Abigal Muchecheti

INVISIBLE WOUNDS

Silence, Survival, and
the Hidden Cost of Violence

Gender Studies

Collection Editors
JAN ETIENNE
REHAM ELMORALLY

LIVED PLACES
PUBLISHING






INVISIBLE WOUNDS






Abigal Muchecheti

INVISIBLE WOUNDS

Silence, Survival, and the
Hidden Cost of Violence

Gender Studies
Collection Editors

JAN ETIENNE
REHAM ELMORALLY

h



First published in 2026 by Lived Places Publishing

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training
artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the Digital
Single Market Directive 2019/790, Lived Places Publishing expressly reserves this work from the
text and data mining exception.

The author and editor have made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the information
contained in this publication but assume no responsibility for any errors, inaccuracies,
inconsistencies, or omissions. Likewise, every effort has been made to contact copyright
holders. If any copyright material has been reproduced unwittingly and without permission,
the publisher will gladly receive information enabling them to rectify any error or omission in
subsequent editions.

Copyright © 2026 Lived Places Publishing

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 9781918527353 (pbk)
ISBN: 9781918527377 (ePDF)
ISBN: 9781918527360 (ePUB)

The right of Dr. Abigal Muchecheti to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted
by them in accordance with the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988.

Cover design by Fiachra McCarthy
Book design by Rachel Trolove of Twin Trail Design
Typeset by Newgen Publishing, UK

Lived Places Publishing
PO. Box 1845

47 Echo Avenue

Miller Place, NY 11764

www.livedplacespublishing.com


http://www.livedplacespublishing.com

Abstract

Invisible Wounds: Silence, Survival, and the Hidden Cost of
Violence argues that the most enduring forms of gendered vio-
lence are those rendered invisible — emotional, sexual, psycho-
logical, financial, cultural, spiritual, and institutional harms — that
leave no bruise yet restructure a woman's entire life. Centring
African and Black feminist thought, disability studies, and my
experience supporting survivors within HR and safeguarding
frameworks while working at a UK university, this book reframes
invisibility as something produced through silence, respectabil-
ity, bureaucratic design, and cultural expectations of endurance.

Drawing on feminist autoethnography, practitioner observa-
tion, and case-led analysis, the book exposes how institutions,
from families and faith communities to universities and the
state, translate violence into private trouble, procedure, or per-
sonal failing. It also traces how survivors navigate cultural scripts
of duty, shame, and moral discipline, and how misrecognition
intensifies for Black, migrant, disabled, and otherwise precarious
women. Rather than focus solely on disclosure, the book argues
for a structural politics of visibility, relational ethics, and survivor-
centred repair. By blending theory, lived analysis, and practitioner
tools, Invisible Wounds calls for redesigning the conditions under
which safety, speech, and accountability become possible. It also
introduces the Reconstructive Freedom Framework (RFF), a
Black feminist theory of post-violence reconstruction organised
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around seven interconnected pillars that reframe recovery as a
structural, relational, embodied, and political process rather than
a return to a pre-violence self. It positions repair, not resilience,
as the organising principle of meaningful institutional response.

Key words

Invisible wounds; emotional abuse; coercive control; African fem-
inism; disability and violence; feminist autoethnography; domes-
tic abuse; institutional betrayal; intersectionality; silence
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Content note

This book examines domestic and gender-based violence,
including emotional, psychological, sexual, financial, spiritual,
and institutional forms of harm. It explores how violence may be
rendered invisible through silence, cultural expectation, bureau-
cratic process, and social misrecognition. Some chapters draw on
feminist autoethnography, practitioner observation, and case-
led analysis. While the book avoids graphic description, readers
may encounter material that resonates with personal or profes-

sional experiences of harm, survival, or institutional betrayal.

Readers are encouraged to engage with the text at their own
pace and to prioritise care in how and when they read.



Learning objectives

How are gendered forms of violence rendered invisible

through silence, institutional design, cultural expectations,

and respectability politics, and what are the costs of that

invisibility for Black, African, migrant, and disabled women?

By engaging with this book, readers will be able to:

1.

Recognise forms of violence that leave no visible mark,
including emotional, psychological, sexual, financial, spiritual,
and institutional abuse.

Understand how institutions, including families, faith commu-
nities, universities, welfare systems, healthcare, and the state, can
normalise, minimise, or bureaucratise gender-based violence.

Analyse how cultural expectations of endurance, duty,
respectability, and silence shape women'’s responses to vio-
lence, particularly within African and diasporic contexts.

Examine how race, migration, disability, class, and gender
intersect to shape experiences of violence, recognition,
credibility, and access to protection.

Critically evaluate disclosure-centred approaches to
gender-based violence, recognising who is excluded, dis-
believed, or placed at greater risk by models that assume
disclosure is always possible or safe.

Explore what a structural politics of visibility requires
beyond individual resilience, courage, or awareness.

Apply the principles of the Reconstructive Freedom
Framework to consider how institutions might be redesigned
around repair, dignity, accountability, and structural justice.






Introduction

Invisible wounds: Silence,
survival, and the hidden cost of
violence

Some wounds leave no mark yet reorder a woman's whole world.
They live in pauses before answering a partner’s question, in
bank cards handed over “for harmony,"in sex given to avoid pun-
ishment, in religious counsel that translates abuse into reconcili-
ation, and in the bureaucratic language that converts pain into a
line on a report. These are the wounds that persist because they
are misrecognised as temperament, culture, misunderstanding,
or private difficulty. To name them is not merely to describe
harm; it is to expose the systems, expectations, and silences that
allow harm to continue.

This book begins with the premise that invisibility is not evidence
of absence. Invisibility is produced. It is produced through patriar-
chal norms that recast domination as care; through institutional
practices that prioritise procedure over protection; through cul-
tural scripts that frame endurance as virtue; through legal sys-
tems that privilege visible injury; through religious expectations
that elevate forgiveness above safety; and through racialised
and ableist assumptions that shape who is believed and who
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is dismissed. Across Zimbabwe, the United Kingdom, and dias-
poric communities, these dynamics appear in different forms but
share a common logic.

My standpoint in this work is shaped by multiple locations: As a dis-
abled Black Zimbabwean-British woman; as an academic trained
in leadership and institutional analysis; and as a Domestic Abuse
Champion while working at a UK university, | have listened to,
supported, and advocated for women navigating coercion
across different social and institutional settings. | write not as a
detached observer, nor as a memoirist seeking confession, but as
a researcher-practitioner attentive to the everyday negotiations
through which women survive emotional manipulation, financial
captivity, sexual coercion, spiritual pressure, institutional dismissal,
and the cumulative violence of being repeatedly unheard.

Invisible wounds take many forms. Some are emotional:a woman
humiliated by a partner skilled in psychological warfare. Some
are financial: wages withheld, accounts monitored, dependence
reframed as care. Some are sexual: coercion disguised as marital
obligation, apology used as access, refusal treated as betrayal.
Some are cultural: shame politics that punish disclosure, respect-
ability narratives that reward silence, diaspora expectations
that transform endurance into moral duty. Others are institu-
tional: complaint systems that drain survivors'energy while pro-
tecting organisational reputations, immigration laws that tether
safety to spousal status, and disability systems unable to recog-
nise abuse masked as care.

Across these varied forms of harm, one insight remained con-
stant: A woman can leave an abuser and remain structurally
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unsafe. Safety is not a moment. It is a condition shaped by insti-
tutions, economies, communities, bodies, and social recognition.

Why this book now

Gender-based violence has always been pervasive, but its least
visible forms have become increasingly urgent. Emotional coer-
cion, financial abuse, digital surveillance, institutional betrayal,
and coercive control continue to expand within conditions
shaped by austerity, migration precarity, racism, chronic illness,
and declining social protections. Specialist Black and minoritised
women’s organisations in the UK have repeatedly demonstrated
that institutional racism and immigration insecurity undermine
access to safety, while disability scholars continue to show how
dependence and care infrastructures can become mechanisms

of control rather than protection.

At the same time, feminist scholarship has significantly expanded
our ability to interpret these harms. Intersectionality reveals
how women located at the crossings of race, gender, disability,
migration status, and class frequently fall through institutional
frameworks designed around singular categories of vulnerability.
African feminist scholarship illuminates how cultural expectations
around duty, silence, family continuity, and moral respectability
shape women'’s negotiations with violence. Black feminist thought
demonstrates how misogynoir, racialised stereotypes of strength,
and epistemic erasure affect whose suffering is recognised as cred-
ible. Disability scholarship reframes dependence not as personal
weakness, but as structural exposure within unequal systems.

This book brings these strands into sustained dialogue because
survivors' lives do not unfold within neat theoretical categories.
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The stories that shaped this work moved across homes, churches,
universities, WhatsApp groups, immigration systems, GP surger-
ies, workplaces, and community spaces. Harm was never solely
interpersonal or solely institutional. It was braided, cumulative,
and socially organised.

What this book does

Invisible Wounds advances a reconceptualisation of gender-
based violence that refuses narrow legal or physical definitions
of harm. Emotional, financial, psychological, spiritual, and institu-
tional violence are treated not as peripheral concerns but as cen-
tral mechanisms through which domination is normalised and
sustained. Violence is approached here not as a singular event
but as a relational and structural condition embedded within
everyday life.

Methodologically, the book combines feminist autoethnogra-
phy, practitioner observation, institutional analysis, and case-led
composite narrative. Personal experience is not used as confes-
sion or spectacle but as an epistemic resource through which
broader structures of violence can be understood. Throughout
the book, lived experience remains in dialogue with African fem-
inist thought, Black feminist theory, disability studies, intersec-
tionality, and decolonial analysis.

The book is also shaped by a practitioner lens attentive to safe-
guarding failures, bureaucratic violence, procedural exhaustion,
and the limits of institutional response. It speaks not only to schol-
ars but also to educators, community leaders, advocates, policy-
makers, healthcare professionals, faith leaders, and practitioners
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attempting to respond ethically to gender-based violence within
unequal systems.

Towards the Reconstructive
Freedom Framework

A central argument of this book is that dominant recovery
frameworks remain insufficient for understanding life after
gender-based violence. Many existing models prioritise crisis
intervention, immediate safety, trauma stabilisation, or perpetra-
tor management. While necessary, these approaches often fail to
account for what survivors repeatedly describe after leaving: The
long labour of rebuilding a life within conditions that remain
unequal, precarious, and structurally unsafe.

For the women at the heart of this book, life after violence

involves more than recovery. It involves reconstruction.

This insight forms the basis of the Reconstructive Freedom
Framework (RFF), the book's central theoretical contribution.
Developed across the later chapters of this manuscript, RFF con-
ceptualises post-violence life not as a return to a previous self,
but as a multidimensional process of rebuilding identity, safety,
embodiment, belonging, narrative authority, and future possibil-
ity after structural and relational harm.

The framework unfolds through
seven interconnected pillars

Structural stabilisation examines the immediate material con-
ditions necessary for survival after violence. It focuses on secur-
ing housing, financial stability, healthcare, immigration security,
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childcare, legal protection, and other structural resources that
enable survivors to achieve safety before longer-term recon-
struction can begin.

Identity reconstitution explores how women rebuild their sense
of self after coercion, gaslighting, humiliation, and epistemic ero-
sion. It considers how survivors reclaim dignity, agency, self-trust,
and personhood after prolonged experiences of domination.

Relational recalibration focuses on the internal work of learn-
ing to trust again, recognising healthy boundaries, developing
safer patterns of intimacy, and recalibrating emotional expec-
tations following coercive relationships. Rather than rebuilding
relationships themselves, this pillar concerns rebuilding the sur-
vivor's capacity to engage in relationships differently.

Narrative restoration examines how survivors reclaim voice
after silencing. It centres the naming of harm, resisting insti-
tutional and cultural misrecognition, reconstructing personal
narrative authority, and challenging the stories imposed by per-
petrators and unequal institutions.

Structural navigation analyses the ongoing labour of negotiat-
ing institutions after leaving violence. Survivors frequently con-
tinue to encounter housing systems, immigration authorities,
healthcare providers, welfare agencies, police, courts, employers,
universities,and social care services that may simultaneously offer
support while reproducing new forms of vulnerability. This pillar
examines how women navigate these institutional landscapes.

Relational reconstitution examines the rebuilding of sup-
portive social relationships after violence. It focuses on recon-
structing trust within families, friendships, intimate partnerships,
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professional networks, and other interpersonal relationships, rec-
ognising that survivors often need to rebuild or create entirely
new support systems.

Community re-weaving explores how survivors reconnect
with wider communities after violence, including diasporic net-
works, faith communities, neighbourhoods, advocacy organisa-
tions, support groups, and collective movements. It emphasises
belonging, collective care, and rebuilding social worlds capable
of sustaining long-term freedom beyond individual recovery.

How the book is organised

The book unfolds through a movement from naming invisible
harm to theorising reconstruction after violence. Early chapters
establish the conceptual foundations of invisible wounds, exam-
ining how emotional, financial, psychological, sexual, spiritual, and
institutional violence become normalised, minimised, or rendered
unspeakable within families, communities, workplaces, religious
structures, and state systems. Silence is analysed not as absence,
but as a social and institutional technology through which coer-
cion is maintained and women are disciplined into endurance.

Subsequent chapters examine the mechanisms through which
coercive control restructures identity, embodiment, autonomy,
and social life across Zimbabwean, UK, and diasporic contexts.
Particular attention is given to shame, stigma, respectability,
disability, migration, chronic illness, racialisation, and the institu-
tional management of harm. These chapters demonstrate how
violence is mediated through broader structures of power rather
than confined to individual relationships alone.
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The later chapters shift towards reconstruction. Here, the focus
moves from surviving violence to rebuilding life after coercive
control: Rebuilding identity, relational trust, bodily autonomy,
social belonging, and institutional navigation. These chapters
culminate in the development of the Reconstructive Freedom
Framework, which reframes post-violence recovery as a struc-
tural, relational, embodied, and political process rather than a
purely psychological one.

The book concludes by arguing that meaningful responses to
gender-based violence require more than awareness, disclosure,
or resilience discourse. They require structural transformation,
collective accountability, and new ways of theorising freedom,
dignity, safety, and repair.

Methodological and ethical
positioning

This book is grounded in feminist autoethnography, practitioner-
based inquiry, and intersectional analysis. My standpoint is
explicitly non-neutral. | write as someone who grew up in a
home that functioned as a refuge for women in crisis; as a dis-
abled Black Zimbabwean-British woman navigating the UK; and
through my work supporting survivors within HR and safeguard-
ing frameworks at a UK university, witnessing how institutions
rapidly translate violence into documentation, risk protocols, and
managed complaints.

The evidence presented is carefully held. | do not reproduce sen-
sational detail, nor do | trade in voyeurism. Pseudonyms, com-
posites, and anonymised vignettes are used throughout, and no
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story is included unless it illuminates a broader pattern of harm
or repair. The analysis draws on decades of observation, com-
munity work, spiritual contexts, disability experience, and insti-
tutional practice, rather than on isolated incidents or extractive
testimony.

Throughout this manuscript, | use the term “women”to refer to
the survivors whose lives and experiences inform the develop-
ment of the Reconstructive Freedom Framework. This usage
does not imply universality or homogeneity. The women whose
stories shape this analysis are situated within intersecting struc-
tures of race, migration, disability, class, religion, geography,
and cultural expectation. The theoretical claims advanced here
emerge from these specific, relational contexts rather than from
an abstract category of womanhood.

Ethics of care and witnessing

The work is guided by African feminist ethics of relation, particu-
larly Ubuntu, alongside Black feminist epistemologies of survival
and refusal, and disability justice principles. This ethical orienta-
tion prioritises dignity over spectacle, protects survivors'interpre-
tive authority, and treats silence not as failure, but as strategy. It
also resists the individualisation of harm, refusing narratives that

frame resilience as destiny or survival as moral obligation.

Methodological approach

Methodologically, the book adopts a hybrid form that reflects
the nature of invisible wounds themselves: fragmented, cumu-
lative, relational, and often undocumented. It combines autoeth-
nography tracing my life across Zimbabwe and the UK, through
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family, faith, education, and professional spaces, with institu-
tional analysis of policies, safeguarding systems, HR procedures,
and church governance. Narrative composites draw on recurring
social, cultural, and institutional patterns rather than reproducing
any single survivor's account, preserving safety while retaining
analytical truth. Cultural analysis is woven throughout, interpret-
ing diasporic social scripts that frame endurance as virtue and
silence as dignity.

This hybridity is not stylistic indulgence; it is methodological
necessity. Invisible wounds do not reside neatly within a single
archive. They live in memory, in policy language, in pauses, in
procedures, and in what institutions choose not to hear.



1

The world
of invisible wounds

There are forms of violence that remain difficult for institutions,
communities, and even families to recognise. Unlike physical
assault, these harms often emerge gradually through emotional
manipulation, coercive control, financial restriction, psycholog-
ical degradation, spiritual pressure, and the slow narrowing of a
woman'’s autonomy. They are embedded within everyday inter-
actions: The partner whose moods reorganise the household, the
financial arrangements framed as responsibility but experienced
as surveillance, the silence maintained to prevent conflict, and
the emotional obligations that transform intimacy into coercion.
These forms of violence rarely produce immediate public visibil-
ity, yet they profoundly reshape women'’s lives.

Invisible violence is not the absence of violence; it is violence
that frequently falls outside dominant frameworks of recogni-
tion. The World Health Organisation estimates that one in three
women globally will experience physical or sexual violence dur-
ing their lifetime, yet such statistics often fail to capture coercive
control, emotional isolation, financial captivity, or spiritual manip-
ulation. These forms of abuse may leave no visible injury, but
they reorganise women's emotional worlds, bodily responses,
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relationships, and sense of self over time. United Nations (UN)
Women has described this widening crisis as a “shadow pan-
demic," intensified by COVID-19, economic precarity, austerity
measures, border restrictions, and declining social protections
for women.

Yetinvisibility is not universal. Invisibility is political. It is structured
by factors such as race, gender, disability, class, immigration sta-
tus, and cultural expectations. What counts as“harm”in a London
courtroom may be unnameable in a Zimbabwean village; what
counts as “abuse” in an HR office may be dismissed as “marital
difficulty”in a church. What one community calls manipulation,
another calls duty. What one law calls coercive control, another
does not recognise at all.

As a British Zimbabwean woman who has lived across two cul-
tural worlds, served as a Domestic Abuse Champion while work-
ing at a UK university, and continued this work beyond it, | have
spent years listening to women struggle to put their experiences
into words. The stories shift in geography but not in structure.
A university administrator is quietly rationing her meals because
her partner controls the bank account. A Zimbabwean woman
shamed into silence because “kusimba,” bearing suffering with-
out complaint, is celebrated as strength. A Polish migrant mother
is afraid to leave because her visa is tied to her husband. A disa-
bled British woman whose partner restricts medication “for her
own good. A South Asian woman whose priest insists forgive-
ness is holier than safety. A colleague who whispered to me, "He’s
never hit me. That's the problem. | don't know if it counts”

The harm is global, but the grammar of harm is local.
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African feminist scholars have long argued that violence can-
not be understood outside culture, kinship, and economic
survival (Amadiume, 1997; Mama, 1997; Tamale, 2020). Black
feminist scholars argue that violence is not simply an interper-
sonal act but a structure: A way the world disciplines women into
silence (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Bailey and Trudy, 2018).
Disability scholars remind us that dependence, when weap-
onised, becomes a terrain of control, not compassion (Thomas,
2007). Together, these bodies of knowledge make one message
clear: Invisible wounds are produced. They do not emerge nat-
urally. They require social conditions, institutional habits, cultural
language, and gendered expectations.

When | began this work, | assumed that disclosures were rare
because violence was rare. The more | listened, the clearer it became
that silence, not rarity, was the explanation. Women taught me
how expertly institutions can turn a disclosure into paperwork; how
quickly a survivor’s pain can be recorded, logged, and filed without a
single structural change being made. I saw how mothers, sisters, and
aunties lovingly reinforced the very norms that had hurt them: Urging
women to “give it time,"“lower your voice, “don’t embarrass the fam-
ily, or "he provides, doesn't he?"| watched how churches performed
reconciliation without accountability. | sat in HR meetings where
a woman crying in fear was reframed as having a ‘communication
issue, a mental health issue, or being menopausal. And | saw how
women, intelligent, articulate, competent, began to doubt their own

reality simply because no one around them could hold it.

This is what | mean by invisible wounds: Harms that are denied,
minimised, spiritualised, culturalised, or bureaucratised until they
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disappear from view. Their invisibility is not merely a matter of
personal silence or individual denial. It is infrastructural. It is engi-
neered into the systems that govern recognition, credibility, and
response.

It is present in immigration regimes that tether women’s safety
to the endurance of a relationship, where leaving carries the
threat of legal precarity or removal. It is sustained by economic
structures that reward dependence and punish autonomy, ren-
dering survival contingent on compliance. It persists in policing
practices that are slow to recognise coercion unless it announces
itself through visible injury or criminal rupture.

Inhealthcare, invisibility takes the form of misrecognition: Women
of colour read as resilient, stoic, or “strong,” and therefore pre-
sumed unhurt. In faith traditions, it appears as sanctified endur-
ance, where suffering is moralised and patience is elevated
above protection. In universities and other bureaucratic institu-
tions, harm is translated into policy language, abstracted, man-
aged, and filed until its human weight is lost.

Within disability services, control is often misnamed as care.
"Carers” are recognised; controllers are not. Communities, mean-
while, may interpret silence as dignity, mistaking survival strat-
egies for consent. Families, too, participate in this architecture
of disappearance when the fear of shame outweighs the fear of
danger, and reputation becomes more urgent than safety.

| learned early that what survives is not always what is safe. It is
what is socially permissible.

Growing up in Zimbabwe, | saw women carry burdens disguised
as virtue. | watched wives perform the rituals of respect to men
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who had never earned it. | saw aunties whisper warnings into a
niece’s ear, yet publicly defend the very men they warned her
against. | saw violence normalised as “marital correction,”and a
woman'’s tears interpreted as disobedience rather than distress.
Yet | also saw how women strategised. How they found pockets
of agency: Hiding savings, building networks, keeping secrets
that saved their lives. Survival was not passive; it was intelligence.

Years later, working in UK higher education, | recognised the
same patterns in different clothing. The accents had changed;
the logic had not. Middle-class British women were too ashamed
to admit emotional manipulation because “educated men don't
do that” Migrant women feared reporting because “absence of
status”made them disposable. Black women felt unable to name
sexual coercion because stereotypes had denied them vulner-
ability. White rural women stayed because geography trapped
them: No transport, no nearby refuge, no childcare.

Violence was not cultural. It was patterned. It simply adapted to
each environment.

Thetruthis thatevery woman | spoke to was trying to survive within
the constraints available to her. No one was choosing misery. They
were choosing the safest option in unsafe systems. Across these
stories — the Zimbabwean aunt, the British colleague, the migrant
mother, the disabled survivor, a troubling pattern emerged: the
world often seems more comfortable with a woman who suffers
quietly than with one who disrupts the peace.

If global evidence shows anything, it is that institutions respond
poorly when women disrupt that peace. According to the World
Health Organization (WHO) (2021), survivors often face secondary



16 Invisible Wounds

harm: Disbelief, minimisation, or bureaucratic delay. UN reports
show that survivors frequently internalise blame because society
demands proof of pain. Sociological studies show that women in
coercive control situations often do not define their experience
as "violence” until long after leaving.

This chapter places invisible violence at the centre of anal-
ysis, not the margins. It argues that if we are to understand
gender-based harm globally, we must understand the cultural,
institutional, and structural conditions that make violence vis-
ible or invisible. We must acknowledge that women across
the world, navigate similar patterns shaped by different moral
vocabularies.

This book examines those patterns and offers language for expe-
riences that are often met with silence. It gives shape to accounts
that institutions and communities have too often struggled to
recognise. To give credibility to women whose realities have
been doubted. And to give institutions fewer excuses for
their failures.

Invisible wounds are real. They are global. And they demand
global understanding.

How harm becomes invisible

Invisibility does not occur by accident. Violence becomes invis-
ible through a combination of cultural scripting, institutional
habits, emotional grooming, and the structural conditions that
frame what women can safely say. When | began listening to sur-
vivors across Zimbabwe, the UK, and in the institutional corridors
of higher education, | became aware that invisibility was not a
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psychological flaw or personal failure. It was a system output.
Something meticulously produced, rehearsed, and normalised.

Cultural narratives that
disguise harm

Every culture carries a vocabulary for suffering. Some languages
make pain unspeakable; others make endurance admirable. In
Zimbabwe, | grew up with the word kusimba, the moral expec-
tation that a woman must endure hardship with dignity. That
word softened the rough edges of violence by turning silence
into virtue. Women who endured quietly were praised as strong;
women who spoke were castigated as difficult. African feminist
scholars have long shown how these moral vocabularies pro-
tect patriarchy by turning cultural ideals into emotional prisons
(Mama, 1997; Tamale, 2020).

Yet the UK is not immune. British respectability culture trans-
lates kusimba into its own idioms: “Don't make a fuss,”"Keep the
peace,” or “Don't air private matters” Middle-class professional-
ism rebrands endurance as maturity. Black British women told
me they feared calling emotional abuse "abuse” because they
had been raised to be “strong.” White women in rural England
described a similar burden: A culture where small towns guard
family privacy and the expectation of keeping up appearances
encourages silence. South Asian women spoke of honour, repu-

tation, and the fear of bringing shame upon the extended family.

Across these contexts, harm is invisible because women are
taught that their suffering must be contained to preserve some-
thing larger than themselves: Family reputation, cultural identity,
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religious duty, social cohesion. The moral pressure directs atten-
tion away from perpetrators and onto the emotional discipline
of women.

Emotional grooming and
psychological containment

In every conversation | have had with survivors, emotional manip-
ulation was the most common thread. Not physical blows, but
psychological training: How to apologise for things you didn't
do, how to predict someone’s moods, how to shrink conflict by
shrinking yourself.

One woman described it starkly,"He never hit me. He didn't have to.
| was trained! Her words are representative of a pattern that inter-
national research repeatedly confirms: psychological abuse can
precede, accompany, or replace physical violence (Herman, 1992).

In England and Wales, coercive control is formally recognised in
law under the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, yet its everyday mechan-
ics remain widely misunderstood in practice (Domestic Abuse Act
2021, s. 1). Women consistently described living in a permanent
state of emotional calibration, in which speech, silence, consent,
and refusal are continuously weighed against anticipated conse-
quences. Decisions about when to speak, when to remain quiet,
and when refusal might provoke retaliation are not abstract con-
siderations, but organising principles of daily life.

These calculations shape the most ordinary aspects of exist-
ence: kating, sleeping, working, parenting, and praying. Coercive
control thus alters not only relationships, but the texture of
everyday living, shifting the ground on which routine decisions
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