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Feminists Work For Change worked with Birmingham & Solihull Women’s
Aid (BSWA) and poet Nafeesa Hamid to make This isn’t what love should feel
like, a domestic abuse awareness raising zine and social media campaign.
BSWA are a women-led and women-centred organisation doing
vitally important work to support women affected by domestic abuse,
empowering them to take back control of their lives. Through their
incredible dedication to the fight for women’s equality, BSWA are working to
change the way society views domestic abuse and supports those affected
by it.
Featuring new poetry by Nafeesa Hamid and contributions from BSWA, we
hope this zine will help more people to understand the scale and impact
of domestic abuse, the biggest social issue affecting women and children
in society today, and to see how they can help. Ending domestic abuse is
everyone’s responsibility.
For those seeking help and support, here you will be able to find someone
you can talk to confidentially, in a way that works for you, now or when you
feel ready.
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by Nafeesa Hamid

Perhaps this is how men are made. Within angles.
Perhaps he was more fist and fight than man,
back then. Perhaps she closed her eyes
instead of glaring into his like an insolent child.
Perhaps she sunk her knuckles into the sofa
of leathery crevices and secrets, before his face.
The Ramadan calendar is almost six years out of date
But no one has the heart to take it down
Or the will to move forward from there yet.
In a freeze frame we all look bored
more than we do tense, more than we do scared,
more than we do text book broken.
From one awkward angle in the far left:
we are stock still, waiting for him to kick her balloon belly,
waiting for her to scream, fall to floor, crawl towards door,
waiting for someone to stop them,
Another angle: from the cellar door
we are waiting to wake up,
waiting for God to answer all the prayers we made up
is this madness? Waiting for my brother to cry
but still look like man in his five-year-old skin because real men watch, they don’t walk Another angle: from the edge of my grandma’s fold up bed
We are waiting for her to bruise, she is scared shrill
keeps asking for more –
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her mouth wide awake in this frame
she will not shut up, we are waiting
for him to tell us he is a hard-working man,
hard-working father and husband –
he is not Monster, just a man.
He is my father.
Perhaps this is how men are made.
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What is it? Who does it affect? Facts & definitions about domestic
abuse.

Domestic abuse is a variety of different behaviours which are about power
and control.
It can include, but is not limited to:
Coercive control
Emotional abuse
Physical abuse
Sexual abuse
Economic abuse

It is when one individual repeatedly and systematically abuses another to
gain control in a relationship.

Domestic abuse can happen to anyone.

In the overwhelming majority of cases, domestic abuse is experienced by
women and perpetrated by men.
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Domestic abuse is very common.

A woman is killed by her male partner or former partner every four days in
England and Wales.

The dynamics of domestic abuse in a heterosexual relationship where the
perpetrator is male are specific and different to those within a domestic
abuse relationship where the perpetrator is female, or, in a same sex
relationship.

Domestic abuse is a gendered crime which is deeply rooted in the societal
inequality between men and women.

Domestic abuse happens throughout every level of society, regardless of
health, wealth or status.

It can be perpetrated by a partner, ex-partner, family member or a carer.
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Where domestic abuse intersects with race, class, disability, religion,
sexuality, gender identity, mental health, immigration status, economic
status, sex work and homelessness, women can face additional, complex
barriers to accessing the help and support they need.

Coercive control is a pattern of behaviour that includes intimidation, threats,
humiliation, assault or other abuse to harm, punish, frighten or control a
partner. The abuser isolates their partner from support and dictates who
they can see and what they can do, taking away their independence.

Emotional abuse affects a woman’s personality and sense of self. It can
include repeatedly being put down, made to feel guilty, manipulated to
doubt her view of reality or her sanity, and made to feel responsible for the
abuse she is experiencing. She may be made to feel worthless, that no-one
cares about her and that no-one will believe her experience of the abuse.

Sexual abuse includes rape, sexual assault and sexual exploitation, used
by perpetrators to control their partners. It includes controlling access
to contraception. Any form of sexual activity that takes place without a
woman’s full and informed consent is abuse. Forcing or pressuring a woman
into sex is rape. It makes no difference if she has consented in the past, or if
it is with her husband or partner.
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Economic abuse is when an abuser controls a person’s money and
resources. This could be: not letting her get a job or ruining job
opportunities, taking benefits she is entitled to, spending her money
without her consent, preventing her from accessing her own money,
acquiring debt in her name, damaging her property or withholding child
maintenance payments.

The effect of domestic abuse on a woman is deep, far-reaching and longlasting. It compromises her health, dignity, independence and security, and
affects her children and family.

15

Anna Fawcett from Birmingham & Solihull Women’s Aid talks about
domestic abuse: why it happens, women’s inequality in society and
what to do if you are worried about yourself or someone else.
Who does domestic abuse affect?
Domestic abuse can affect anyone and it’s really important to say that. We’re
a women’s charity so we focus on women, and the reason for that is because
we see it as being predominantly a gendered crime which affects women,
because women have a difficult role in society. Overwhelmingly, when you
look at the statistics behind it, it is women that experience it to the greatest
extent. It can affect anyone and there are a wide variety of support services
out there that can help other people too.
Domestic abuse is the biggest social issue affecting women and children in
society today. Why does it happen?
We live in a society where women don’t have equality with men, we see
that on a day-to-day basis, in all aspects of life. Domestic abuse links
into that because women’s roles within society are a reflection of what is
going on. Women are treated differently and criticised in a way that men
don’t experience. That then feeds into the power dynamic within social
relationships. It is easier to control and abuse women because of the
societal structures that we have in place.
Because of the nature of domestic abuse and how it’s seen - within the
criminal justice system, with social services, with the police, with solicitors
- women’s behaviour and the standards that their behaviour is set to are so
much higher than men’s. That comes back to misogyny. Men in society are
given a carte blanche in respect to behaving in a certain way and women
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are not. We need to look long and hard at this country and how we treat
women and the standards that we hold women to.
How can you support someone that you think may be experiencing domestic
abuse? This might be a work colleague, family member or friend.
It can be quite difficult to do and people are sometimes worried about
doing the wrong thing, but the main thing to avoid doing: don’t shut that
person down. Just listen to them and hear what they want to do.
With a colleague, it’s always worth asking:
Are you okay? Are things okay at home?
Do it in a way to be sensitive to what’s going on and take them out of the
office/public scenario:
Do you want to go and have a chat and have a coffee?
Ask about things that may be a red flag or a cause for concern:
I’ve noticed you’ve been late a few times and you said something the other day
that you’re broke when you’ve just been paid.
Reassure them that you will listen to them, you’re not going to tell them
what to do or going to come up with solutions or say, You need to leave or
anything like that:
You can come and talk to me, you can talk to me and it’s confidential.
What do you want to do?
Do you want me to help you?
With a friend or family member, make space for that person to talk to you
about it:
Are you alright? Do you want to pop over for a coffee?
I’ve noticed that x, y & z has happened.
You can talk to me, I’m not going to say anything to anybody, I’ll keep it
confidential.
It may be that actually you feel like it’s not safe to even do that. Your friend
or family member may never be alone, their partner may always be there. It
might be that you more subtly say, on a text:
Do you want to go for a coffee or want to meet up?
Make space to do it, or advise of organisations in a safe way:
If you want to talk to someone there’s this organisation.
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We get a lot of calls from professionals and from friends and family on our
helpline and webchat. There’s nothing to stop you contacting us if you are
worried. The one thing we won’t do is contact a woman on your say so. Our
service is very much about what that woman wants and as much as we can
understand that you are really worried, it has to come from that woman and
what she wants to do.
What is the best way to respond if a friend or family member has told you that
their relationship is abusive? Some people might find it difficult to accept,
especially if they know both people involved.
If you have in your head this image of this person who you know quite
well – maybe he’s a nice guy, he’s really charming, you’ve never seen him
get angry, he’s always really friendly, he’s always really helpful - then your
friend or family member tells you, This is what’s going on at home, I’m really
frightened, it’s really important in that moment to put your viewpoint to one
side and listen to what that person is telling you.
Perpetrators can be extremely charming, and they can switch in a second.
You must trust the person who has taken a huge leap even telling you
about their situation. They might have been grappling with it for years or
months of their life. Maybe they have been thinking they’re the one that’s
crazy and making this all up. If they’re telling you that and you say, Ah come
on, he’s not like that, or diminish their experience, that will probably close
down that conversation.
We have all done things like that, and if you have done that in the past,
don’t feel bad about it. Just support that person.
Abusive and controlling behaviour in your own relationship can be difficult to
name or make sense of. If your situation is making you feel bad or worried, what
can you do?
If you are worried about what is going on with you, go and speak to
someone, because the likelihood is, if something doesn’t feel right to you,
there probably is something going on there.
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Don’t feel afraid about calling a service like ours, calling a helpline, going
online. Do it safely if you’re worried about your partner looking at your
phone and seeing things. You can go on your phone on a private page so
you don’t have the search history. Make sure you are safe if you’re doing
your fact finding. There are a lot of resources online and there are so many
organisations out there.
Speaking to somebody that you trust is really important, and that can be a
friend or family member. Speak to them about what you are going through.
Just listen to your gut. If something doesn’t feel right, there are people
out there who will listen and who will believe you. When you pick up the
phone, we will believe what you say, and take it from there to support you
in whatever way you need.
For helplines and webchat service information, go to Do you need someone
to talk to? on pages 26-27
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by Nafeesa Hamid

Seventeen and wedged against the national lottery stand,
I try to stop a man from getting into the shop
to beat a woman, his wife. Would I push to protect her,
how far would I go? Was I going to help in the name of duty
even if it isn’t what she wanted?
this isn’t your fight, you are just a child,
you don’t understand what it means to be a wife.
Her Bengoli is not too far from my Pahari, just as her face
is not too far from my mothers, my grandmothers’
who taught me that being a wife and a mother is to sacrifice;
And in sacrifice we find God and his mercy
And there sits our justice. So I nod, I know
when I say the word ‘police’ she flinches. Not from him.
But from a word that rings familiar, rings red
of a system that will take her children away.
She scrambles for English I might understand, replays thank you
in gestures, insistent she be freed, he’s calm again, ‘Look... ok? Ok. Husband.
Children.’ She points to him and conjures a smile seamlessly.
And God is Al Aleem Al Baseer, without any doubt
my body surrendered to the unknown, as I watched
the couple walk away, subdued silhouettes at sunset.
Her mantra my children, my children rang like a cowbell
around the shop front for weeks whilst I stocked shelves.
My God released in me a clotted maturity
Released my grip on the door where her husband was released
from his rage and her from an untamed fear,
back into the control of cosmos where love is greater,
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far greater than this here in what we claim to know.
Kindness was no longer what I thought it was, not easy,
and a Customer Service NVQ in a corner shop
was coming at me with more lessons than I could relay
back to the examining board at the next Review.
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Domestic abuse myths and the problems they cause.
Myths about domestic abuse can make recognising and acknowledging it
difficult. Damaging, misinformed beliefs can invalidate the experiences of
people affected and take the responsibility for abuse away from the abuser.
They make it much harder for anyone living with it to see a way out of their
situation, and to seek help. Challenging these ideas helps to change the
way we understand and talk about domestic abuse, better support people
affected, and shift society’s view of it.
Additional words by Anna Fawcett, BSWA

Most relationships start with falling in love and abuse rarely happens at
the beginning, even in relationships where domestic abuse has become
established. It can be very difficult for a woman to leave a relationship for
many reasons, even if she wants to. Violent behaviour can escalate at the
point when a woman tries to leave. She may be frightened about what will
happen to her and her children, have nowhere to go, be isolated from family
and friends, have no money, or feel she can’t cope on her own. Women in
abusive relationships need understanding, not judgement.
Sometimes it isn’t about leaving. We see it all the time that women are in
a position where they don’t feel there is any way out and that’s completely
understandable. Sometimes even saying the words, ‘I think that I’m in an
abusive relationship’, can feel like it’s just too much to bear. It’s about finding
what works for that woman at that time and sometimes it is far more
dangerous to leave an abusive relationship than it is to stay, in that moment. It’s
very complicated and there are a lot of barriers to getting support.
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Many people use alcohol and drugs and don’t abuse their partner. Drugs,
alcohol, stress, debt, or even a team losing at football can make an existing
situation worse, but they are not the reason the situation is happening.
A perpetrator makes a choice about their actions, and they alone are
responsible for them.
It basically gives the perpetrator an excuse to say, ‘it’s not my fault’. It creates an
excuse and it’s not a true reflection of what domestic abuse is, which is a pattern
of behaviour, it’s stuff that is happening all the time under the surface.

There is a perception that domestic abuse is a predominantly racial or
cultural issue. Domestic abuse affects women from all ethnicities, faiths
and races. Black, Asian or other ethnic minority women will also experience
racism, which is pervasive in the UK, making experiences of domestic abuse
more complex, and accessing support more difficult. Women might be
reluctant to seek help from agencies such as the police and social services
for fear of a racist response. Asylum seeking, refugee or migrant women
may also be facing uncertainty around their immigration status and may
face language barriers, which makes getting help much more challenging
and frightening.

This idea is widespread, deep-rooted and often said when people hear of
cases of domestic abuse. Finding reasons why a woman’s actions ‘provoked
him’ makes excuses for the perpetrator’s abusive behaviour, defends it and
blames the woman for what has happened to her. Responsibility for abuse
in a relationship always lies with the perpetrator, and with them alone.
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There’s an element of victim-blaming and women are criticised for their
behaviour. Women’s behaviour and the standards that their behaviour is set to
are so much higher than men’s. That comes back to misogyny. Men in society
are given a carte blanche in respect to behaving in a certain way and women
are not.

Domestic abuse can happen to anyone, but in the overwhelming majority
of cases, domestic abuse is experienced by women and perpetrated
by men. A woman is killed by her male partner or former partner every
four days in England and Wales. Women are far more likely than men to
experience multiple incidents of abuse, different forms of abuse, and sexual
violence particularly.
We see it as being predominantly a gendered crime which affects women.
Women do not have an equal role in society and that means at home, at work,
in healthcare, in the criminal justice system, in social care, in all of those things,
women don’t have that parity. It is easier to control and abuse women because
of the societal structures that we have in place.

Domestic abuse is widespread throughout society, for a woman to
experience abuse in more than one relationship is not uncommon. To say
that some women are particularly attracted to ‘bad boys’ or abusive men is
victim-blaming.
Why aren’t we questioning the behaviours of these partners, these perpetrators?
Arguably, these perpetrators are seeing aspects of her personality, her situation,
that make her vulnerable and she can be easily abused in that way. To focus
on her as being the person that is going out there looking for that is really
frustrating. It is labelling and stereotyping a woman in a completely unfair way.
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Children in families where their father abuses their mother grow up in an
atmosphere of tension, fear, intimidation and confusion. Many are being
abused themselves. Many are seeing or hearing their mother being abused.
It is frightening to live with domestic abuse on a day-to-day basis.
Trauma affects everybody in different ways but it is really important to say that
children experience domestic abuse, they don’t just witness it. If you’re abusing
your partner in front of your children, or even behind closed doors, children
have a very keen awareness of what’s going on and it’s very difficult to reconcile
the idea of being a good father and being an abusive partner. Ultimately you’ve
got to look at what that means for that child’s lived experience.
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Access free, confidential helplines and webchat services in Birmingham,
the West Midlands and UK wide, now or when you feel ready.
If something doesn’t feel right, there are people out there who will listen and who
will believe you. When you pick up the phone to speak to someone, we will believe
what you say, and take it from there to support you in whatever way you need.
Anna, BSWA
If you’re worried about your partner seeing what you have looked at online,
use ‘private browsing mode’ on your phone or device, which won’t save your
search history. More information https://www.womensaid.org.uk/cover-yourtracks-online/
Most websites offering support for domestic abuse have an ‘exit page’ button
that will close the webpage quickly.
Birmingham & the West Midlands
Birmingham & Solihull Women’s Aid
Confidential helpline: 7 days a week, 9.15am to 5.15pm 0808 800 0028
Webchat: Mon-Fri 10am - 4pm
https://bswaid.org
info@bswaid.org
Black Country Women’s Aid
Confidential helpline: (24/7) 0121 552 6448
For advice or access to support services: Mon-Fri 9am - 5pm 0121 553 0090
Text or WhatsApp: Mon-Fri 9am-9pm 07384 466 181
https://blackcountrywomensaid.co.uk
info@blackcountrywomenaid.co.uk
Haven Refuge Wolverhampton
Confidential helpline: (24/7) 08000 194 400
WhatsApp Helpline: Mon-Fri 9am – 5pm 07719 558 183
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Live Chat: Mon-Fri 9am – 5pm
https://havenrefuge.org.uk
referralpoint@havenrefuge.org.uk
National
Women’s Aid
Webchat: 7 days a week, 10am - 6pm
https://chat.womensaid.org.uk/
Email: helpline@womensaid.org.uk
Refuge
National domestic abuse helpline: (24/7) 0808 2000 247
Webchat: Mon-Fri 3pm – 10pm
https://www.nationaldahelpline.org.uk/en/Chat-to-us-online
Support in BSL: Mon-Fri 10am - 6pm
https://www.nationaldahelpline.org.uk/en/bsl
National LGBT+ Domestic Abuse Helpline (run by Galop)
Confidential helpline: Mon-Fri 10am – 5pm, Wed & Thu 10am – 8pm 0800
9995428
Webchat: Wed & Thu 5pm – 8pm
https://galop.org.uk/get-help/helplines/
help@galop.org.uk
Respect - Men’s advice line
For men affected by domestic abuse: Mon-Fri 9am – 8pm 0808 801 0327
Email support: Mon-Fri 9am – 8pm, Sat & Sun 10am – 12pm & 4pm - 6pm
info@mensadviceline.org.uk
https://mensadviceline.org.uk/
The Mix - Essential support for under 25s
Confidential helpline: 7 days a week, 3pm – 12am 0808 808 4994
Webchat: 7 days a week, 3pm – 12am
https://www.themix.org.uk/
Crisis messenger: (24/7) text THEMIX to 85258
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What you can do to support the movement to end domestic abuse.

Domestic abuse can happen to anyone but overwhelmingly affects the lives
of women. It is a gendered crime which is deeply rooted in women’s societal
inequality. Centre women in the conversation about domestic abuse and
challenge the myths that surround it.

Champion women and their work, voices and stories. This could be at work,
university or in your community. It could be individuals, organisations
or businesses who you know are doing great things. Women’s visibility is
essential to achieving gender equality. You can’t be what you can’t see.

Gender stereotyping is harmful for everyone and is one of the underlying
causes of domestic abuse and gender based violence. Particularly for
children and young people, challenging these fixed ideas about men and
women’s skills, characteristics and how they should behave plays a vital role
in working towards gender equality.
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Make changes yourself. Confront sexist behaviour in your workplace,
college or university, and amongst your friends and family. It takes courage,
but if you think something is inappropriate, offensive or discriminatory,
speak up.

Read books and articles, sign up for newsletters, watch TV programmes
and follow feminist accounts on social media. If you’re looking for ideas
to get your reading started, take a look at our feminist library: https://
feministsworkforchange.com/the-fwfc-feminist-library/

Domestic abuse is common and it is likely that you will know someone who
will be experiencing it. If they confide in you, listen, give them space to talk
and ask them if they want your help. It isn’t helpful to judge, tell them what
to do or give ultimatums if their situation isn’t changing. Domestic abuse is
complex and women face many barriers to leaving an abusive partner. Read
our interview with Anna Fawcett from BSWA to learn more about how you
can help.

Talking about your own experiences, or stories in the press and on TV
shows, can help to change the way people understand issues affecting
women and think about how they could help.
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Get involved with a feminist group locally or find out how you could
support them. FWFC are in Birmingham, Sisters Uncut and the Fawcett
Society operate nationally with local branches.
https://feministsworkforchange.com/
https://www.sistersuncut.org/
https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/

Since the start of the pandemic, many domestic abuse charities have
never been busier or their resources more stretched. They fundraise on
an ongoing basis for services that they provide for women and children
affected by domestic abuse, and those looking for support. Their websites
will provide information on the different ways you can help or donate.

It can sometimes feel like no political party shares your values and that
voting won’t make any difference, but not voting at all will not help to make
changes in the right direction.

Never underestimate the power of writing to your MP. Find out who your
MP is, write to them, tell them what matters to you and what you care
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about. Sometimes this can be difficult if they are not responsive but it is
definitely worth doing. Find your MP: https://members.parliament.uk/
FindYourMP

Share this zine with someone else once you’ve read it, or share our
campaign on social media @feministsworkforchange.
You can access a digital copy of This isn’t what love should feel like on our
website to keep and share too https://feministsworkforchange.com.
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We will not stop campaigning until every woman and every child is empowered
to live free from abuse, and we will continue to work tirelessly to change
outdated conversations going on around us every day.
Who are they?
For 40 years Birmingham and Solihull Women’s Aid (BSWA) has provided
front line domestic abuse support services to women and children in the
Birmingham and Solihull area.
What do they do?
BSWA advocate for the rights of ALL women.
Every day their specially trained team of female support workers listen to,
believe in and offer expert support to women and children affected by
domestic abuse.
They challenge the inequality and abuse that result from women’s position
in society, providing services and resources that unlock women’s power
and enable them to regain their confidence and skills to achieve their
aspirations.
They believe all women should be empowered to create a life in which they
– and their families – can live free from domestic abuse.
They strongly believe that all of society has a role to play in bringing an end
to domestic abuse. From healthcare providers and police, from employers
through to family, friends and neighbours.
They work to create lasting change in society, where inequality and abuse
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are not tolerated.
They represent the rights and voices of women on boards, steering groups,
task forces and working groups.
They do not judge, they do not apply pressure, nor do they tell women what
they should do. They simply walk alongside the women accessing their
services, providing support and guidance where it’s needed.
Instagram & twitter: @bswaid
http://bswaid.org
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@NafeesaHamid
@nafeesa_h93

Acknowledgements:
To Nafeesa, thank you for sharing your experiences, and for the boldness, for
the unwavering courage, for the generosity and for the power in your words.
34

To Anna, for her interview and work on this campaign, and to all the women
working for Birmingham & Solihull Women’s Aid, thank you. BSWA were the
first organisation we talked to when we started our work. We asked them
what they thought were the big issues facing women in Birmingham and
beyond, and what we could do to help. Through their support of us as a
voluntary group, we have continued to learn from their expertise which has
enabled us to develop our work and to make the most of our skills.
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