. It was do this or have the 
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crap beaten out of you. But I was thinking because I did it, I didnõt complain, it was like 

a choice between two things. (Jacqui) 

ôRapeõ is a dangerous word   

It seems that women often consider themselves to be at fault and take on the blame for 

ôwhat happenedõ or they deny it and convince themselves that really nothing happened. If 

this becomes impossible, they will shift to talking or thinking about the rape only in 

euphemisms. Women were reluctant to name what was happening to them as rape, 

especially when homes were shared, relationships were intact and lives were established.  

How could they have made sense of their lives if they consciously acknowledged that the 

man who was meant to love them was raping them? So instead, women persuaded 

themselves that their assessment of the situation was wrong. They wanted to believe in their 

relationship, their marriage. They couldnõt believe it was happening to them. For two 

women, when the rape was an isolated incident, it was complete shock after so many years 

of thinking their marriages were happy. 

We all want to believe in marriage. We want to make it work. 

I wanted to make it work, didnõt I? At least I can say I did all I could. (Rebecca) 

I was going to stay there. It was pride more than anything. I had kids and I wasnõt 

going to let this relationship go down the tubes because it was my kidsõ father. That 

was the important part. (Jacqui) 

Thereõs three years between my kids. It was happening before the second one and 

whether I was being utopian or naïve or trying to save the marriage, because I was still 

of the opinion that marriages should work é I was still trying to make it work. (Fraser) 

With my strong Catholic family values, my son was two months when we got married 

and I was determined to make it work at all costs ... I guess I just saw it as Iõve made 

my bed, Iõm lying in it and Iõm going to make it work to the best of my ability. (Anne) 

The fact of being married seemed to confuse women into thinking that it could not be rape 

because of the existence of a marriage certificate ð a view that was reinforced by their 

husbands. While the law is now clear that rape in marriage is a crime, that amendment was 

only introduced in 1985. So for several of the older women in our sample, whose experience 

of rape dated back to the early days of their marriage, their husbands were raping them with 

impunity.  

I knew that was domestic violence but in those days, I could never say no if he wanted 

sex. It was his right to have sex whenever he wanted it. Many times I was watching TV 

and he would switch it off, itõs bedtime now. I had no choice. I felt very much just that I 

had no say in anything. It was what it was all about. I had to have sex whenever he 

wanted it. (Laura) 

I thought because I was his partner, it was supposed to be like that. I thought that was 

part of being in a relationship. But I didnõt want to live like that. (Kate) 

There was a sense that it was a manõs world, where men have the say about what happens, 

and women must obey. 

In a way I thought I probably did have the stereotype that I was with them so they were 

entitled to have sex with me. It was only later I learned that even if you are in a 

relationship that still does not give them the right to do it. Itõs not knowing. Whether 
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being brought up Catholic, itõs like the man runs the family. Itõs a manõs world. Youõre 

just here as a sexual object for them. (Anne) 

The issue of partner rape was not spoken of, and women sometimes did not consciously 

acknowledge the rape until years later. Yet, at a deeper level, law or not ð pre or post 1985 

ð women know when they are being raped. Even if words escaped them. 

A rape is a rape. It has an effect which took me three years to acknowledge the trauma 

and to acknowledge that happened. So humiliating. (Rebecca) 

And it was a betwixt and between situation in a way, and no you didn't mention that at 

all, but it certainly did happen. On many occasions. (Marcia) 

I had been taught that there was no such thing as rape in marriage. It came from my 

family and from society. (Katherine) 

I couldnõt call it rape for so long. Even when a psychologist was calling it rape I 

couldnõt. I just kept saying he assaulted me. It was only a couple of weeks ago I could 

call it rape. A lot of searching and support helped me do that. (Cheryl) 

One of the few times Iõve used the word ôrapeõ, I keep calling it ôthe incidentõ because 

itõs the only way I wonõt break down. (Victoria) 

Itõs humiliating. Itõs only really this year Iõve been able to say that it is rape. I was just 

saying I was forced into doing things I didnõt want to do ... I guess itõs been a huge 

step to start calling it rape instead of saying in my head I used to get forced into doing 

what I didnõt want to do. (Anne) 

Staying ð at great cost  

We asked the women, ôHow did you make sense of your relationship when your partner was 

raping you?õ The most common answer was, ôI didnõt make sense of itõ.  

Look, I think [the relationship] didn't make any sense at all, to be honest. (Marcia) 

I didnõt make sense of where it came from. (Cheryl) 

I canõt make sense of it. Iõve tried for years to try and make sense of it. I canõt logically 

work out why this all happened ... I just donõt understand and Iõm not going to 

understand and I know that. I have to come to that acceptance that itõs happened. 

(Anne) 

I donõt think I did make sense of it. (Rhonda) 

I donõt make sense of it. (Monique) 

I still havenõt made sense of it. (Victoria) 

One woman felt clear that her husband did not love her and that was why he did it. Another 

knew it was wrong and left the relationship. Others pushed their awareness to the back of 

their minds, not wanting to admit consciously what was happening and preferring to think it 

was not rape. It was part of marriage and they would have to ôlook past itõ and forget it. For 

many, it was a safety mechanism when they thought there was no way out. They wanted to 

ôkeep him happyõ. They coped, they kept going, they got used to it, they denied it was 

happening. In this way, they could stay.  

Iõd block that out. I would assume it was part of being in that relationship. It was one of 

a billion safety mechanisms that you just had to do. It doesnõt make a lot of sense now. 

(Jacqui) 
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Iõd go and have a shower and Iõd ask myself, ôWhy are you doing this?õ It would 

happen again and again and again. I got used to it but didnõt like it ever. (Sarah) 

I had to deny it to stay in the relationship with him. It was the only way I could deal with 

it. I had to see it not as rape but as part of marriage. Thatõs the way I dealt with it. That 

was my survival to deny it. I donõt think I realised what Iõd done at the time. (Katherine) 

It was an awkward situation because you didnõt want to admit it was happening. There 

was no way out. (Marcia) 

Aftermath  

The women expressed their anger and their fantasies about revenge. 

As far as Iõm concerned heõs a total prick and he can rot in hell. (Fraser) 

You know, I passed the bastard on the way here. I thought, ôWhy is he on the bloody 

road to [here] and so am I?õ If I had the truck and not the car I probably would have 

run him over. [Jacqui] 

 I often make a joke about it, and have done, for the last couple of partners Iõve had ð 

this is a really awful thing to say and you probably wonõt want to record it ð but I have 

actually said that I would love to strap on a dildo and rape a man. And thatõs a really 

awful thing to say, thatõs a really awful thing to say. But I had this discussion just 

recently and I said, ôYou know, I actually probably would like to do that,õ and they said, 

ôWhat a terrible thing, thatõs just awfulõ, and I said, ôWell actually, I actually like that 

ideaõ. (Louise) 

Recognising the truth  

Some women reflected on the complexity of partner rape as opposed to stranger rape. Lives 

are entwined, children are involved, most times a loving relationship has been lost. This 

complexity perhaps accounts for the delayed recognition of partner rape.  

There is a stigma, I believe, comparing a stranger raping you compared to a partner 

raping you, and personally I think there are huge differences, but at the same time itõs 

more difficult. I think I could have dealt with it better if it was a stranger and it only 

happened once, but because it happened for such a long period of time and I lived 

with my abuser, thereõs far more detrimental effects because of that and I think that 

thatõs not addressed in the circles of public awareness. (Louise) 

When itõs your partner thatõs raped you, itõs messy, itõs dirty. Letõs not go there. We 

donõt know how to handle it and itõs, ôHe says, she saysõ. If itõs some abstract other 

person, and youõve got wounds and ripped clothes and something to show for it ... 

With a stranger it would have been bad luck. Wrong place, wrong time. But this feels 

like something else. Iõm the mother of his children. I tried so hard for so  long. 

(Victoria) 

When sexual abuse happens with a partner, the domino effect of that affects a whole 

lot of people ð Iõve lost a son, a daughter in law and triplet grandchildren. (Sandie) 

Whether the realisation of partner rape happened during the relationship or years after, all 

21 women now unequivocally name their experience as rape. It was a criteria of 

participating in this research. 
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Iõd been raped when I was a lot younger, at 17. I donõt think I realised I was 

experiencing sexual assault from my partner until I decided to leave him. (Rebecca)  

Your survival kicks in and I didnõt realise it till years later ... If you donõt deal with it then 

you have to deny it. (Katherine) 

It didnõt dawn on me back then that he was raping me. I probably was so traumatised I 

didnõt think much about it at the time. Itõs only now Iõm making sense of everything 

thatõs happened. (Rhonda) 

It is only thinking back that I think it was rape. This was 20 years ago. (Juana) 

It was about 10 years after I left the relationship that I first recognised it as rape. 

(Laura) 

It wasnõt until I was 23 [that I recognised it as rape]. Iõd been married for 7 years and 

had 5 children. (Janet) 

Itõs part and parcel of survival so you donõt see it as rape at the time. (Jacqui) 

Do we recognise it as rape? Society excuses him.  

Good citizens and great blokes  

The status of the man raping his partner can afford him a level of protection. Three of the 

husbands of women who informed this research were wealthy businessmen and two of these 

were highly respected within their communities ð holding senior positions in community 

services and receiving awards and public acknowledgement for service to the community. 

The public face of these men meant the women received little support from police and courts 

and religious organisations. And little support from their community. They were generally 

disbelieved.  

To exacerbate this, three of the women who spoke out publicly (to police) spoke of their ex-

husbands spreading rumours about them being mentally unstable or alcoholic, or a 

manipulative liar.  

The social standing of the men contributes to societyõs already entrenched readiness to 

disbelieve the woman alleging rape ð even if the men lacked wealth and power. 

My husband had such a nice outside social image no-one would have dreamed he 

could be like that. Gift of the gab, he would take other women to buy me presents. 

That sort of crap. They would say they wished they had a husband like that. (Rebecca) 

Everyone thought he was a really nice man. (Sarah) 

But he will get away with that. And itõs not just me. Itõs other women. Heõs mixed 

around the lower class women, treated them like dirt ... but heõs back at Rotary and 

taking a respectable woman out. (Elizabeth) 

I only know three or four police and they are the ones in the international organisation 

that we are affiliated with and they say, ôHeõs the leader of this great organisation, he 

wouldnõt do thatõ. (Sandie) 

Heõs a bastard. But people saw him as a great bloke. Heõs perceived that way in the 

community. I feel like putting an ad in the [local newspaper] ð this is the bastard. 

(Jacqui) 

The two women who turned to the church found that this key societal institution supported 

the manõs ôrightõ to rape his wife. One womanõs husband was employed in the army. The 



50 

  

intervention of a female neighbour on the army base led to a priest being secretly called in 

as confidant.  

I told him [the priest], and he actually was awful. He actually told me that my 

responsibility as a wife was to do whatever my husband told me to do, and so that put 

me in a worse place than I was before because I felt that it was my [fault] ð because 

my husband told me all the time that it was my fault anyway ð so that just reaffirmed 

the fact. (Louise) 

Another woman went to a senior member of her church: 

My best friend wouldnõt help because her church told her not to. They said, when I 

confronted them and told them [he] was hurting me, they said to pray about it. It 

wasnõt just the rape, it was hitting and verbal abuse and theft and drugs. It was a text 

book abusive marriage. I said to them, ôWhat if he kills me first?õ. They said, ôAt least 

youõll go to heavenõ ... They donõt believe in rape within marriage. The people I spoke 

to were ministers and high people and they just didnõt want to get involved and kept 

telling me to pray about it and if I died Iõd go to heaven. (Julia) 

This same woman had earlier gone to the police and her doctor about her husband raping 

her: 

I wasnõt going to go through with rape charges, because I went to the doctor after I 

had [my baby] and youõre supposed to not have sex. Iõd had an emergency Caesar. 

And he couldnõt even wait for one week. It hurt so much. I told the doctor it was hurting 

and the doctor said ð and [my husband] was right there ð the doctor said, ôOh, women 

are built for sex. It shouldnõt hurt and if it does it wonõt hurt for very longõ. I thought, 

ôWhatõs the point? Heõs given him a green light to do whatever he likesõ. (Julia) 

Only four women reported their rape to the police at the time it was happening and two 

reported it some time later. No convictions were made ð one through lack of evidence; one 

because of a jury verdict.  

I went back to the police. His charges were dropped by police through lack of 

evidence, they said. The officer said if Iõm so damned concerned then leave town. I 

said, ôI canõt. Iõve moved once, Iõve had my phone barred. I have two kids with 

disabilities. I canõt do that to themõ. (Cheryl) 

At the committal, I had to attend alongside him. It was gruelling, absolutely gruelling. I 

was questioned for about three hours. The incident took eight minutes. The rest was my 

background, my perception, what happened to me, just trying to totally and utterly 

discredit me ... The court case, that was something else. I donõt know that I would 

recommend other women go through this. There is no justice. There is no happy 

outcome whether thereõs a guilty or not guilty verdict. There are no winners. I was 

hoping for a sense of justice and completion and seeing something through but it just 

didnõt happen ... Iõm done with courts. (Victoria, Court Case, Victoria, 2006) 

In the third case, years later the womanõs therapist helped her contact the obstetrician and 

obtain evidence of her injuries, then they went together to the police. Although the police 

officer was particularly caring, he advised that they could do nothing because sexual abuse 

within marriage was not a criminal offence in 1982 ð the year they could prove the assaults. 

The other case is still pending.  

[This case is still pending.] They arrested [my husband] at 5.30 ... I asked how [he] 

was. The policeman said, ôHow do you think he feels ð this came out of left field and 

heõs absolutely devastatedõ. He said, ôI canõt believe [he] would do something like that 
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to youõ.... We both were in court the very next day ... I was cross examined and my 

integrity and my very soul was shattered. (Sandie, Court Case, Victoria, 2007) 

All alone with the blame  

The great majority of the women who participated in this research did not seek help from 

formal social and community structures because of the shame they felt. More than half 

sought help from no-one at the time the rapes were occurring. For those who did turn to 

trusted family and friends, there was often disbelief that the man would do that, and blame 

of the woman. The implication was that she had done something to cause it. Others simply 

did not want to know. 

A lot of people donõt want to know that itõs happened. A personõs first reaction is, 

ôWhat did you do to make him do that?õ Even though you know you didnõt do 

anything, that thought has been put into your head. Thereõs a number of factors ð 

society, yourself, somebody else around you says something like, ôYou shouldnõt have 

dressed like that, or you shouldnõt have drunk so muchõ. (Katherine) 

Everyoneõs kept it all, ôI donõt want to know. This doesnõt happen, itõs not going to 

happenõ. (Lee) 

[My family] didnõt want to know about anything. (Rhonda) 

I kept hearing, ôHe loves you so muchõ, how can somebody love you and do these 

things? (Anne) 

People didnõt believe me or help me. They chose not to help me either for religious 

reasons or they just simply didnõt believe me or thought I was exaggerating ... Youõre 

constantly getting told you canõt talk about it, you have to keep it a secret ... I wanted 

to leave straightaway but I was stuck with nobody believing me or choosing not to 

believe me. (Julia) 

The next day my girlfriend came and she said, ôNo that couldnõt be ð you didnõt know 

where you were or what was happeningõ ... What I've really picked up [about partner 

rape] is that nobody wants to know about it. (Elizabeth) 

I am now working in this sector and, even here, Iõm realising how isolating it is dealing 

with this. (Victoria) 

Some women felt that their family members may even support the violent actions of the man, 

either thinking that violence against a female partner is acceptable or believing that once 

married, you stay in the marriage and what happens inside it is private. There is an element, 

too, of denying the violence for the sake of protecting the social institution of marriage. 

Going to my parents probably wouldnõt have helped at all. I didnõt get on well with my 

parents and certainly not with his parents. They would have agreed with what he did, 

especially his father. They wouldnõt have seen it as rape ... You donõt always have the 

support of people saying, ôIt wasnõt your fault. You didnõt do anything wrongõ. A lot of 

people donõt understand rape in marriage or rape full stop ... the worst people are the 

women who have had that experience and are still denying it. They do everything to 

stop you dealing with it, so they donõt have to deal with it. (Katherine) 

I remember one time when pregnant with my first child, Iõd only been married a short 

time ... One day I turned up black and blue. Instead of everyone saying, ôWhoõs done 

that to you?õ or, ôWhat the bloody hellõs happened?õ, instead they said, ôWhat have 

you done to deserve that?õ It made me feel it was my fault. Thereõs no good going 

back to Mum and Dad and saying Iõve been ill treated. Theyõre not going to take any 
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notice. I married. I chose to marry. My dad used to say, you buttered your bread, you 

sleep in it. Which was mixing metaphors. Itõs accepted. (Janet) 

I cancelled the wedding because it was an abusive relationship and I didnõt want to get 

married. My mother put it back on and said I wasnõt getting out of it and I had to get 

married. I did get married for the sake of my unborn child. Basically because my 

mother would reject me if I didnõt get married ... Some people donõt believe in rape 

within marriage. My best friend has never had a problem with a man in her life. She 

would have no concept so we canõt talk about this sort of stuff. People just prefer to 

brush things under the carpet and it makes me mad. My mother is a perfect example. 

As long as the apple is red it doesnõt matter if its rotten inside. Itõs all about 

appearance. (Julia) 

Several of the women were alert to the broader societyõs view of rape through two high 

profile rape cases in the media. At the time they were considering what action to take in their 

own lives. One spoke about the case where Geoff Clark was facing a civil case for leading 

two pack rapes against a woman in March and April of 1971.
38

 She noted how badly the 

woman was presented in the media. 

At the moment, thereõs the case of the woman who was raped by Geoff Clark. I read 

the article in the paper. That was the same era. I canõt recall reading if sheõd gone to 

the cops. They would have said, ôWhat were you wearing and we donõt have a hope 

because you looked like a tartõ é that woman is so strong. The things they were 

saying about her. I don't know that I could be strong enough. And Iõve got a family and 

kids and I don't want my kids to know about what Iõve been through. (Fraser) 

She also mentioned a marital rape case in the ô80s and observed the harsh treatment of the 

woman involved by the media and the courts. It influenced her decision not to press charges. 

At the time, there was a case in the courts and in the media of a woman who had 

taken her husband to court for rape within marriage. I pricked up my ears very much in 

interest. Given the public exposure, I thought, ôSheõs a tough cookie dealing with thisõ. 

On one hand, this needs to be in the public realm, but on the other hand itõs such a 

private experience and something you donõt want others to know é The guy was 

acquitted. I thought, ôWhy would you put yourself in that position, with that exposure in 

the court, recounting the experience?õ This was part of my decision making. (Fraser) 

Another woman tried to raise the issue in a public forum on radio and was quickly 

disconnected. Her conclusion was that people do not want to recognise partner rape as an 

issue for our society. 

Three years after that had happened, there was a talk show on the radio about a bloke 

whoõd done his time for rape and was going in to help other blokes get help é I rang 

in and said, ôWhat about husbands who rape their wives?õ All of a sudden, I was 

almost cut off like Iõd touched something. They donõt want to know. Nobody wants to 

know. That was in 1993. It was the first time Iõd spoken about it. (Rebecca) 

By silencing women through undermining their experience or disbelieving them, or by 

regarding the institution of marriage as more worthy of our respect than an individualõs 

human rights, we conspire with the men who rape their partners. Society does not hold them 

to account. As family members, friends, ministers of religion, doctors and police, we excuse 

them.  

                                                 
38

 On 30.1.2007, a Mel bourne jury found Clark guilty and awarded $20,000 in damages to the complainant in 

a civil case. The civil case followed the dismissal of criminal charges due to insufficient evidence. In 2000, Clark 

faced another charge of rape against his cousin in 1981 which was also dismissed through lack of evidence.  
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Hurt, violated and negated  

It was easy for the 21 women to remember the effect on them of being raped by their 

partner. For some, the events were two decades or more ago. For others, it was a more 

recent experience. In either case, the memories were clear despite some gaps in the 

narratives, caused by drugs, alcohol, medications or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. The 

effects of partner rape are wide-ranging and deeply felt. Each of the following vignettes 

highlights a different aspect of partner rape on one particular woman. Yet there was a great 

deal of commonality. With few exceptions, the women all described feeling hurt and violated 

and negated ð to an almost incomprehensible degree.  

Although the victim of a crime, they felt ashamed and dirty and alone. While many described 

physical repulsion towards the man and the act, one woman spoke of retching at his touch; 

another said she ôcouldnõt stand him being on top of herõ. Another spoke of becoming 

anorexic; another of thinking of becoming a nun; another of becoming a lesbian. Suicide 

was an option mentioned by nine women.  

Louise ð Physical pain 

I guess that within the fact of what happened to me I also had the pain on top of it, and that 

was my biggest thing that I still today have difficulty with. If Iõm physically hurt in any way ð I 

canõt even go for a smear test or anything ð and it was 24 years ago. I canõt. So as soon as I 

feel pain itõs like the post-traumatic stress syndrome in the sense that that trigger just goes off 

and thatõs the end of it for me. And I finish relationships right there and then if that happens 

because I canõt possibly be with that person any more. So itõs a huge effect.  

So [the doctor] offered to help and I of course denied everything, and he said, ôIõll give you 

something for the pain, Iõll give you some cream to heal the woundsõ, and all of that sort of 

stuff. But the hardest thing for me has been the pain more so than the other stuff. Iõve done 

lots of therapies and counselling and gotten through all that to a degree, but itõs the pain 

that I find ð because when [my husband] was raping me I remember my eyes rolling back in 

my head because I thought I was going to pass out with the pain ð so I remember that quite 

vividly. 

And I remember we were living in an army house and there were concrete floors in the toilet 

and the only place I could get away from him was in the toilet and so I used to sneak out 

and I used to sit naked on the concrete to try to soothe the pain because the pain was that 

bad but it was only the coldness would take away the burning. So thatõs ... the hardest thing 

for me, I just canõt get over that, the pain more so than anything else. 

  

Kate ð Miscarriage and abortion and alcohol use 

I was pregnant ... and had gone to bed that night. While I was sleeping, he brought in a two 

litre jug of iced water and poured it over me. I wouldnõt fight back or argue. I laid in my 

walk-in closet and hid from him until he calmed down. Later he came to bed and started 

calling me names. The filthiest names ð Iõd never heard words like that. Because I wouldnõt 

have sex with him, he booted me out of the bed and I landed on my bum. We had carpet in 

the bedroom with only concrete underneath. A couple of days later I started getting cramps 

and bleeding. I had been crying for three days with pain ... I rang my sister and she took me 

to the hospital. They said the foetus had died a week before. He didnõt care. 

He came and was yelling, and I said to be quiet because of the kids, and he rushed at me 

said, ôI donõt fucking careõ. My cousin took my kids into the bathroom. He grabbed me by 

the hair and booted me in the stomach. My eldest son saw that. The last thing I remember is 
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I woke on the kitchen floor spitting blood. I rang the police and waited for over an hour. I 

said, ôHe keeps getting in the houseõ. He got in three or four times and was pushing my 

head into the floor and smashing my head. I knew he was going to kill me. We were fighting 

five days out of seven [and] he was sleeping with my brother-in-lawõs sister. I was pregnant 

so I went to Melbourne to terminate the pregnancy. Then I fell pregnant again and he 

wanted me to have it. I said, ôNo, itõs not making anything betterõ. My mum was taking me 

to Melbourne with my auntie to have another abortion. I didnõt want to have the abortion but 

I knew I couldnõt get rid of him otherwise ... The only way to drown it out was drinking. Ever 

since the last abortion when I came back from Melbourne I drank ever since.  

  

Sarah ð Low self-esteem 

Sometimes Iõd be thinking, heõs right, you are a black slut, you are a fucking dog. 

 

Juana ð Loss of self-respect, drug and alcohol, and sex work 

I dealt with it through drugs and alcohol to block it out. I was drinking and taking marijuana. 

I remember going through a phase where I didn't care about anything, just drank and 

smoked and even lost respect of myself. I thought I was a sexual object so I would pick up 

men ð thatõs what they wanted and I was lonely. Then, after a few years, I did go into the 

escort service. I thought, ôIf this is how Iõm going to be treated, they can pay for itõ. 

  

Lee ð Self-harm and suicide ideation 

Boy, have I thought about not being here a lot. Iõm not really that important so Iõd be quite 

happy not to wake up tomorrow. Just too much shit. Not fair ... 

Iõm a nervous wreck. I stress a lot, I tear at my face, and self-mutilate constantly, and the 

worse the problem gets, the worse I do it é  

No-one can really help except yourself. Only in the last couple of years Iõve gone to get 

help. Doctors have suggested sending me to psychiatrists and I think, Iõm better than that, 

Iõm a very intelligent person, and not silly enough to believe that by paying someone else to 

sit and listen itõs going to fix me. Thatõs how tough I am é I get nervous and smoke, Iõve got 

no positivity so itõs my way out. I just watched Mum die of lung cancer but that doesnõt 

matter because I know itõs my way out. Iõll just get sick and there you go. So thatõs OK ... 

  

Fraser ð Chlamydia 

He got a sexually transmitted disease. I had an IUD after my daughter, and went to the 

obstetrician. I said to him, ôI have to wear a pad between periods, whatõs happening?õ. And 

of course, I had Chlamydia. When certain circumstances have happened, or Iõve been 

stressed, that triggers pelvic inflammatory disease. So that was a little bonus. 

  

Sarah ð Sexual identity 

Animals, instruments and other partners. Heõd do it wherever he liked. If we went away, weõd 

just pull over. Nine times out of 10 it was, ôI donõt really want to do thisõ. He would just say 

that if he didnõt get it, he would go somewhere else for it, and I didnõt want to lose him. 

Fuck, I didnõt like it. I never thought I would be that way. I felt like a slut. 
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Kim ð Isolation and withdrawal 

Both of us have had a high profile in the town because of my work and because he owns a 

local business, and he was elected leader in an international organisation so weõve had our 

photos in the paper ... I felt totally violated. Probably for about two months I completely shut 

down. I couldnõt get out of the house, I couldnõt drive my car. I couldnõt go to the 

supermarket. I felt dirty, I felt that everyone was looking at me, people didnõt believe me... I 

really donõt feel comfortable going into the main shopping centres here. I avoid people 

where normally Iõd embrace them ... I look at people in the community and when they see 

me, they turn their eyes away.  

Silenced by shame  

More than half of the women (13) did not talk to anyone about the rapes they were enduring 

from their partners. The fundamental reason was that we have a vested interest in preserving 

the family unit. While we commodify sex and sell it where we can, there is little dialogue 

about sex within relationships. Sex to make money is everywhere ð magazines, billboards, 

brothels, live-sex clubs, pornographic films. It is the exchange of ideas about sex in the 

context of minds, hearts and relationships that is taboo. 

The first barrier for women in talking to others was the deep shame they felt. Even those who 

sought help for violence against them balked at mentioning sexual abuse by their husbands. 

For each woman, it seemed to be only happening to her, as an individual. It didnõt happen 

to other people because no-one spoke about it. It was not an issue in the media the way 

family violence or AIDS or drug abuse was. So it could only be happening to her. And if this 

was the case, then she must be to blame. Even if not to blame, women felt they ôhad made 

their bedõ. They had contributed to their situation and now had to cope.  

Youõre not really in a safe place to be talking about those kind of things because 

youõre really vulnerable. Youõre embarrassed and ashamed. (Anne) 

This has been all sick, real sick stuff. I didnõt tell anybody at the start. I was horrified at 

this behaviour and what he was doing. Iõve found it very difficult to talk about ð with 

the anal rape. If you strike up a conversation and you say this is what he did to me, 

and Iõve taken it for years, youõre also saying to them that youõre a total wuss. Iõm 

probably still not prepared to say to people I endured this for 20 years. (Fraser) 

Itõs tough to tell someone that your partner for all these years had done something like 

this. If I donõt believe it how do others? (Sandie) 

Nobody else talks about this in their relationship. Itõs like Iõm the only person that this is 

happening to. Thereõs not another person saying, ôMy husband is doing that to me, 

and heõs not allowed toõ. They donõt talk about it. That secret causes you to become a 

liar without knowing it because you're not informed. (Cheryl) 

Women who told police and doctors about the violence mostly could not and did not 

mention the rapes. One woman was working in a refuge helping other women at the same 

time she was enduring partner rape and she did not feel she could turn to other workers or 

women for support. She did not want to feel judged. 

I had fantastic support with the doctors who looked after me very well. I didnõt tell him 

what had happened though. I didnõt tell anyone about the rape. (Amanda) 
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There was no way I was going to the police. It wasnõt open to discussion with anyone. 

The reason was that there was so much shame in my life. Iõd had a breakdown. The 

marriage was emotionally crippling ... I didnõt trust even to ring the help lines ð that 

didnõt seem an option for me. Maybe younger women feel itõs an option. I just felt so 

judged. Felt so bad about myself and my self-disgust that I didnõt want to put it out 

there. (Victoria) 

The second barrier in talking to others was the fear of not being believed and the third was 

not knowing where to go for help. Some attempted in a guarded way to open the subject 

with health professionals or ministers, only to find a reluctance on their part to do anything 

or to even talk about it. Women who were searching for answers twenty years ago or more 

said no support services existed for them. 

I didnõt know the help was out there. I thought it was just me in this big wide world with 

no-one believing me. (Julia) 

The fourth barrier, established in law for older women, but no less real for women looking 

for help after 1985 and up to 2006, was the suspicion that there could not be rape in 

marriage. They had married this man and had to put up with it and shut up about it. No-one 

wanted to know. 

I still would have to have recognised it as rape and I donõt know if I would have. But 

society at that time suggested it was OK for him to do what he did, and it was almost 

like I had no right to complain about it. (Katherine) 

The fifth barrier emerged from the broader violence that characterised their marriage or 

relationship. Only five of the women did not suffer other forms of violence in addition to the 

rapes, so for most of the women, seeking help was limited further by the psychological 

control they felt. Their ability to think and act independently was affected by the man who 

controlled their every move. Another spoke of being too ôbusy protectingõ herself to seek 

help, and another had full responsibility for children and had to focus on moving on and 

coping.  

The last identified barrier to seeking help was more complex. Some spoke of wanting to 

protect their extended family, mostly ageing parents, from the trauma of knowing what was 

happening to their daughter. Some spoke of not wanting dad or a brother to know, because 

ôhe would kill himõ.  

Response from health professio nals  

Helpful responses 

Doctors and other health professionals such as counsellors, obstetricians and chiropractors 

either exacerbated or alleviated the suffering of women depending on their reaction to 

women alluding to being raped by their partners ð or, indeed, stating the fact. 

Those who helped were spoken of in glowing terms. They helped by listening, believing and 

understanding that these women were victims of criminal acts. One GP named what the 

woman described as ôrapeõ and insisted on addressing the issue and the guilt the woman 

was feeling. Where health professionals were helpful, they referred on, in one case bringing 

in a social worker on the same day. They were able to appreciate the gravity of the situation 

and act without delay. They persisted in knowing more when women alluded to what was 

happening to them, or they questioned injuries they could see. One time, a particularly 

helpful GP enquired about more than the flu injection she was asked to administer. 
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I had gone to the doctor for a flu injection and I just fell apart and she sat me down. I 

just lost it. Thatõs all it needed for her to say to me, ôHow are you going?õ (Elizabeth) 

When I was telling my doctor, I said, ôHe had his way with meõ, and my doctor said, 

ôNo, he raped youõ.  

The chiropractor asked me how it happened and I alluded to it. Sometime later, he 

was trying a different technique, and he said, ôYouõre not progressing as well as you 

shouldõ, and he said the underlying issues hadnõt been dealt with. [After some 

treatment and at another appointment] he held up a piece of paper and it had ôrape ô 

written on it. We talked about it a lot é He actually said, ôYouõve got to deal with this 

because itõs impacting on your ability to get betterõ. (Fraser) 

Unhelpful responses 

Where doctors were unhelpful ð and these were the majority ð they showed little reaction to 

disclosures, minimising it with euphemisms (like being ôless physicalõ). They gave the clear 

indication of not wanting to know, and if it was mentioned, they never mentioned it in 

subsequent appointments. They were clearly uncomfortable with the subject. Some women 

spoke of never imagining it would be possible to talk to her doctor about the rapes because 

they anticipated such reactions, saying their doctor was male or elderly. 

Unhelpful doctors had a tendency to medicate women with valium or anti-depressants rather 

than talk about it or refer to a counsellor or psychologist. Some women described their 

doctorsõ reactions as apathetic and patronising, and ultimately supporting the ôrightõ of the 

husband ð despite the illegality of his actions. 

[My GP] wasnõt very forthcoming with anything much. All he said was ôThis is a bit 

bizarreõ. (Sandie) 

After my second husband died, I was under a psychiatrist for a while, but as soon as 

another man was in the picture, this psychiatrist decided I didnõt need that help. He 

would always shy away from these things. He concentrated on the early ages the 

children left home and how that made me feel, and of course the incessant valium. 

Weõll start you out at two a day, and then increase it every fortnight. There was nobody 

to talk to. (Janet) 

My doctor é said, ôWhat caused this?õ I remember saying. ôI was raped by my 

husband ... and I wanted it documented in case I then wanted to take this bastard to 

court. His comment was, ôWell, youõll have to be a little less physical next timeõ. It was 

like he was thinking I donõt want to go there, donõt want to get embroiled in the 

legality. I was aware his response was very flippant. (Fraser) 

I did go to my GP. Itõs interesting because I donõt think heõs brought the thing up ever 

since. I went there after Iõd gone to the police and told him what happened. But I 

couldnõt use the rape word. It was very difficult for me to use that word. I said Iõd been 

forced to have unconsensual sex. He said who with? And I explained it was [my ex-

husband]. He made a note of that and to this day heõs never brought it up. Itõs like, 

weõre not going there ... They just wonõt ask a direct question. Absolutely will shy away 

from it ... If it hadnõt been my husband I think I would have got a different response. 

(Victoria) 

A lot of GPs are so discomforted by it, they just donõt ask the appropriate questions. I 

wish they were skilled up and didnõt feel theyõre going to make it worse. Itõs already 

very bad, thereõs nothing they can say that would make you feel any worse than what 

youõre feeling. (Louise) 
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The doctors were apathetic and patronising. ôYouõll be all right dear. Go backõ. They 

were all male doctors then so that probably didnõt help. (Laura) 

 Response from the religious sector  

Two of the women talked about seeking help from the church ð unsuccessfully. One through 

her own efforts, and the second through a neighbourõs intervention. The two women who 

were spoken to by Church representatives were disappointed and felt they were meant to 

offer themselves up in sacrifice. Both women were told to go home and do as their husbands 

asked. Interestingly, neither woman accepted this advice. One changed her Church, and the 

other was never an active Church going member.  

I went to a counsellor at Assemblies of God [é] and they told me to pray. I wanted 

real physical help. Iõd say, ôDonõt you think Iõve tried praying?õ Iõm not saying it doesnõt 

help but sometimes you need more than that. (Julia) 

She then contacted the priest, and Iõm not religious, Iõm fairly anti-religious actually, so 

I was uncomfortable with that to start with but being naive and ignorant to a lot of 

things I agreed. And he then came to the house in secret and discussed with me what 

was going on, and I told him, and he actually was awful. He actually told me that my 

responsibility as a wife was to do whatever my husband told me to do. (Louise) 

Another two women spoke about the importance of their faith to them. One woman was ônot 

allowedõ to go to church during the time she was married and the other spoke of her 

husband ôputting downõ her faith. This woman, in particular, received ongoing support from 

the Church through her process of seeking annulment of the marriage.  

With annulment, you have support if you ask for it. It took me six months. I started in 

November and finished in June. I needed to go through it. I want it so badly. I want the 

church to recognise that it wasnõt a marriage ... . I was crying too much trying to fill in 

the form and I couldnõt write. One of the nuns sat beside me and said, ôWhy donõt you 

just call it what it is?õ I was really lucky in that ... you talk to others and it sits there and 

says this is what it is. Instead of saying you were forced, why not call it what it is? 

(Anne) 

In total, five women participating mentioned faith in God, and spoke of God looking after 

them; of God being with them; or of faith helping.  

Response from the legal sector  

Only four women sought help from police and the legal sector (i) at the time of the assaults, 

and (ii) for rape. Five contacted the police and raised the issue of violence only, and two 

enquired about laying charges years later. The other ten women have not involved the police 

through lack of belief in themselves or the system, and two through lack of trust in the police. 

I didnõt go to the police because Iõm not a dog. I donõt go to the coppers about 

anything. I donõt really trust them ð especially after them [releasing information that 

endangered me]. That made me not like them even more. (Monique) 

I didnõt have trust in the police. (Juana) 

I donõt think youõd get any help from police. I donõt think theyõd class it as rape. Even 

rape that happens by someone they donõt know, I donõt think they really see it as a big 

deal. (Jacqui) 

I had an incident once before with [my sonõs] father whoõs dead now é I went to the 

[é] police, many years ago. He rang them and said we just had an argument, and 
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there was nothing to worry about. They sent me home. I know legally they canõt do 

[certain] things. I was a probation officer. I was state president of [a legal entity] and 

President of [a legal association]. I never got over that with the police. (Elizabeth)  

After being subjected to partner rape, one woman waited till her husband fell asleep and left 

him in the house with four sleeping children while she went to the police station in her town. 

The police left her standing in her dressing gown in the public foyer with people coming and 

going. They then suggested she go and stay with a friend. She lost faith then, and ôshut 

downõ. 

Less than a quarter of the women attempted to seek help from the police and the justice 

system. In hypothetical terms, women said they should be able to expect empathy and belief 

from police and improved processes to allow for privacy and confidentiality. They expect 

timely and comprehensive information on their rights and options, including referral 

information. They expect to be in no doubt that police view partner rape as a crime. 

Again, youõd hope youõd get a listening ear, someone whoõs going to be empathetic to 

what youõd endured é If youõre going to the police I guess youõre going to press 

charges and Iõd hope to have the support from the police and others to press charges. 

(Anne) 

If a woman goes to the police, she needs to know that sheõs not going to be doubted, 

that theyõll take her seriously. They wonõt give off the sense that, ôOK, so what did you 

do?õ It should be, ôPlease tell us what happenedõ. If nothing comes of it thatõs fine. 

Well not really, but you need to be able to go there and not feel ashamed, that theyõre 

not going to look at you like itõs your fault. (Katherine) 

Four women reported very positive experiences of police support. Two from the same town 

stated clearly that their positive experience was because of two specific members of the 

Sexual Offences and Child Abuse Unit (SOCAU). They mentioned over and again that they 

only persisted in their actions against their abusive partner because of the belief and 

encouragement of these police officers. Other police officers were appreciated by women for 

referrals they made to CASA or Family Violence services. Another woman is considering 

pressing charges against her ex-husband on the advice and urging of local police who have 

other evidence against him and want to see him charged. 

It was the police who helped me. There was this one policeman ð when [my partner] 

bashed me the last time, it took a long time to find him because he hid his car and hid 

in the bush. This one policeman rang me all weekend and said, ôI really want you to 

go to courtõ. He rang until I went to court. Other than that I wouldnõt have gone é 

When [my partner] came out with the axe, there were two police ð one was a young 

guy and another one who were really nice. I wanted to send him something to say 

thank you for helping me and convincing me to do it because otherwise Iõd still be in 

that same position I was. (Kate) 

I had a particularly motivated SOCAU man who didnõt make me feel disbelieved or 

guilty or at fault. I was so lucky to have this empathic man. When the case went from 

SOCAU to CIB, the woman then was the same. I never felt disbelieved by them. If I 

had felt that, I wouldnõt have gone as far as I did. They werenõt saying you have to do 

this and this. They allowed me to talk to them and then gave me my options. They said 

it would be difficult and theyõd have to get the OPP [Office of Public Prosecutions] to 

believe, to make a case. They didnõt give me false hope but absolutely believed me 

and didnõt disengage with me é They were very, very professional, kind, [and] made 

me feel like a person. (Victoria) 
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Two of the three women who went to court described experiences that they found damaging. 

One was there simply for an Intervention Order. They felt disbelieved and re-victimised. The 

flaws in the system seem to begin in a lack of preparation by police and prosecutors about 

what the woman can expect in court. It continues with women not being told who their 

representative is, and constantly changing legal representation. They spoke of very poor 

communication throughout the whole procedure of having the case heard in court, and of 

having to repeat their story four or five times to different people.  

Once in court, it was as if the woman herself was on trial. The past is brought up, including 

prior sexual abuse, and intimate details are discussed in this public forum that consists mostly 

of men. The women felt silenced and abused. The time delay of around two years inevitably 

means that life is taken over by getting through the ordeal. Both lost faith in the system, 

stating they would not recommend that other women take their case to court because it was 

so traumatic. 

I do have a problem with the total lack of information given to the victim. Already we 

feel powerless, we give our statements, do all of that work, then in my case wait two 

years, have two adjournments, and then be just thrown in two days before the court 

case. Itõs just hell ... My past was brought up, my abuse from my childhood.  

His defence said it wasnõt the first time Iõd been abused ... My prosecutor  

didnõt object once. The judge did more for me than my prosecutor did ... It didnõt work 

for me and itõs not about the actual outcome. I wasnõt asked the right questions  

and I couldnõt go off on my own tangent. I didnõt feel heard at all. I didnõt feel like I got 

my day in court. I thought no matter what, I would have it over with,  

but sitting here now, itõs that futility. If Iõd known that Iõd feel that shut down and 

unsupported by my own prosecutor, I wouldnõt have gone ahead ... Just having to 

share your story four or five times. To keep having to repeat it to someone who just 

doesnõt understand it. Itõs just too hard. I really do support women who choose not to 

go ahead. (Victoria) 

I think sexual assault is a really heinous awful crime and I think because of the injustice 

I went through with the court, itõs stopping me from healing. Thereõs no closure for me 

... I have to look at whatõs in it for me and whatõs best for me. If Iõm going to end up 

with more trauma and a high probability of not seeing justice done, then itõs not in my 

best interests. However, having said that, I think that womenõs voices need to be heard 

in the court and I wasnõt allowed to use my voice last time but I will next time. They 

wonõt gag me next time. Thereõs a part of me that feels really strongly and a part of me 

thatõs in limbo. As we go along Iõll decide. (Sandie) 

Poisoning the family  ð effects on kids  

Men raping their wives and partners inevitably hurt their children. The spectrum of hurt 

ranged from men who sexually and physically assaulted their children (both sons and 

daughters); to the man who raped his wife in front of children; and to the 100% of men 

spoken about by the 21 women who created an unhealthy atmosphere in the family home 

through their words and their behaviour. 

A few weeks later, my children complained that he was assaulting them too. My eldest 

was seven. I was straight down to the police. You can do what you want to me, but 

leave my kids alone. It shows how he had destroyed my soul  that I didnõt care what he 

did to me. But when it came to my children that was a different thing. The defining 

moment was when my four year old looked up and said to me, òMummy, please tell 

daddy that his penis hurts my bottomõ. I thought, ôThis child doesnõt know these words, 
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itõs got to be right what heõs sayingõ. My two older ones still will not admit to me to this 

day that it happened to them. Theyõve been so frightened. That was the end of that 

marriage. (Janet) 

He wanted it regardless of anything. He didnõt care if the kids were around or not ... 

Heõd walk around with no undies with an erection. I ask him not to, but he did it 

anyway. Heõd do it in front of the kids. [My daughter] was only two or so. It happened 

until she was six or seven when I separated ... My daughter did make a statement to 

the police about what he was doing to her. (Rhonda) 

The womenõs concern was always with the children and often this was the catalyst for leaving 

the relationship. A primary concern was for the mental and emotional health of their 

children. They observed their childrenõs anger or their terror. They knew their children could 

see the pain they felt and their struggles to survive in the relationship, and the women did not 

want their children burdened in this way.  

My oldest son is a lot like me and real emotional and the thing that kills me is that he 

saw it all. If people talk loud, he thinks people are fighting and heõs petrified. I blame 

myself for that. Heõs 11. Heõs so soft like me. (Kate) 

My son is 17 and he saw a lot of it. It was either my son or me who was going to get 

hurt. Everything I went through, my son saw. His dad doesnõt like my kids or me and 

everything about us. He is a white man. (Sarah) 

The effects on my children gives me a lot of guilt because I can see theyõre heading 

into 30s and 40s where the way Iõve brought them up, because of the way I was 

treated, itõs having repercussions going down generations. (Janet) 

It has affected my children. I talked to one of my daughters about rape because  

she was having some problems and we discussed it all. I tried to find out how much 

she remembered as a child of what was happening in our house. She cried  

because she had a boyfriend who raped her. Sheõs the only one in the family  

I spoke to about her dad. She says she doesnõt remember but sheõs a very  

angry woman and saying she knows why sheõs angry but sheõs not ready to deal  

with it. (Laura) 

It was very worrying when the women saw indications that one of her sons was becoming like 

the father. The early signs that the sons were learning this abusive behaviour from observing 

the nature of the parentsõ relationship caused women to leave to prevent this happening. 

Even after leaving, women spoke about verbalising their fear with their sons and explicitly 

saying to them they must never treat a woman this way.  

Women said they were consciously worried their sons would rape other women. They 

struggled to deal with sons growing up to be and to look increasingly like the abusive man 

they had left. This fear was sometimes felt by the son himself. One woman spoke of her 

young son seeing a psychologist for help with his fear of the future.  

I knew I had to change for my sonõs sake because I was so nervous and so scared ... 

otherwise my son would grow up with a mental retard as a mother and it  

wouldnõt do him any good ... A number of people have said to me ð learned people, 

counsellors ð ôWhy donõt you say something nice about [his] father?õ After 

 I tell them what it was like, I would ask them, ôWhat do you want me to say about 

him?õ [My son] would ask to go see him and Iõd say he was in jail so we canõt. I said 

he wasnõt a nice man but I didnõt go into details. He knew he was a drug  

addict and the marriage was not happy but I never went into any details ... Itõs difficult 

for [my son] because he thinks heõs going to turn out like [his father]. At least he did 
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[think that]. Thatõs one of the reasons we were going to [the psychologist] ð he was 

violent to me. He was just like an abusive husband ... It doesnõt take much to get it into 

his head that thereõs a genetic connection. He worked it out himself. I didnõt  

tell him. (Julia) 

I donõt want to make things more difficult for [my son by reporting to police]. I think 

heõs endured enough without those kind of things coming out a lot more publicly ... I 

hope that I can show [him] what a normal relationship is, what a normal family is and 

hopefully heõll never do the same. Iõll be furious if he does. [My son] sees the pain. He 

worries ... I know at times when he is a bit like his dad I get agitated and have to 

explain. ôIõm really sorry but Dad used to do that and é it makes me agitated and I 

donõt want to be treated like that or spoken to like that. I know you love your dad and 

you should love your dadõ. I try to explain things to him. Heõs 12 now. Heõs 

recognising so much. (Anne) 

Equally, the women did not want their daughters learning to be victims in unhealthy 

relationships, or taking on angry, abusive behaviours themselves in reaction to their parentsõ 

relationships. 

[My daughter] says she doesnõt remember but sheõs a very angry woman and saying 

she knows why sheõs angry but sheõs not ready to deal with it. (Laura) 

My daughter is in so much pain from him that sheõs trying to control him.  

She knows sheõs got the power over him now. She knows he canõt love her é Sheõs on 

the defensive now and bleeding him for whatever she can get out of him.  

And shut him off. The behaviours weõve had to develop to cope with him are 

disgraceful. (Lee) 

[My daughter] was so incredibly violent and hideous and horrible and I 

 used to think she was possessed by the devil, the things she would do. But  

she was only ð like most children do ð acting out what she was living, which was very 

natural. (Louise) 

On the other hand, women spoke over and over about their stark and unrelenting awareness 

that this was the childrenõs father. He was always going to be their father. Particularly when 

women were considering what action to take, whether to call the police or whether to press 

charges, they were often stopped in their tracks by the thought that their childrenõs father 

would be arrested, or known as a ôconvicted rapistõ.  

I had this feeling that I didn't want the children to be ashamed of their dad being 

locked up. So you don't do it [lay charges]. It's a very awkward situation to be in I think 

... It was only later when I realised it was starting to affect my children é I remember 

watching my son who was five or so starting to be rough with my little daughter who 

was about three. He was learning from his father. I didnõt want him to grow up like 

that, and I didnõt want that for my daughter. Now heõs a lovely family man, and a 

lovely husband, and I donõt think he would have been if Iõd stayed. He turned out to be 

so gentle. (Marcia)  

I wrote in my witness impact statement, I didnõt want [him] to go to jail ... One part of 

me really wanted him to suffer for what heõs done, and yet he is the father of my 

children and it wouldnõt be good for them to have a convicted rapist as a father ... My 

son went into therapy for a while. I thought, ôHow does he feel about the fact that his 

dad has done this?õ I need to say to my girls, ôYou donõt let men treat you like that, 

even if youõve separatedõ ... I want him to go to jail and want him to rot but Iõm so 

worried about what it will do to the kids and who theyõre going to be in the world. If 
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theyõre going to be nasty like their father. I tell [my son] he can never, ever touch a 

woman like this. I worry about him thinking he has the capacity to do something like 

this. (Victoria) 

The dilemma for women is knowing how much to tell children about their husband raping 

them. There was generally a reluctance to say anything and a preference for keeping quiet 

so the child (even if an adult now) would not have to deal with the thought of their father as 

a rapist.  

I havenõt ever blackened his name because he is the father of the two kids and if I can 

keep that quiet I will. (Amanda) 

Another of the many challenges is when women recognise a particular child as the product 

of ôone of these timesõ when they were raped by their husband or partner. 

When they told their children about the rape, they did so as part of explaining what was 

happening to them in getting over the trauma they had dealt with through partner rape. They 

were trying to get on with their lives and had to face it.  

For one woman, it was addressed as part of family therapy to address her daughterõs anger; 

for another, as a way to explain her inability to cope; for another to respond to criticism from 

her daughter that she was unfair to her husband; for another when her daughter was raped 

by another man. One woman described how she ôfreaksõ if someone tries to restrain her 

because it brings up memories of being restrained and anally raped. She said her older 

teenage children donõt know why she freaks out. She said, ôOne day they willõ. 

And Iõve told ð well actually I told my children, because I couldnõt remember the first 

two years of the marriage and I got told that it was because it was so severe whatever 

went on that I couldnõt remember and I ended up having flashbacks and that was 

creating me to actually have blackouts, and so I didnõt know what was going on. And 

so I went back to therapy and thought ôWhatõs going on? I donõt understandõ. Then my 

children were freaking out thinking ôWhatõs wrong with Mum?õ and I was frightened to 

tell them. But we ended up doing group therapy and actually disclosing what had 

happened. My son was too young to remember but my daughter remembers and we 

openly talk about it today. (Louise) 

Without exception, the women spoke of trying to put aside their feelings and get on with life 

for the sake of their children. This was sometimes a pragmatic and conscious decision to not 

address what had happened to them so they could function on a daily basis and bring up 

their children.  

Dealing with partner rape had to wait until they were no longer responsible for their children. 

They moderate their behaviour for the children ð putting aside thoughts of ôsmashing the 

houseõ and suicide until later. One even sought a new relationship so she could be ôa role 

modelõ to her daughters.  

I have two daughters and I have to pull through everything, even give  

another relationship a go, because I am their example. I have to work this 

out so they have a future ... I had a row with my daughter, and it was like,  

ôDad this, Dad thatõ and she asked why I left him. I said, ôYou want to know  

why I left him? I left him because he raped me in front of a porno.  

Do you know what itõs like?õ She hasnõt mentioned her father once  

since then. Daughter number two said, ôDadõs in your life whether 

 you like it or notõ. She said this in 2006. I left him in  

1991. (Rebecca) 
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One woman spoke of not needing to be around now that her youngest child had just left 

home: ôI mean for me the answer is to just opt out because thatõs the easy answer. And now 

I donõt have any responsibilities I can do that and itõs a very, very, very attractive offerõ. And 

another wondered why she was still alive after all sheõd been through, saying, ôI have an 

inherent belief that youõre put on this earth for a reason and that until I do that I canõt dieõ. 

When we finished our interview, she disturbingly said that maybe this was the reason and 

now sheõd fulfilled her purpose. 
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SECTION II ð NOW  

Lastin g damage from partner rape  

Often, in consideration of the children and the need to keep functioning while raising them, 

women delayed dealing emotionally with the effects of rape until many years later. As a 

result, women described how 10 or 20 or even more years later, details of the rapes were 

coming back to them.  

It was 20 years since Iõve left him but Iõm having flashbacks to what heõs done é 

Some of the fine details Iõm still remembering. Itõs just coming out. (Rhonda) 

What had happened that night had changed me for the rest of the time. I had closed 

down and stepped away from it, like it didnõt happen. You push it aside until something 

comes about and something is said and you realise thatõs exactly whatõs happened. 

You find different ways to deal with it until it says, ôYouõre going to deal with me 

properlyõ é I think I was looking for an understanding about what happened, why Iõm 

feeling what I am even though itõs so long ago. (Katherine) 

And still to this day if Iõm getting physically hurt while having sex I still have difficulty 

saying it hurts. (Louise) 

Just two of the 21 women were unambiguous about having recovered completely.  

I donõt think about it. Iõve dealt with it as far as Iõm concerned. It doesnõt impact on me 

now. (Amanda) 

I'm over it now completely, thank you very much! (Marcia) 

The remaining 19 women described the ongoing effects of partner rape on their current 

health and wellbeing. They spoke of feeling lost and questioning the reason for their being 

alive. Their self-worth was volatile ð regularly hitting rock bottom. One spoke of herself as a 

different person now. Her personality had been changed. She was no longer the funny, 

positive and uplifting person she had been.  

[What help should doctors give you?] Probably a brain transplant so I could stop 

thinking. I know this isnõt me. I know Iõm happier than this. Itõs like I canõt find myself. I 

canõt find who I used to be. Iõve changed a lot. I was always funny and happy and 

doing daggy stuff and always had people laughing. Then I stopped being like that 

around him. I still donõt know who I am or what I want. I just feel like crawling under a 

rock. Iõve got nothing to show for anything é Thatõs been over two years now. I slow 

everyone down. I have no energy. Iõd rather sit home and do nothing. A lot of my 

friends come around. I always lock my doors, and they know Iõm home but I wonõt 

answer the door é Since I split up with [him] Iõve been with a couple of guys é I donõt 

know how to be a person any more. I donõt know whatõs normal and not when youõre 

seeing someone in a relationship. (Kate) 

Iõm [Janet] now ð Iõve only just started to be [Janet]. Iõll be independent for the first 

time since I was 16. Whatõs happened to me is soul destroying, absolutely soul 

destroying. I lost faith in humanity. I feel violated, unworthy. If that was what life was 

about, well, why was I born? (Janet) 

My sense of self is pretty shattered at the moment é I sometimes I feel enormous 

despair é I donõt want to spend the rest of my life alone and yet I cannot see a way 

through to appreciate my life any more, so that makes me really sad. (Victoria) 




