The control freakery of domestic abuse
The Freedom Programme is allowing me to understand how and why my partner abused me, and it is setting me free, says Kelly Mattison
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I never knew that being punched so hard in the head that I was knocked to the floor was domestic abuse. I never knew that being grabbed, shouted at, glared at, and spat at in my face was being bullied. I didn't know that being kicked repeatedly until my legs collapsed beneath me was abuse. I never knew that being driven in a car so fast I felt I was going to die was a control tactic to scare me, to let me know who was boss. It is seven years since I left a physically and emotionally abusive relationship and I still find it difficult to forget what happened to me.

A woman is assaulted in her home every six seconds in the UK, and one woman is killed every three days. It is estimated that 33% of women experience domestic violence in their lifetime and on average a woman is assaulted 35 times before she seeks help. Police receive a complaint about domestic abuse every 60 seconds

went on the Freedom Programme to find out why some men hit women, and to find out if what had happened to me was my fault.

The 12-week programme was created by Pat Craven, author of Living with the Dominator, which educates women about male violence. On the programme, you are taught how to recognise and name abusive behaviour. You also learn about the beliefs held by abusive men.

I wanted to work out why I didn't leave as soon as the violence began. Instead, I stayed until my boyfriend threatened to kill me – although, in a way, I had reached the point at which I didn't care if he did kill me: I just wanted the pain to stop.

I had lost all hope, and I couldn't talk to anyone about the abuse. Being subjected to domestic abuse shattered my confidence and my sense of reality. I lost a sense of my own judgment as he constantly told me it was my fault. The physical abuse I experienced was traumatising and I was left with a mistrust of people, even my own family and close friends. I became isolated.

Going on the Freedom Programme literally gave me the "freedom" to talk about the abuse I had kept hidden for so long, without feeling judged or blamed. It was a relief to hear other women say they too still struggled with anxiety following their experience of abuse.

I now know the reason why people stay in abusive relationships: most of the time, they think it is their fault because their thoughts, actions and perceptions are being controlled.

I learned that domestic abuse is all about a desire to control, never about anger, and I am starting to understand that it's never a victim's fault.

At the last session we were taught about warning signs to look out for in a new relationship, and I felt sick to my stomach. If only I had known all this before, then I could have saved myself a lot of pain and confusion as I would have had the knowledge and the confidence to leave at the first signs of abuse.

The Freedom Programme is now going into schools to give young girls information that could save their lives

