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For those directly affected by relationship violence.

If you were abused, you did not deserve this.

If you are abusing, you are not justified and must stop this.
If you had violence in your family growing up:

it is not your fault, you are not condemned to repeat this.
If you were killed by your partner,

may your memory fuel the rest of us to work together to end this.



Preface

Men’s violence against women (MVAW) is a pervasive problem that occurs
across all religious, cultural, and socioeconomic groups. Religious beliefs and
values from sacred texts, cultural customs, spiritual practices, and their local
interpretations are often intertwined with the occurrence of MVAW. Effects
of religion are complex. They can range from those that influence individu-
als to deny, minimize, or even condone MVAW to those that can be used to
confront abusive men about their behavior or to support healing in survivors
and their children. Treating religious clients who live at the intersection of
diverse cultural, racial, and other social locations in a culturally informed
and sensitive manner can be a daunting task for mental health professionals.

This book is concerned with empowering mental health professionals to
deliver culturally sensitive interventions when working with religious clients
and communities affected by MVAW. The primary target audience is mental
health professionals. The term “cultural sensitivity” is often simultaneously
ambiguous and emotionally charged for many mental health professionals
when it applies to the realm of religion. Some might confuse cultural sensitiv-
ity with cultural promotion (see Glickman and Gulati 2003 for a discussion
of these issues as they relate to culturally affirmative mental health care).
Seeking converts and proselytizing are not appropriate activities for mental
health professionals. These activities are the concerns of missionaries,
religious leaders, and religious organizations. Cultural sensitivity is not the
same thing as cultural promotion.

On the other hand, cultural sensitivity and ignoring the role of religious
culture are not the same thing either. Individuals operating from a position of
ignoring or neglecting the religious culture of a client most often do so out of
a lack of knowledge rather than from a position of cultural rejection. There
are many contributing factors that lead to this lack of knowledge. Most grad-
uate training programs provide little, if any, instruction on religious cultural
diversity. In addition, many therapists may not have life experiences with
diverse religious others or may not know persons with knowledge of religious
diversity. Some may feel they are practicing in a universal manner by ignor-
ing religion and culture altogether. The situation of neglecting culture often
can result in cultural insensitivities due to the lack of a basic understanding
of the religious cultural group of a client. A number of negative outcomes
can result. For example, cultural neglect can affect therapy when the thera-
pist does not know how to frame interventions in a culturally appropriate
manner. Clients can become defensive or may feel that an important part of
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their identity needs to be silenced in order to please the therapist. Sometimes
a therapist may ask basic questions that demonstrate to the client that the
therapist is not educated or knowledgeable about her or his religious cultural
group. This can result in a religious client feeling burdened to educate the
therapist about the group. Religious clients may react to this situation in a
number of different ways. Some may have negative feelings about paying
the therapist while providing the education the therapist lacks. Others may
terminate therapy and try to find another therapist, while still others may give
up hope and feel their best option is to try to improve things on their own.
Other scenarios can arise as well and are discussed in Damron and Johnson
(Chap. 1) and other chapters in this volume.

Unfortunately, there are some mental health professionals who operate out
ofa position of cultural rejection. They typically see religious culture as either
a problem to be avoided or as an obstacle that must be overcome in the treat-
ment of clients affected by MVAW. Rejecting the idea of the importance of
religion in the life of a client does not automatically mean that the mental
health professional will necessarily lack compassion or good intentions. Reli-
gious clients are often sensitive to the level of openness in others concern-
ing their religious beliefs; however, what cultural denial in a mental health
professional often does mean is that the religious survivor may not feel free
to share how her religious faith or religious community affects her recovery.
They might want to avoid painting their religious cultural group in a negative
light or in a way that might align with negative stereotypes. Therapists in the
cultural rejection position may also not be aware of significant resources for
coping and transformation which might be available in a client’s religious
cultural tradition. In addition, these therapists may not be able to assist clients
in identifying and securing support from the religious community since the
community itself is judged a priori as a source of the problem regardless of
the actual community characteristics or the potential of the religious commu-
nity to be a helpful resource to the client. As the various chapters in this book
demonstrate, positions of cultural insensitivity, cultural neglect, or cultural
rejection can result in interventions that are less effective or even ineffective
with religious clients.

So what does cultural sensitivity entail when working with religious
clients? Cultural sensitivity involves having some knowledge of the potential
importance that religion, culture, race, socioeconomic status, national origin,
and immigration status have for the identity of a client. It also involves know-
ing about any special or unique circumstances this particular client may face
as a result of her or his status at the intersection of these social locations
and sources of identity. Developing cultural sensitivity to religious culture
involves learning about the religious beliefs and practices of a group, indi-
vidual differences within the religious cultural tradition, the history of dif-
ferent subgroups within the religious cultural group, and how these unique
histories might influence the dynamics of MVAW in the group and the variety
of ways in which MVAW is understood and dealt with by religious leaders
and members. On the other hand, cultural sensitivity also involves realizing
that in the end it is the client who decides what religious and cultural values,
beliefs, commitments, and communities are central to her or his identity,
which are important to maintain, and which should be changed. In summary,
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the purpose of this work is to provide mental health professionals with basic
information about MVAW as it appears in diverse religious cultural groups so
that they can enhance their effectiveness with clients from these communities.

Organization of the Book

Mental health professionals addressing MVAW in religious clients and com-
munities need to develop basic understanding in at least three major areas:
general knowledge of MVAW, knowledge of the interface between specific
religious cultural groups and MVAW, and general principles for providing
culturally sensitive consultation and programming within diverse religious
cultural groups. The three sections of this work address each of these con-
cerns in order.

Part I: Background Information. Mental health professionals often
have different levels of training with regards to MVAW. The first major part
provides background information on gender violence and religious cultural
groups in general. Damron and Johnson (Chap. 1) discuss the prevalence of
MVAW, myths surrounding rape and intimate partner violence that tend to
blame the victim and exonerate the perpetrator, and the variety of ways reli-
gious culture influences MVAW, and they provide an overview of the book
and how mental health professionals might use it. Kilmartin (Chap. 2) exam-
ines the role of men in gender violence. He discusses the interplay of multiple
factors which contribute to the fact that most perpetrators of gender violence
are men even though most men do not commit gender violence. He also exam-
ines factors that result in gender violence not receiving as many resources to
address it as other types of violence which have far fewer victims. Rayburn
(Chap. 3) looks at the discrepancies between the official policies of religious
institutions and the lived social experience of women and girls in religious
communities. Implications of these discrepancies for the lives of women and
girls are explored in terms of how various forms of misogyny are connected
to the abuse of women and girls in religious communities. Finally, Mahoney,
Abadi, and Pargament (Chap. 4) develop a model of intervention for sur-
vivors of situational interpersonal violence that is informed by research on
spiritual and religious coping. These chapters together give an overview of
the dynamics of MVAW, the role of overarching cultural issues that provide
the backdrop in which MVAW is made possible and acted out, and insight
into the complex dimensions of religious and spiritual coping as they relate
to gender violence.

Part I1: Working with Individuals within Religious Cultural Commu-
nities in the USA. Mental health professionals need background information
on the variety of religious cultural groups. The second section of this work
addresses this need. Characteristics of major religious cultural groups rel-
evant to the identities of persons and the dynamics and treatment of MVAW
in each group are outlined in each chapter. The underlying goal of each chap-
ter in this section is to empower therapists to work effectively with diverse
religious survivors and perpetrators of MVAW.

Chapter Selection in Part I1. The selection of chapters to include in the
second part revolved around a variety of factors. First, chapters were selected
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from each of the following major religious traditions in the USA: Indigenous
Peoples, Jewish, Christian, Islamic, and Eastern Religious Traditions. Each
of these five sets of religious traditions are generally accepted as relatively
separate and unique groups.

Second, an effort was made to take the religious identity of persons from
major sects within each major tradition into account when selecting chapters.
Emphasis was placed on how insiders construct their own religious identi-
ties, the types of rationale they provide for specific beliefs and practices, and
things of this nature. For example, the “Orthodox Jewish Community has a
unique belief system, religious outlook, and culture that set it apart even from
other segments of the Jewish population” (quote is from the abstract of Bilek,
Chap. 6). These unique characteristics, in turn, influence the dynamics and
effective treatment of MVAW in the Orthodox Jewish community. These are
some of the many reasons it was deemed necessary to have separate chapters
for the Orthodox Jewish community (Chap. 6) and the Conservative Jewish
community (Chap. 7 by DorfY).

Third, it was essential to note the differing histories of religious denomi-
nations or sects and the different emphases various religious denominations
place on the importance of scripture, tradition, reason, and experience. In
religious studies, these dimensions are often referred to as the Wesleyan
Quadrilateral (see Johnson and Stephens, Chap. 29 for a discussion of these
and other dimensions of religion). Different religious groups, especially those
in the Christian tradition, often prefer one of these sources of knowledge
(i.e., scripture, tradition, reason, or experience) over the others and are most
responsive to communication strategies that match those preferences.

For example, Orthodox Christian denominations often place a strong
emphasis on tradition (see Gassin, Chap. 10). Because of the high level of
importance given to tradition in the Orthodox Christian Church, the sections
describing traditions relevant to MVAW are longer in this chapter than they
are in other Christian chapters. Discussions with Orthodox Christian leaders
or clients that tap into the traditional teachings of major historical figures
in the Orthodox Church on violence against women, such as the homilies
of John Chrysostom, may be well received in this community but would
most likely be rejected by many individuals in some Christian denomina-
tions which emphasize scripture as the most important source of knowledge,
such as persons from Evangelical or Fundamentalist churches (Stephens and
Walker, Chap. 13). Pentecostal and Charismatic churches are similar to the
latter churches in many ways but they have a strong emphasis on the Holy
Spirit and on emotional experience in addition to a tradition of ordaining
women from the inception of their movements (see Murphy, Pommert, and
Vidrine, Chap. 18). These differing histories of gender roles in the Pente-
costal and Charismatic churches influence how MVAW is manifested in
these groups. Differences in the dynamics of MVAW, their unique preferred
styles of communication and persuasion, and their strong in-group preference
makes working with clients and religious leaders from these denominations
unique in many ways. Considerations of religious identity and group charac-
teristics led to the decision to have one chapter for the Pentecostal and Char-
ismatic churches and another for the Evangelical and Fundamentalist ones.
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These examples highlight the different types of considerations which came
into play in the chapter selection process for Part II.

Fourth, chapters in the second part were selected based on the intersection
between religious tradition, race, culture, national origin, and immigration
status within a group. This is especially true in the Christian subsection. For
example, dynamics of how MVAW appears in churches of African descent,
Latino Churches, multiethnic churches, and predominantly White churches
differ not only according to religious identity but also in terms of responses
to racism and stereotyping concerning the degree of perceived violence in
specific cultural groups, differing numbers of recent immigrants in the church
denomination, and other factors of social location relevant to MVAW. Sepa-
rate chapters or parts of chapters were selected to try to capture essential
religious cultural differences that affect how MVAW appears in these com-
munities and that might influence the course of individualized treatment for
survivors and perpetrators. For example, Muhovich and Geddes (Chap. 19)
discuss complications of having an American pastor in a multiethnic church
with immigrants from several countries in terms of the willingness of parish-
ioners to discuss MVAW with pastoral leadership.

Fifth, chapters representing the Eastern Religious Traditions sought to
capture the complexity of client lives at the intersection of religion, culture,
national origin, and immigration status in a way that also reflected the fluid
identities of individuals who practice and hold their religion in forms that
are often very different from individuals in the Western religious traditions.
Sometimes religious identity may be valued more highly by individuals
in these groups while others may value national origin or subculture more
highly than the commitment to a particular religious tradition. Buddhists,
Hindus, Sikhs, Chinese traditions, and the Hmong each have unique values,
scriptures, traditions, and histories that affect how MVAW unfolds in their
respective communities. For example, Vang (Chap. 24) describes the role of
traditional Hmong spiritual practices surrounding burial that result in strong
internal and external pressure on wives of abusive husbands to stay in the
marital relationship. Chapters on the Eastern Religious Traditions contain
information about how MVAW unfolds within diverse traditions that might
not be widely understood in or available to the majority cultures in the USA.

In short, each of the chapters in the second part of the book was care-
fully selected based on important religious and cultural issues essential for
clinicians to be aware of due to the unique features of how MVAW unfolds
in a specific community and to the differences in how clients from each of
the religious cultural groups might construct their identities or have differing
social situations confronting them when they face the problem of MVAW.

Chapter Features in Part II. Each chapter describes ways that the reli-
gious culture of a tradition is sometimes misused with regards to MVAW,
religious and spiritual resources which can be useful in healing survivors
and their children or for confronting abusive men, and recommendations
for culturally sensitive practice. These are essential features for a number of
reasons. First, it is important for mental health practitioners to be aware of
how perpetrators of MVAW within a religious cultural group use a variety
of methods and resources to exert power and control over their victim and
any other family members, such as children. Religious scriptures, values,
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beliefs, practices, and rituals are often misused by religious perpetrators to
accomplish these objectives and to blame the victim for the abuse occurring.
It is not unusual for a religious survivor of MVAW to internalize the blame for
the abuse and to accept the twisted use of scripture and other religious beliefs
or practices that minimize, deny, or even condone the violence directed at her.
Understanding how use of the religious culture and the dynamics of MVAW
are often intertwined within a group is essential for therapists.

Second, the tendency of religious survivors to internalize the blame and
guilt for the abuse can result in interesting dynamics in treatment. Survivors
and mental health practitioners alike may not be aware of religious beliefs,
ideas, rituals, and practices which can be used to confront MVAW or which
can be useful in healing. This can make it difficult for both parties to imag-
ine a way for the client to reconnect with support that could be available in
her religious community or with religious practices and beliefs which can
alleviate her suffering. Openly acknowledging that her religion teaches that
she deserves to be treated with love and respect and that it is wrong for her
partner to abuse her can be a powerful intervention for a religious survivor.
Direct or indirect pressure in therapy to further isolate or cut herself off from
social support in her religious community—the very thing that the abusive
partner is often trying to do—can unfortunately occur due to lack of knowl-
edge of religious and spiritual resources in a community. This is not to say
that one should automatically assume that the religious survivor should stay
in her religious community. It is to acknowledge, however, that the decision
on what to do with regards to her religious life is complex and is ultimately
the client’s to make. Therapists who understand both the religious supports
for survivors and the misuse of religion within a religious cultural tradition
to oppress survivors will be better equipped to help survivors process their
options in an informed manner.

A third feature of each chapter in the second section of this work is a focus
on the treatment of abusive men. Religious cultural groups at their best are
concerned with the safety and thriving of survivors and their children, and
the transformation of abusive behavior in men. Turning away from abuse,
violence, and the use of power to control and manipulate, and turning toward
a life of peace, self-sacrificing love, and care are essential for abusive men.
It will not be possible to eliminate or even reduce violence against women in
the general population unless violent behavior in men is addressed.

Fourth, each chapter in Part II spells out recommendations for mental
health practitioners and researchers. Resources helpful to therapists in work-
ing with a given community are outlined. The chapters have been written by
professionals from a wide range of disciplines who are in some way insiders
to the religious cultural tradition they describe. This has enabled the chapter
authors to write with an unusually high degree of sensitivity about important
issues that can affect the religious cultural identity of clients or which might
be relevant to understand the dynamics of MVAW and treatment issues within
these communities. It also gives mental health practitioners the opportunity
to observe how communication is carried out within the group, what informa-
tion is seen as persuasive, and what tends to be emphasized as they reflect
upon the way a given chapter is written. For example, one will notice that
the questions and concerns of persons within the Roman Catholic tradition
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(Starkey, Chap. 11) and those from an Anabaptist-Mennonite approach
(Jankowski, Chap. 14) are quite different even though both traditions are
Christian. Mental health practitioners who are mindful of these differences in
values and communication styles will be better prepared to work with clients
and religious leaders from the diverse religious cultural traditions included
in this work.

Another advantage of having insiders provide recommendations about
treating MVAW in each religious cultural group is less obvious. Damron and
Johnson (Chap. 1), and Johnson and Stephens (Chap. 29) both describe how
the source of information and the way it is presented may be highly important
to at least some religious leaders in many religious cultural groups. These
preferences can result in recommendations from an insider to the group who
is seen as loyal and trustworthy being highly valued, while a recommenda-
tion which comes from an outside expert who is competent and experienced
in MVAW could be undervalued or even devalued.

Being able to let resistant religious clients or leaders know that the infor-
mation one has about MVAW in their religious cultural tradition comes from
an insider who is knowledgeable and respectful of the group can be advanta-
geous in many circumstances. For this reason, many chapters in Part II of
this work contain recommendations for clergy and religious communities in
addition to recommendations for mental health professionals. Having these
recommendations available to you as a mental health professional will be
advantageous for you to use with some religious clients and clergy, espe-
cially those who are particularistic (See Johnson and Stephens, Chap. 29 for
a discussion of particularism). The recommendations for clergy and religious
communities, in summary, are intentionally placed in chapters as tools for
mental health professionals to use in their practice.

Fifth, each chapter in the second part of the book strikes a balance of dis-
cussing the misuse of religious tradition, religious and spiritual resources for
healing survivors and confronting abusive men, and guidelines for culturally
sensitive practice on one hand while communicating and organizing these
discussions in a way that is culturally appropriate for that particular religious
cultural tradition. Cultural sensitivity cannot be served well by forcing diverse
religious persons to construct their chapters in the linear, tightly woven for-
mats preferred by individuals in one of the dominant religious cultural groups
in the USA (e.g., white Protestants). As will become apparent throughout
this work, cookie cutter approaches to therapy with diverse religious others
affected by MVAW do not work well. In a similar fashion, forcing a one size
fits all strategy for all of the chapters also would not work well to promote
intercultural understanding. One of the best examples is provided in Chap. 5
by Pierce. Preferred communication patterns in Native American (i.e., indig-
enous, First Nations, and American Indian) cultures are circular rather than
linear. Pierce masterfully makes use of this communication style by illustrat-
ing the pernicious effects of racism, sexism, and genocidal actions over time
by the dominant groups on MVAW in Native American communities. A cul-
turally informed reading of this chapter will appreciate the additional depth
and perspective she provides at each turn of the circle. Insiders to the tradi-
tion will find the information indispensable and essential to begin the quest to
confront MVAW in their communities but will also realize that this is only a
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beginning and will want to seek out even more information. Readings of the
chapter that are not culturally informed or which are characterized by cultural
rejection may miss the richness of the chapter and may see some of the infor-
mation as redundant or unnecessarily repetitious. In short, the authors of each
chapter provide us not only with essential information relevant to MVAW in
their religious cultural tradition but also with demonstrations of the preferred
communication patterns and examples of thought processes one often finds in
their group. The richness and depth of this approach can yield much greater
insight for the sensitive, observant, and thoughtful reader.

Finally, each chapter in the second part was written in a way that allowed it
to be self-contained and read independently of the other chapters. Some read-
ers may wish to brush up quickly on a tradition by quickly rereading a chapter
and may not want to piece together parts of different chapters that each contain
some pieces of the overall picture of the religious cultural group in question.
This was also seen as being advantageous for readers obtaining a copy of a
chapter through interlibrary loan or for those ordering only some of the chap-
ters in the electronic forms of the book for sale on the Springer website.

Part III: Best Practices in Working with Clergy and Religious Com-
munities. The third and final part of the book outlines best practices in work-
ing with religious leaders and religious communities to confront MVAW.
Hamid and Jayakar (Chap. 26) explain principles and guidelines for provid-
ing consultation and educational programming in religious institutions. Kim
and Menzie (Chap. 27) describe innovative models of collaboration between
public service agencies and faith-based institutions in Korean American com-
munities in the greater Oakland area. This unique program involved multiple
partners from various public service agencies and religious organizations
from differing religious traditions. Green (Chap. 28) outlines the underly-
ing rationale and steps involved in establishing a systematic, comprehensive
domestic violence policy within a religious organization. Finally, Johnson
and Stephens provide useful guidelines for initiating work with religious
leaders to address MVAW, summarize best practices, and provide directions
for future research.

In conclusion, my hope is that this work will be useful to mental health
professionals working to promote healing and transformation in the lives of
persons affected by men’s violence against women in diverse religious cul-
tural groups. May we all become increasingly successful as we work together
in taking these next steps to put an end to gender violence in all of our com-
munities.
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Violence Against Women in
Religious Communities: An

Introduction

Jillian E. H. Damron and Andy J. Johnson

Men’s violence against women is a pervasive
problem that occurs across all religious, cultural,
racial, socio-economic, and national groups
(Tjaden and Thoennes 2000a, 2000b, 2006). The
target audience for this volume is mental health
professionals. The general thesis is that mental
health providers and religious communities need
to work together to address issues of men’s vio-
lence against women. The first part of this chap-
ter reviews evidence concerning the prevalence
of three major forms of violence against women
in the USA: intimate partner violence (IPV), sex-
ual assault, and human trafficking. The second
part gives an overview of the book. The third and
final part provides suggestions for mental health
professionals on how to use this book.

Prevalence of Men’s Violence Against
Women

Intimate partner violence (/PV), occurs between
spouses, ex-spouses, common-law spouses, and
current or former boyfriends or girlfriends. The
term violence encompasses the following areas:
physical, sexual, psychological or emotional,

A. J. Johnson (D<)

Department of Psychology, Bethel University,
St. Paul, MN, USA

e-mail: ajohnson@bethel.edu

J. E. H. Damron
Midwest Psychological Services, Hudson, WI, USA

economic, and stalking. Men and women both
experience IPV, but statistically women experi-
ence 84 % of violent incidents with a male ag-
gressor, men experience 12 % of incidents with a
female aggressor, and 4 % of incidents are made
up of same-sex aggressor and victims (Smith and
Farole 2009). In the last 20 years, incidents of
IPV reported to law enforcement have decreased
by over 60%, according to the US Department
of Justice statistics (Catalano 2012), but they
continue to occur with alarming frequency. For
example, Catalano (2012, p. 10) reports 775,650
incidents of IPV against females for 2009-2010.
While incidents of IPV are not evenly distributed
throughout the day (more IPV incidents occur
in the evenings and on weekends, for example),
translating this large number into the average
number of incidents per hour makes the 775,650
more understandable. This is an average of over
88 incidents of IPV against women every hour in
the USA during that time period (there are over
103 incidents per hour if IPV incidents against
men are included). In 2007, there was an esti-
mated 2340 deaths related to domestic violence
(Smith and Farole 2009). Children witnessed
22% of domestic violence incidents and an ad-
ditional 14 % of children were living in the home
but did not directly witness the violence.
Attempted and completed sexual assaults
against females also occur with alarming fre-
quency (Planty et al. 2013). The data from the
National Crime Victimization Survey in 2010
indicate a total sexual assault and rape victim-
ization average count of 269,700. This amounts
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to an average of over 30 instances of completed,
attempted, or threatened rape and sexual assault
per hour. Over 16 of these 30 plus incidents per
hour involved completed rapes (i.e., 143,300
completed rapes; Planty et al. 2013).

Human trafficking is a form of violence
against women which is beginning to receive
more attention. The Victims of Trafficking
and Violence Protection Act of 2000 identifies
human trafficking as a “severe form of traffick-
ing in persons” (2000, Sect. 103, Line 8). This
includes using force, coercion, or fraud to sub-
ject individuals to involuntary servitude, slavery,
and bondage through the recruitment, harbor-
ing, and transportation of persons. Sex traffick-
ing is defined as trafficking in persons for the
purpose of a commercial sexual act. Banks and
Kyckelhahn (2011) report that federally funded
task forces identified 2515 suspected incidents
of human trafficking between January 2008 and
June 2010. Approximately 80 % of the confirmed
cases of trafficking involved sex trafficking. The
rest were primarily classified as labor trafficking.
Over 80% of confirmed sex trafficking victims
were US citizens, while labor trafficking victims
were primarily “undocumented aliens” (67 %)
or “qualified aliens” (28 %; Banks and Kyckel-
hahn 2011, p. 1). Female victims outnumbered
male victims by a 16:1 margin in confirmed sex
trafficking incidents, while female victims were
twice as likely as males to be victims in con-
firmed labor trafficking incidents (p. 6).

The primary focus of this book is on IPV, al-
though other forms of violence against women are
also discussed in several chapters. Governmental
statistics tend to be a conservative estimate of the
actual occurrences of IPV due to underreport-
ing and differences in reporting frequency due
to factors such as race, the type of relationship
the victim has with the perpetrator, geographi-
cal location, and the type of I[PV she experienced
(Akers and Kaukinen 2009). Sexual assaults are
even less likely to be reported than physical as-
saults (Chen and Ullman 2010). Underreporting
is due to a variety of factors, including victims
fearing the stigma that would be placed on them
if they reported the incidents, a lack of resources
and awareness of violence against women in the

criminal justice system, and the victims’ fear for
their lives and for their children if they were to
leave an abusive situation or report the violence.
It is also challenging to gauge the frequency of
emotional and financial abuses accurately as
these are not generally visible to others and they
are hard to measure, especially if the victims
have difficulty identifying and communicating
this type of IPV which can be more ambiguous
(Carney and Barner 2012; Leone et al. 2007,
Tjaden and Thoennes 2000a, 2000b).

Even if one uses the most conservative esti-
mates like the ones we have cited in this chapter,
the occurrence rates are too high. A single inci-
dent of an individual using physical, emotional,
or sexual violence toward another person is too
high. Mental health professionals need to help
leaders in religious communities develop aware-
ness of the prevalence of violence against women
in their communities and the detrimental effects
IPV creates among survivors, their children, and
congregations to address the problem effectively.

Unfortunately, misunderstandings and some-
times even biases between mental health profes-
sionals who work in the area of IPV and religious
leaders occur due to differing sets of professional
training and experiences. We have observed that
many mental health professionals who special-
ize in treating IPV are acutely aware of how re-
ligious beliefs, practices, and sacred writings are
used by abusive spouses to justify their violent
behavior. On the other hand, these same mental
health professionals may not encounter or be
aware of strengths of a religious cultural tradi-
tion which can be used for healing survivors or to
confront abusive behavior and attitudes. One can
readily understand why this would be the case,
as individuals who are experiencing peaceful,
loving, and respectful relationships in a religious
community generally do not seek counseling
from a mental health professional who special-
izes in IPV. Religious leaders, on the other hand,
are often aware of beneficial aspects of their re-
ligious and cultural beliefs, practices, and sacred
writings. This is something they try to promote in
their work and that they are involved with on a
daily basis. It is not uncommon for religious lead-
ers to hear reports from individuals in the com-
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munity about how their personal and family life
has improved substantially after a conversion or
after starting to live religious values more fully.
These same religious leaders are often shocked
and horrified, on the other hand, when they dis-
cover the extent to which abusive spouses have
misused their religion to justify violent behavior.
This is something religious leaders typically do
not see in their daily work. Abusive spouses and
their victims generally try to hide the abuse and
usually do so very effectively. In fact, it is not un-
common in our experience for a religious leader
to be very confident that IPV does not occur at
all in his or her religious community because the
abuse is so well hidden and because religious
leaders often do not have the training to be able
to identify signs and symptoms of IPV.

In summary, mental health professionals need
a better understanding of how the religion of
clients can be useful to treatment, and religious
leaders need a better understanding of how sa-
cred writings and other elements of their religion
are often twisted by abusive individuals to main-
tain power over victims. The chapters in Part 2 of
this volume provide specific examples of how re-
ligion has been misused in this way within a wide
variety of religious cultural groups. Additionally,
mental health professionals need to make reli-
gious leaders aware of the resources within their
communities and social systems to raise aware-
ness and decrease the prevalence of IPV in their
congregations.

Increasing collaboration and understanding
between the mental health and religious commu-
nities is essential in decreasing and eliminating
IPV. To do so, information about each party that
the other should know will be examined, begin-
ning with what mental health practitioners who
specialize in IPV would especially like mental
health professionals with a general practice and
religious leaders to understand initially.

Mental Health Professionals
Identify Safety First The first, and most im-

portant, aspect of IPV that specialists would like
therapists and religious leaders to be aware of

is the question of safety. Is a woman or girl re-
porting abuse safe in her current environment?
What potential harm might come to her and any
children she might have? Unfortunately, women
tend to experience disbelief within their religious
community, or to hear messages that their role
is to submit to their husbands (see the chapters
in Part 2 of this volume). The disbelief in these
messages show the clouded lack of awareness
of religious leaders and lay people of the danger
that individuals experiencing IPV face. It takes
an incredible amount of courage for victims to
communicate their experience of IPV, due to the
stigma and the manipulation from their abusers.
It is not the role of a religious leader to determine
whether or not a woman’s report seems credible.
This assessment should be handled by a compe-
tent mental health professional who is trained in
the assessment and treatment of IPV. The pri-
mary role for a religious leader who is the first
to hear about the abuse is to determine whether
the woman is in immediate physical danger and
to help her evaluate for herself how she might
choose to protect herself after she has disclosed
IPV (Johnson andStephens, Chap. 29). This
should be the primary concern as the prevalence
of fatalities increases significantly when the
victim attempts to leave the relationship (Roehl
et al. 2005).

Mental health practitioners can inform reli-
gious leaders about the National Coalition Against
Domestic Violence website (http://www.ncadv.
org/index.php). This site has information regard-
ing how to get help, create safety plans, help a
friend, and it provides links to resources available
to individuals experiencing IPV. Other resources
could include websites from individual state and
private organizations to meet the needs of state
and county residents. With this information, re-
ligious leaders will be better equipped to verify
the safety of the reporting woman, or assist her in
creating a safety plan for herself and her family.

Reporting Intimate Partner Violence Is Not
an Attack on the Religion Women prefer to
get help within their religious community, and
this is often the first place they acknowledge
the violence and ask for others to believe them
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(Casa 2001; Clark, Chap. 12; Hamid and Jaya-
kar, Chap. 26). This is an important reason why
mental health professionals need to work more
effectively with religious cultural communities.
Mental health professionals can educate religious
communities about what women who report
IPV typically want (e.g., someone to believe
them, to let them know they do not deserve to
be treated this way, and to help them find safety
and a way for the violence to stop). Sometimes
religious leaders, organizations, and lay persons
incorrectly identify a revelation of abuse as an
attack on their religious organization. They may
not understand how difficult it is for a survivor of
IPV to reach out for help and may believe com-
mon myths about domestic violence (Jankowski
et al. 2011; Peters 2008) or sexual assault (Burt
1980; Hammond et al. 2011; Hayes et al. 2013)
that blame the behavior and character of the vic-
tim, minimize the abuse, and exonerate the per-
petrator. In these situations, the person hearing
the report about IPV may erroneously believe
that the survivor is trying to discredit or attack
the religious community in some way. This reac-
tion may even be more likely if the abusive part-
ner in the relationship is popular or a leader in the
community. As IPV is characterized by secrecy,
these men may be able to continue to participate
actively in the religious community and perpe-
trate violence in their families simultaneously
with the congregation supporting them as pillars
of the community.

Our observation has been that many religious
leaders are moved by compassion when they de-
velop an understanding of the dangerous situa-
tions survivors face when they reveal they are
being abused and that survivors desperately want
help from their own religious community. Reli-
gious leaders are often surprised to learn that help
within the church or other religious community is
usually rated by survivors as being the least effec-
tive (Casa 2001; Hamid and Jayakar, Chap. 26).

Religious communities are often not safe
places for survivors to disclose they are being
abused. Women are often not believed and may
even be blamed for the abuse. Sometimes indi-
viduals within the community may feel they are
doing a good deed by informing the abusive part-

ner of what the survivor said, not realizing that
he then will most likely punish her by becom-
ing even more violent in private. The chapters in
Part 2 of this volume can be consulted for more
examples of how safety can be an issue within
specific religious cultural groups. To increase
their knowledge of how IPV works and continu-
ally impacts women, families, and the church
community, religious leaders must first face and
accept a painful reality: IPV is present within
every religious group, every denomination, and
every congregation even though nobody in any
group wants this to be the case (Clark, Chap. 12).
In every congregation, there are most likely in-
dividuals who have been or who are currently
experiencing IPV at any given time. Religious
leaders are usually unaware of this fact (Muhov-
ich and Geddes, Chap. 19). Due to this lack of
awareness and understanding of how IPV works,
individuals do not feel safe or do not feel they
will be supported by their religious leaders if they
were to report the violence.

Mental health practitioners can educate reli-
gious leaders and communities to build aware-
ness and knowledge of abuse dynamics so that
they can be a valuable source of support for
survivors and can make referrals to appropriate
resources. Religious leaders also need to be in-
formed that abusive men can be well respected
leaders within the religious community. Mental
health specialists see cases of abuse from mul-
tiple religious communities on a regular basis,
but religious leaders tend to see the day to day
functions of their congregations, within which
the abuse is closely guarded and hidden by the
abusive person and the abused alike.

Religious teachings are often twisted and
misused to oppress women and continue the
prevalence of IPV. Abusers often distort scrip-
tural passages for their own gain in an effort to
control victims of the violence. They use scrip-
tures pertaining to submission of women to their
husbands, men as having authority over women,
prescribed roles of women in the religion, and
divorce as bad, among others, to validate their
own agenda of using violence to exert power and
control over their intimate partners (Mahoney,
Abadi, and Pargament, Chap. 4). Unfortunately,
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when seeking help from their religious com-
munities women are often met with these same
messages from well-intentioned but ill-informed
religious leaders who use the same scriptures in
an attempt to lead the woman through what they
view as a difficult time in her spiritual journey,
and thus themselves condone the violence they
wish to end due to misleading interpretations of
religious doctrine or their own religious or per-
sonal biases. In order to increase understanding
of how to help women seeking support from the
church and to decrease the occurrences of inad-
vertently continuing the abuse on those who seek
help, mental health specialists recommend that
religious leaders gain a good understanding of
the abuse dynamics present within IPV.

Understand Basic Abuse Dynamics Abusers
do not wear a sign around their necks announcing
this title, nor do they look like monsters. They are
ordinary looking men who, as previously stated,
may even hold a prominent status in the religious
community and engage with fellow members and
religious leaders in a way that would not be sus-
pect. Religious leaders must be aware of this and
be willing to accept that anyone could perpetrate
violence against women (Kilmartin, Chap. 2).
This will help to decrease the initial shock of
learning about the abuse from a woman seeking
help, thus increasing the bond of trust with the
woman and the religious leaders with the initial
acknowledgement of the abuse.

IPV thrives in secrecy. Women tend to hide
the abuse due to the stigma that is attached. She
may believe the abuse is her fault. If only she had
not argued with him, if only she had remembered
to buy the right brand of milk, if only she had
completed the housework, if only she had not
nagged so much, if only she could control the
children, if only she could keep him from drink-
ing too much. Messages from the abuser and the
community may reinforce these beliefs. The per-
petrator may have also used coercive controlling
behavior such as threatening to take away the
children, to take away money, to spread rumors,
to tell her secrets, and to kill her or the children
if she told anyone about the abuse (Jacobson and
Gottman 1998; Lehmann et al. 2012).

If the victim has been threatened, the religious
leader needs to be aware of the danger that the
woman may be in if she tells about the abuse
and to be aware of the more subtle signs that are
present within IPV. These signs can include: in-
creased isolation from support systems, increased
depression or anxiety, increased aggression or so-
cial withdrawal in children, physical injuries; and
the abuser controlling the money, how the victim
dresses, acts, and who she speaks to, having af-
fairs and accusing the victim of engaging in af-
fairs, blaming problems on the victim, and talk-
ing badly about her to others. Leaders also need
to be aware of the cycle of violence that makes
it difficult for victims to leave the relationship
and allows perpetrators to continue the violence.
Mental health practitioners can educate religious
leaders about the complexity of IPV, so that they
gain an awareness of why it is not easy for vic-
tims to just leave the abusive relationship.

The abuse cycle begins with an initial “honey-
moon” stage (Walker 1988, 2009). This occurs at
the beginning of a relationship when the abuser
builds trust with the victim through engaging in
a loving and attentive manner. The tension build-
ing stage is marked by increasing attempts to
control the victim, often using threats and intimi-
dation to gain power. The victim will try to pre-
vent the abuser’s anger from escalating and calm
him, accepting the responsibility to fix the abuser
and the perceived problems in the relationship
or the victim. The explosion stage is when the
physical, verbal, emotional, and sexual violence
occurs. After this stage is the second honeymoon
stage in which the abuser attempts to gain the
trust of the victim and continue the relationship
through apologies, gifts, and promises that it will
never happen again. This often awakens hope in
the victim that the relationship will get better, es-
pecially in the first few repetitions through the
abuse cycle. However, without direct and seri-
ous intervention on the abuser’s behavioral pat-
terns, mindset, and beliefs, the abuse cycle will
occur over and over, often with decreasing time
between the honeymoon and tension building
stages (Walker 1988, 2009). Understanding the
abuse cycle is an important step in eliminating
the shame brought on women that occurs when
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well-meaning individuals ask them why they did
not just leave, or how they got themselves into
this situation. Other important dynamics for reli-
gious leaders to understand in this regard include
financial dependence of the victim on the abusive
spouse, fear that the abusive spouse might carry
out his threats to kill her and the children if she
leaves the relationship, and the tendency of vic-
tims to internalize messages that they are respon-
sible for or deserve the violence in some way.
Finally, specialists in the mental health profes-
sions would like religious leaders to be aware of
the damaging impact abuse has on the family sys-
tem and the children involved (Anda et al. 2006;
Dube et al. 2002; Whitfield et al. 2003). Children
are affected by IPV in a variety of ways, including
the development of a distorted worldview. They
may come to see the violence as a normal, even
permissible aspect of relationships, and continue
the abuse cycles in their own lives. They are at
increased risk to become victims or perpetrators
themselves. The children experience increased
behavioral, emotional, and mental health issues
that affect their functioning in home, school,
and community settings (Anda et al. 2006; Dube
et al. 2002; Whitfield et al. 2003). Religiously,
children may learn to associate the church with a
place where violence is accepted and continue in
this mindset with their own families, or witness
the twisted teaching and scriptures that support
the continuation of the violence and pain and dis-
continue associations with a religious commu-
nity. To prevent the detrimental effects of IPV on
the individual, family, and religious community,
religious leaders must be aware of helpful re-
sources available to address these concerns.

Using Resources Mental health specialists
trained in addressing IPV have the knowledge of
how an abuser can use individuals and resources,
including therapy, to gain power over, manipu-
late, and control the victim. In general, these
specialists urge other mental health professionals
and religious leaders nof to use couple’s therapy
when addressing IPV (Gondolf 2012). Individu-
alized and individual therapy for the abusive

partner is recommended (Murphy et al. 2009).
In a faith-based sense, the violence has already
broken the marital vows and should be addressed
individually with the survivor receiving support
from the religious community to increase her
self-esteem and healing from the violence. The
abuser should gain awareness of the cycle of vio-
lence and his mindset or belief system that con-
tributes to his violent behavior (Gondolf 2012;
Murphy et al. 2009).

Additional resources to address IPV are
geared toward increasing awareness of abuse in
the young in an effort to stop the transmission of
violence to the next generation. For example, one
helpful resource is the Know Abuse curriculum
for youth which is available from the Pave the
Way website (www.pavethewayproject.com) and
was created by the Cornerstone domestic abuse
advocacy  organization  (http://www.corner-
stonemn.org). This curriculum educates children
ages 12-18 in the types of abuse and the abuse
cycle in an interactive way. It is used in school
settings and could be used in youth group or out-
reach settings within the religious community in
an effort to address IPV and teach young people
how to help their peers both in and outside of the
religious community. Faith-based materials and
resources can be found at the websites for mul-
tiple religious traditions at the FaithTrust (one
word) Institute (http://www.faithtrustinstitute.
org/resources). The chapters in Part 2 of this vol-
ume each identify specific resources which may
be helpful for clients affected by violence against
women and their religious communities.

Mental health specialists working with IPV
need to have a good understanding of what per-
petuates IPV, the support that is needed, and what
religious leaders need to be aware of to help their
congregations. Mental health specialists also
need to have a good awareness of the world-
views, beliefs and practices that their religious
clients bring into a counseling session. To ad-
dress this latter issue, the culture and messages of
the faith communities that religious leaders want
mental health specialists and professionals to be
aware of will be discussed next.



1 Violence Against Women in Religious Communities: An Introduction 9

Religious Leaders

Due to the general mistrust and misunderstand-
ing that historically have occurred between the
mental health professions and religious commu-
nities (Richards and Bergin 2005; Sullivan et al.
2013), it is essential that mental health specialists
working with religious communities are open to
the concerns and viewpoints that religious lead-
ers may have when seeking help for the members
of their congregations. Perhaps the most impor-
tant message that religious leaders would like
to communicate is that not all people involved
in religious or faith-based communities are un-
trustworthy and intentionally harming people’s
mental health and emotional welfare, especially
those seeking help and asylum in the church
community. Religious leaders also view faith-
based practices as what mental health profession-
als would label as adaptive coping skills, helping
individuals improve their mental and emotional
health as they become more consistent in their
religious devotion (Mahoney, Abadi, and Parga-
ment, Chap. 4). Churches and religious leaders
typically devote a large part of their ministry to
preparing individuals for marriage and relation-
ships that mirror the spiritual guidelines of the
faith system.

One area of concern in some religious com-
munities is the risk of members being “led astray”
from their religious convictions and foundations
if they seek help from outside professionals who
do not hold the same religious leanings. In the
religious leader’s perspective, that could put the
individual at risk of losing their moral compass,
spiritual grounding, or even personal salvation
in some religious communities. Individuals may
also engage in ideals and practices that they
might regret when they are feeling vulnerable,
making it difficult for some religious leaders to
refer members of their communities to outside
professionals (Hamid and Jayakar, Chap. 26).
Religious leaders may be especially reticent to
refer clients to mental health professionals they
perceive as promoting divorce and not valuing
marriage. This tends to occur due to religious
leaders not understanding the seriousness of [PV
(e.g., the violence can escalate to the point where

the abusive spouse kills the victim) and how mar-
ital therapy can actually increase the severity of
the abuse even though on the surface it appears
to be an attempt to save the marriage. Religious
leaders may also not be aware of relatively recent
developments in psychotherapy where mental
health professionals have developed culturally
sensitive interventions for diverse religious cli-
ents (Aten et al. 2011; Pargament et al. 2013;
Richards 2012, 2013; Richards and Bergin 2000;
Shafranske 1996). In short, establishing trust
with a religious leader or community may in
many cases revolve more around shared values
(Chaddock and McMinn 1999; McMinn et al.
2005), acknowledging the importance of mar-
riage within the religious tradition while also ex-
plaining the seriousness of IPV, or demonstrating
respect for the religious leader (McMinn et al.
2003) than around the competence and training
of the mental health professional.

To be able to fully address the needs of indi-
viduals and families affected by men’s violence
against women, the mental health and religious
communities must work to understand their dif-
ferences and similarities and how the strengths
of each can be combined to address this crime
against the physical, emotional, and spiritual
welfare of individuals, families, and society.

Summary and Overview

In summary, interpersonal violence is a multifac-
eted phenomenon that cuts across all national,
socioeconomic, religious, cultural, and racial
groups. This volume focuses on some of the
most serious and common forms of interpersonal
violence—men’s violence against women—as
they affect persons in diverse religious cultural
groups. Religious clients struggling with men’s
violence against women can pose interesting
challenges for psychotherapists and other mental
health professionals. They might not be familiar
with the vast array of different religious cultural
groups. Client religious beliefs may be inter-
twined with dysfunctional, misogynistic beliefs
or interpretations of sacred writings, values, or
practices which play a role in excusing, minimiz-
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ing, denying, or even condoning violence against
women. Religious survivors often feel ambiva-
lent, both wanting support from their religious
community yet also fearing that others within
their religion will blame them for the violence.
They may feel a conflict between their religion
and seeking professional help. Men within a reli-
gious group who behave violently toward women
may be especially resistant to change if they use
their religion to justify their violent behavior. Re-
ligious clients and their therapists may both be
unaware of facets of the client’s religious culture
that disavow men’s violence against women, that
can be beneficial and supportive of the predica-
ment of survivors, and that can provide healthy
nonviolent understandings and life choices for
men with violent behavior.

This multipurpose work serves as a text and a
reference guide for the culturally sensitive treat-
ment of women survivors of men’s violence,
bystanders, and men with violent behavior in
diverse religious cultural groups. Background
information on the nature of religious and spiri-
tual coping, treatment implications of the dis-
crepancies between the lived social experience of
women and official ecclesiastical policy within
religious groups, and an overview of diverse and
interconnected forms of men’s violence against
women are provided in the first part of the book.
Chapter 2 by Kilmartin explains that most vio-
lent offenders in IPV are men, even though most
men are not violent. He examines factors which
contribute to men’s violence against women and
explains how common myths about IPV and
sexual assault, such as blaming the victim rather
than holding the offender accountable, contribute
to difficulties addressing these problems. Chap-
ter 3 by Rayburn gives important insights into
how lived social relationships often do not live
up to the lofty ideals and policies within religious
cultural groups, explaining the implications of
this disparity for men’s violence against women.
Ethical issues in the treatment of survivors are
discussed. Finally, Chap. 4 by Mahoney, Abadi
and Pargament explains the complexity of spiri-
tual and religious coping behavior in the context
of situational couple violence, a less severe form
of IPV. This chapter can be used to gain insight

into the multifaceted nature of spiritual and re-
ligious coping and will assist therapists in more
clearly differentiating between healthy and un-
healthy coping behavior.

The second part focuses on working with indi-
viduals within diverse religious cultural commu-
nities affected by men’s violence against women.
Each chapter in this part describes sacred texts,
religious rituals, spiritual practices, beliefs,
attitudes, and values as they relate to men’s vio-
lence against women within a particular religious
cultural group. Factors that contribute to the de-
velopment and maintenance of unhealthy, vio-
lent relationship patterns within each group are
described in addition to spiritual and religious
resources that can be used in healing and mobi-
lizing support for survivors. Issues of addressing
the needs of men in each religious cultural group
through empowering men who are bystanders to
address violence against women in appropriate
ways and confronting religious men in treatment
for their violent behavior to make them account-
able and provide them with appropriate nonvio-
lent behavioral options are outlined.

Individuals have complex identities which are
shaped by the intersection of their social loca-
tions which, in turn, have important implications
for understanding violence against women in
diverse religious others. Religion, culture, eth-
nicity, race, national origin, immigration status,
socioeconomic status, ability, and gender inter-
act in complex ways to influence how persons
perceive and relate to one another. Mindful of
this set of realities, Part 2 contains chapters that
address MVAW in Indigenous Peoples, Jewish,
Christian, Islamic, and Eastern Traditions and
Groups. Chapters also were selected and de-
signed to address the combination of religious
and cultural identity within various subgroups.
The preface can be consulted for an overview of
the selection process for the chapters in this part
and for additional explanations of the chapter
features.

The third and final part addresses principles
and guidelines for effective consultation and
educational outreach programming within reli-
gious cultural communities. Hamid and Jayakar
(Chap. 26) explain how to establish a relationship
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with a religious cultural community based on
trust and mutual respect. Issues related to assess-
ment, developing a collaborative plan that takes
the religious and cultural perspectives of the com-
munity into account, and maintaining sensitivity
to the concerns of women, men, children, and
diverse subgroups within the religious commu-
nity are discussed. Kim and Menzie (Chap. 27)
describe the Shimtuh Korean Domestic Violence
and Sexual Assault Program in Oakland, Califor-
nia. They discuss the collaborative nature of this
program which emphasized the following four
phases: community outreach, training and tech-
nical assistance, a community organizing cam-
paign, and shared leadership with Korean immi-
grant Christian and Buddhist faith institutions to
address IPV. Finally, Green (Chap. 28) explains
the necessity of developing a domestic violence
policy within a religious institution. Following
the blueprint she established in her work with
corporate leaders in this area, Green outlines the
process of developing, maintaining, and updating
a domestic violence policy.

How to Use This Book

Each mental health practitioner who uses this

book may do so for different reasons and may

gain in different ways from each part. The fol-
lowing lists some of the ways we anticipate the
book can be useful to readers:

1. The chapters in the first part of the book not
only introduce some of the major issues in
men’s violence against women, they also
problematize many aspects of the issue which
might otherwise seem straightforward at first
glance. For example, Kilmartin (Chap. 2)
challenges us to recognize the banal, com-
monplace nature of men’s violence against
women. Addressing men’s violence against
women would be much easier if it was simply
a matter of identifying and treating a group of
deranged or mentally defective men. In con-
trast, Kilmartin demonstrates that the problem
is much deeper and more pervasive than one
might think at first—there is something terri-
bly wrong with the way masculinity is con-

structed in our culture. Likewise, Rayburn
(Chap. 3) raises the question of how it is that
egalitarian policies of a religious institution
do not necessarily translate into egalitarian
and respectful treatment of women and girls
by leaders and followers within a religious
community. The discrepancy between poli-
cies, words, and lived experience leads one
to recognize that attitude and policy change is
not enough—behavioral change is necessary.
Finally, Mahoney et al. (Chap. 4) demonstrate
that spiritual and religious coping is not uni-
formly unhealthy as some critics of religion
would maintain, nor is it always functional
and productive as many religious individu-
als might assume. In contrast, the reader is
invited to consider the complexity of spiritual
and religious coping for survivors of men’s
violence against women. The first part of the
book, in short, can be used to facilitate under-
standing of the complexity of men’s violence
against women.

. The second part of the book can be used as a

guide to understanding individual clients from
diverse religious cultural groups affected by
violence against women. Culturally sensitive
practice is not blind. It perceives religious and
cultural differences, appreciates the strengths
of the unique religious and cultural identity a
client brings to treatment, identifies ways that
personal and interpersonal dysfunction have
become intertwined with religious themes,
and uses cultural and religious ideas appropri-
ately to make treatment more effective with
a specific person. While considerable varia-
tion exists from person to person within each
religious cultural group, each chapter can be
useful in helping one to anticipate potential
problems and issues. This can also contrib-
ute to increased confidence in identifying and
confronting misogynistic and other inappro-
priate religious interpretations. Developing
a better knowledge of functional community
resources and beliefs can be useful in under-
standing and treating diverse religious clients.

. Sometimes it can be challenging to iden-

tify common ground and shared values in
community outreach with diverse religious
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leaders or when trying to identify appropri-
ate religious leaders to refer religious clients
with religious or spiritual questions related
to violence against women. This book can be
used to generate ideas on what types of issues
might be best to focus on or to examine first in
this type of outreach. Identifying and training
an appropriate religious leader who can pro-
vide beneficial pastoral guidance to religious
clients on religious questions related to IPV
can be difficult without some knowledge of a
religious cultural group. Different communi-
ties often face different challenges and have
diverse understandings and values. The abil-
ity to find a way to align the goals you have
for outreach with the goals of the religious
leadership is an essential skill to develop.
Understanding the general status of address-
ing men’s violence against women in each
religious cultural group, anticipating potential
obstacles and barriers within the community,
and gaining familiarity with the strengths of
a given religious cultural group can facilitate
the development of productive collaborative
programs and the identification and training
of clergy referral sources.

. Close observation of the construction of each

chapter will also give insight into what infor-
mation is considered most persuasive within
a religious cultural group. Differences in the
rhetoric of Christian groups provide illustra-
tive examples. White conservative Protestant
groups often place a strong emphasis on what
the Bible says or, more accurately, what the
Bible is interpreted as saying (e.g., Stephens
and Walker, Chap. 13). Mainline Protestants,
in contrast, often place a higher emphasis on
reason and social justice (Clark, Chap. 12),
while Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catho-
lic communities tend to emphasize tradition
and authority (Gassin, Chap. 10; Starkey,
Chap. 11). Bible-Believing African Ameri-
cans and Latino Protestants place a strong
emphasis on experience in addition to social
justice and scripture, as do Feminist Chris-
tians and theologians (see Bent-Goodley and

Brade Stennis, Chap. 8; Ames and Ware,
Chap. 9; and Rayburn, Chap. 3, respectively).
Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians are
more concerned with feeling the direction of
the Holy Spirit and use forms of rhetoric and
persuasion which are very different from the
other Christian groups (Murphy, Pommert,
and Vidrine, Chap. 18).

5. Chapters in the final part of the book can be
used to stimulate thought on how to best sort
through various models and options for en-
gaging a particular religious cultural commu-
nity. Our hope is that it will assist you in the
task of adapting existing models to the unique
challenges you are encountering in your col-
laboration with a specific religious cultural
group.

6. Finally, this book can be used to find ideas on
possible areas for future research. The field of
religion and men’s violence against women is
pretty wide open at present. Opportunities to
make a significant contribution are abundant.
Best practices in treatment and future research
directions are outlined in the final chapter.

We want to clarify that this work is not intended
to be used in any way that would pit one religious
cultural group against another. It is not helpful to
compare the reported prevalence of violence in
specific religious groups to other religious groups
or to groups who are spiritual but not religious.
Attempts to use this issue to suggest one group
is better than another ignores the fact that vio-
lence against women affects every known human
group of any kind, including one’s own religious
or cultural community. Like it or not, we are all
in this together. Mental health practitioners and
diverse religious and spiritual groups must work
together with the common goal of preventing
men’s violence against women and encouraging
loving, peaceful, and fulfilling relationships for
everyone, regardless of cultural or religious iden-
tities. We will be most effective if we bring out
and encourage the best in all of our communities
as we go forward together to end men’s violence
against women.
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Men’s Violence Against
Women: An Overview

Christopher Kilmartin

Men’s violence against women is a widespread
problem across cultures, socioeconomic groups,
and religions (Watts and Zimmerman 2002),
resulting in more damage and death than several
major diseases (including all cancers) and acci-
dents combined (Kristof 2013). And, of course,
killing and maiming are only the “tip of the ice-
berg,” as men’s violence victimizes women in a
wide variety of other ways, including intimate
partner violence with less serious injuries, rape
and other sexual assault, stalking, sexual harass-
ment, public harassment, human trafficking,
forced labor, and female infanticide. In many
cases, this violence has a distinctly gendered
component. In other words, the offender attacks
the victim in part because she is a woman or girl.

The pervasiveness of this phenomenon is due,
in large part, to the indisputable fact that women-
as-a-group are strongly disadvantaged compared
with men-as-a-group. (Note the use of hyphens to
emphasize that there are wide variations within
men and within women. Many men are relatively
disadvantaged and many women are relatively
privileged, but in the aggregate, the gap in so-
cial and economic power between the sexes is
enormous.) For the purposes of this chapter, I am
defining violence as a violation of human rights
through intentional physical and/or psychologi-
cal harm.

C. Kilmartin (<))

Department of Psychology, University of Mary
Washington, Fredericksburg, VA, USA

e-mail: ckilmart@umw.edu

Whenever I write or talk about gender-based
violence as a systemic issue, defensive reactions
ensue. Some men, and a few women, react by
saying things like: (1) “You’re male bashing,”
(2) “I'm a man, and I’m not violent,” and (3)
“Women are violent too.” These reactions are
understandable and two of them contain indisput-
able truths: the vast majority of men are not vio-
lent, and there are also women who are violent.
The first statement, however, is not. I think of
“male bashing” as an unfair attack on men based
on unjustified sweeping generalizations implying
that all men are alike (which we are not; there is
great diversity among men). It seems difficult for
some people to hold two ideas simultaneously—
that most males are not violent, and that most
violent people are males, but again both of these
statements are well supported by empirical data.
Therefore, the fact that men-as-a-group are more
violent than women-as-a-group does not imply
simplistic “woman = good; man = bad” com-
munication. It is simply stating that violence is
partly embedded in the social meanings of what
it means to be a man and in the social-structural
conditions that create power imbalances between
the sexes. In the quest to reduce men’s violence,
one of the greatest and perhaps most underuti-
lized forces is the amplification of the voices and
efforts of the vast majority of normal and healthy
men to use their influence positively.

The factor that ties all of these different forms
of violence together is the abuse of men’s power
through a variety of interconnected mechanisms
such as sexism, entitlement, privilege, and a
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toxic form of masculinity. Patriarchy, the soci-
etal system that confers greater levels of power
and influence on males, is the overarching factor
that ties all of these mechanisms together. Patri-
archy has existed throughout the world for about
5000 years (Lerner 1986). It is expressed in the
dominant conscious and unconscious values and
beliefs assigned to men and women, social cus-
toms, economic arrangements (Kilmartin 2010b),
and in what historian Gerda Lerner (1986) terms
the “leading metaphors” of cultural systems. For
the purposes of this volume, the most important
of these metaphors are theologies constructed
around male gods and religious authority, which
place women into positions of subservience.
Lerner asserts that goddesses were the norm be-
fore the advent of patriarchy but that over time
they were transformed into gods as men came to
power, based on the “counterfactual metaphor of
male procreativity” (p. 220).

Because the sexes are so interdependent, the
control of women by men is often accomplished
through indirect means (Rudman and Glick
2008) such as indoctrinating women into sub-
servient roles, depriving them of educational or
occupational opportunities, limiting their access
to economic and/or political resources, and re-
warding women who cooperate with men’s dom-
inance. Women who do not cooperate are under
threat of punishment, such as being considered
socially unrespectable and reducing their access
to resources. In a cross-cultural study involving
19 nations, Peter Glick and Susan Fiske (2001)
note that benevolent sexism—the “women are
wonderful” effect, which is roughly synonymous
with chivalry—communicates that women are
praiseworthy but ultimately incompetent and is
used to secure women’s cooperation with men’s
dominance. Hostile sexism, the outright antipa-
thy toward women, is reserved for women who
challenge men’s dominance. In laboratory stud-
ies, men reported that they liked the women they
interacted with more than they liked the men, but
they nevertheless assigned women leadership
roles and other resources less frequently than
they did for men (Glick and Fiske 2001).

Violence is the extreme of hostile sexism.
When men in the aggregate are threatened by

women’s assertions of power, they sometimes
react with coercive measures. Although most men
do not commit violence directly against women,
many participate in systems that have the effect
of condoning or even facilitating gender-based
intentional harm. I do not intend to convey that
the attitudes, behaviors, and social conventions
in which men (and women) participate that result
in violence are always intentional or even con-
scious, or that patriarchy is a conspiracy in which
men gather and scheme about the best ways to op-
press women. Rather, the social forces that impel
the power imbalance have created and maintain
gender-based violence as a toxic byproduct of
the oppression of women. Below, I present two
models: one focused on the individual causes of
gender-based violence, and the other focused on
larger social forces, the cultural-systemic model.

The Individual Model

As I have discussed previously (Kilmartin 2014;
Kilmartin and Allison 2007), four conditions
must be present for an individual to commit
a violent act. I have since added a fifth condi-
tion, self-justification. Since this volume is about
men’s violence against women, I will use the
generic masculine in describing these conditions
even though violence is not limited to male ac-
tors. The first condition is pathology on the part
of the offender. By “pathology,” I am not refer-
ring to specific mental illnesses which could be
diagnosed in the attacker (although some may
be mentally ill), but rather characteristics that
differentiate him from normal and healthy men
who are nonviolent. For example, sexual assault
perpetrators, in contrast to nonoffenders, show
much higher levels across a constellation of char-
acteristics such as hypermasculinity, misogyny,
childhood maltreatment experiences, rape myth
acceptance, and adversarial sexual beliefs (Lisak
and Roth 1988).

The second condition is the decision to act
violently. Many offenders have suffered from
abuse and neglect, especially as children, and
they deserve our empathy and attention in heal-
ing from their psychic wounds. However, there is
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no contradiction between having compassion for
someone’s pain on the one hand, and holding him
accountable for his behavior on the other. Even
though his harmful actions are in part a product
of his own maltreatment, he is nevertheless re-
sponsible for his actions except in the rare cases
where he is so severely mentally ill that he cannot
distinguish right from wrong and/or control his
impulses. These are remarkably rare cases, and
in the legal system, the bases for insanity pleas or
decisions that a defendant is unfit for trial. Even
in these rare cases when an offender is judged not
to be legally accountable for his actions, he must
be confined in a locked ward of a mental hospital
to protect other potential victims.
Self-justification, the third condition, is part
of the decision to act violently. Few people wake
up in the morning and say to themselves, “I’'m
going out to commit an egregiously immoral
act.” They believe that their actions, however
much social disapproval accompanies them, are
nevertheless justified. As author Jim Butcher
(2009) stated, “No one is an unjust villain in
his own mind.... We’re all the hero of our own
story” (pp. 205-206). The self-narrative that an
offender constructs may be affected by media
portrayals of “good guys” doing violence against
“bad guys,” as when a police officer kills a crimi-
nal to protect other potential victims and/or to
bring some measure of vengeance and justice.
In television portrayals, about 40% of violent
acts are of this variety (Murray 1988), and the
experience of retribution may activate the plea-
sure centers of the brain (Worthington 2010). In
a longitudinal study of male children and adoles-
cents who reported identifying with television
aggressors, nearly twice as many reported that, as
adults, they had pushed, shoved, or grabbed their
domestic partners within the past year compared
with those who did not identify with the aggres-
sors (Huesmann and Taylor 2006).
Self-justification involves a complicated set
of influences (Tavris and Aronson 2007). For ex-
ample, a man who has hit his spouse might use
minimization (“I only did it once.”), victim blam-
ing (“She drove me to it. She doesn’t know how
to listen.”), selective memory (“She always push-
es me; she never loved me.”), vengeance (“She

cheated on me; I was teaching her a lesson.”),
or attempts to provide premature closure to the
event (“Look, I said I was sorry. Let’s move
on.”). One offender stated in a batterer education
group, “I was trying to push her onto the bed, but
she hit the floor instead and cut her head on the
night stand. If she had hit the bed like she was
supposed to, I wouldn’t be here” (Franklin 2003).

Religious justifications may play a role in
gender-based violence. In some religions, it is be-
lieved that a man will treat a woman well if she
behaves in ways that are considered appropriately
deferent, caring, and forgiving. Therefore, if men
abuse her, she is considered to have misbehaved
and therefore deserving of maltreatment—a clas-
sic victim-blaming strategy. In both the religious
and secular worlds, one often encounters this
same phenomenon for judging the responsibility
for rape. Some men and women will attribute a
sexual assault to the victim’s intoxication, flirta-
tion, poor judgment, or manner of dress. Such an
attribution includes the unexamined assumptions
that men’s sexuality is out of control and there-
fore it is women’s responsibility to contain it, and
that a sexual assault is sexual in nature, when in
reality it is an act of violence for which sexuality
is the mode of harm. Rape is no more about sex
than hitting someone with a frying pan is about
cooking.

In the marital situation, if the man believes
that he is the rightful head of the family and that
his wife should be subservient, he might be prone
to violence when he perceives that he has lost
a measure of masculine control when his wife
disagrees with him or refuses to conform her be-
havior to his dictates. Some religious traditions
justify rape and even murder as appropriate pun-
ishments for various perceived transgressions by
women.

The fourth condition for violence to occur is
the means to do harm. Obviously, the availabil-
ity of weapons fulfills this condition, but in many
cases, men’s greater upper body strength and/or
ability to intimidate based on size is sufficient to
effect their violence. For instance, most acquain-
tance rapists use only the amount of force nec-
essary to accomplish their objectives and rarely
employ weapons. Often the victim is impaired
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with alcohol and/or other drugs, making the as-
sault easier to accomplish. The use of a weapon
and the presence of physical injuries increase the
likelihood of criminal charges; however, these
circumstances are found only in a small minority
of cases (Kilmartin and Allison 2007).

Finally, gender-based violence is unlikely to
occur without social support. Many violent men
associate with like-minded men who denigrate,
disrespect, and dehumanize women. Men in
these groups who disagree with those who dis-
play these attitudes often remain silent, believing
that they are alone in their opinions (Kilmartin
et al. 2008). At the macrosocial level, cultural
attitudes about women and victimization also
provide social support for individuals’ violence,
even as legal systems attempt to contain it. This
factor leads us into a model that goes beyond the
individual in an attempt to understand the “big
picture” of this pervasive problem.

The Cultural-Systemic Model

As I have noted elsewhere (Kilmartin 2014), a
comprehensive understanding of sexual assault
must include a discussion of the important social
contexts in which violence occurs. These con-
texts affect all forms of gender-based violence.
The epidemiology of the problem varies among
cultures, indicating that cultural beliefs and so-
cial-structural conditions affect violence against
women. | have situated this model in a pyramid
shape because greater numbers of people are
involved as one moves from the tip to the base,
and also because the forces toward the bottom of

Fig. 2.1 The Cultural-Systemic
Model of Men’s Violence
Against Women. (Originally
from Kilmartin 2014. Used with
permission)

the pyramid serve to support those at the top. We
will not end the scourge of gender-based violence
until we erode its foundation (Fig. 2.1).

At the top of the pyramid are perpetrators, the
small minority of men who are violent toward
women. Although violence is a low-frequency
behavior, it obviously has powerful quality-
of-life implications, and small differences add
up within large populations to create a serious
public health problem. In fact, husbands, boy-
friends, ex-husbands, and ex-boyfriends mur-
der three women per day in the USA. To place
this violence into context, the 2001 World Trade
Center bombings killed 2973 people and the Vir-
ginia Tech massacre in 2007 killed 33. Therefore,
male partners’ and ex-partners’ murders equate
to a new Virginia Tech massacre every 11 days
and a new 9/11 disaster about every 1000 days
(Kilmartin 2010a). And yet little attention is paid
to interpersonal violence by news media, a fact I
will take up in the discussion of the foundational
elements in the pyramid model.

If one adds psychological violence to the mix,
the group of men at the top of the pyramid be-
comes much larger. In a meta-analysis (a statis-
tical technique combining results from several
studies) of 55 studies that included an aggregate
of about 86,000 participants, Ilies et al. (2003)
found that about 24% of women had experi-
enced sexual harassment in the workplace. This
should not be construed as meaning that 24 % of
men harass women; as with sexual assault, it is a
small group of men who are serial offenders. The
vast majority of the harassers of women are men
(Pina et al. 2009). Many women report death and
rape threats after posting feminist articles online

Facilitators

Cultural Standard Bearers

Prejudice and Dehumanization

Inequality, Disadvantage, and Power
Differences
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(Atherton-Zeman 2013), an illustration of how

hostile sexism is directed toward women who

challenge men’s power (Glick and Fiske 2001).
The next level of the pyramid is a group of

(mostly) men who are the direct facilitators of

the violence. Offenders often associate with

like-minded men who may offer support for the
offender’s violence, either directly or by refus-
ing to intervene in dangerous situations. For
example, Boswell and Spade (1996) noted that
rape-prone fraternities are characterized by jokes
that degrade women and parties with heavier
drinking, bathrooms for women that were filthy,
sometimes to the point of being unusable, and
music so loud that conversations are impossible.

In contrast to fraternities which were safer places

for women, the rape-prone fraternities exhibited

a pervasive attitude that women are only for sex,

as evidenced by members’ loss of social status

within the fraternity when they develop longer-
term relationships with women. An undetected
rapist (“Frank™) within a fraternity explains to an
interviewer how the fraternity facilitated his vio-
lence in a DVD available from legalmomentum.

org (National Judicial Education Program 2005):

Frank: We had parties almost every weekend. My
fraternity was known for that. We would invite
a bunch of girls and lay out the kegs or what-
ever we were drinking that night and everyone
would get plastered. We would invite girls, all
of us in the fraternity. We’d be on the lookout
for good looking girls, especially freshmen,
the real young ones. They were the easiest,
it’s like we knew they wouldn’t know the
ropes kind of, it’s like they were easy prey.
They wouldn’t know anything about drinking,
about how much alcohol they could manage,
and they wouldn’t know anything about our
techniques.”

Interviewer: What were those techniques?

Frank: We’d invite them to the party and we’d
make it seem like it was a real honor, like
we didn’t just invite any girl, which I guess
is true [laughs]. And we’d get them drinking
right away. We’d have a bunch of kegs but we
almost always had some kind of punch also,
it was almost like our own home brew. We’d
make it real sweet, you know, we’d use some

kind of sweet juice and then we’d just throw

in all kinds of alcohol. It was powerful stuff.

And these girls wouldn’t know what hit them.

They’d all be just guzzling the stuff because it

was just juice, right, and they were so nervous

being there because they were just freshmen

anyway.
Frank goes on to describe how he raped a young
woman (he did not use the term rape and seemed
unaware that he was describing a felony to the
interviewer) whom he had groomed during the
week by feigning romantic interest in her and
invited to a party, where she quickly became
intoxicated on punch made with sweet juice to
mask its alcohol content. The fraternity brothers
designated certain rooms in the house for those
who wanted to be alone with a woman, and none
of them intervened when he saw one of his broth-
ers taking an obviously intoxicated woman to his
room. “Frank™ had separated her from the party
by suggesting that she come upstairs to get away
from the noise. Because she had been interested
in him romantically, because he appeared to be
interested in her, and because he had appeared to
be respectful to her during the week, she accom-
panied him and he raped her.

His fraternity brothers facilitated the rape in
several ways. First, they supported a social at-
mosphere in which women were routinely dis-
respected. Second, they normalized the belief
that it was acceptable to get women intoxicated
to facilitate sexual access. Third, they conspired
to do so at the parties by concocting the sweet
punch. Fourth, they turned up the music so loud
that any woman who wanted to have a conversa-
tion with a man would have to go to an isolated
place. Unlike a stranger rapist, the acquaintance
rapist must find some way to separate the vic-
tim from social situations, and the loud music
facilitated this process. Fifth, they failed to in-
tervene when he was taking her upstairs, despite
her being clearly intoxicated. And finally, many
times fraternity members engage in a conspiracy
of silence in the aftermath of an assault when law
enforcement or campus judicial systems investi-
gate (Seccuro 2011).

Facilitation can take the form of passivity, as
when bystanders fail to intervene in potentially



20

C. Kilmartin

dangerous situations. In a survey conducted by
the Virginia Health Department, The American
Institute for Research (2003) found that 69%
of men aged 18-34 reported that they knew at
least one adult man who was or had been sexu-
ally involved with an underage girl, and 51 % re-
ported knowing five or more. They nearly always
expressed disapproval, and not surprisingly, the
level of their disapproval rose as the difference
between the ages of the man and the girl grew
larger. But their stated willingness to intervene
did not increase even as their levels of disap-
proval did.

In an egregious example, cult leader Warren
Jeffs used his power to help men in his group
obtain sexual access to underage girls, and other
members of his cult refused to cooperate with
investigating authorities. There were arrest war-
rants on Jeffs in 2005 but he evaded authorities
for some time by hiding with members of his
church. The victimization of these girls was so
extensive that the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI) placed Jeffs on its Ten Most Wanted
Fugitives list, finally arresting him in 2006 (FBI
2010). He is now serving a life sentence but con-
tinues to control his followers from prison (ABC
News 2012). Church leaders facilitated Jeffs’
crimes through money laundering and obstruct-
ing investigations by law enforcement. Jeffs
used his religious authority to justify his crimes
and intimidate church members (Brower and
Krakauer 2011).

The next level of the cultural-systemic model
involves cultural standard-bearers, who are peo-
ple with wide influence and access to large audi-
ences and who use this platform to promote gen-
der-based violence. Warren Jeffs has a great deal
of influence, but it is limited to a relatively small
group of people who share his religious ideolo-
gies. In mainstream cultures, there are standard-
bearers whose names are recognized within most
households, and who have large numbers of fol-
lowers.

Standard-bearers in mainstream US culture
include political pundits, comedians, and other
performers who routinely display disrespectful
attitudes toward women and thereby influence
their followers to do the same. For example,

when law student Sandra Fluke testified before
Congress about the need for health insurers to
provide contraception, radio performer Rush
Limbaugh called her a “slut” and a “prostitute”
and suggested that she ought to post sex videos
online (Elverton-Dixon 2012). Limbaugh is par-
ticularly known for derogatory comments toward
any woman who advances egalitarian ideals,
once saying that feminism was invented so that
“ugly broads” and “fat cows” could have access
to the mainstream. Radio/television personality
Howard Stern routinely brings women on to his
show, has them remove their clothes, and makes
comments on the acceptability of their bodies.
Like several comedians, he also has been known
to joke about rape (Jhally and Katz 2000).

Most of the cultural standard-bearers for vi-
olence against women are men, but not all. In
2009, when film director Roman Polanski was
arrested many years after fleeing a sexual assault
conviction involving subduing a 13-year old girl
with alcohol and sedatives and then penetrating
her anally while she was unconscious (Polanski
pled guilty to a lesser charge and then fled to
France to avoid incarceration), comedian Whoo-
pi Goldberg stated on the popular daytime televi-
sion show The View that Polanski should not be
held accountable for his actions because he is a
great artist and that his crime wasn’t “rape-rape,”
implying that Polanski’s violence was not serious
enough that he should be held legally account-
able (Allen 2009). Other cultural standard-bear-
ers also expressed support for Polanski, includ-
ing Woody Allen, Martin Scorsese, and Harvey
Weinstein (Che 2012). Tonight Show host Jay
Leno told 737 jokes about the 1994 alleged O.
J. Simpson murders of his former wife Nicole
Brown Simpson and her friend Ronald Gold-
man, over 200 more than on any other subject
(Rice 2009). Simpson was acquitted in criminal
court but found liable for the deaths in civil court
(ABC News 19906).

Some politicians with extreme religious be-
liefs become cultural standard-bearers for vio-
lence with their misogynist rhetoric. To cite one
example: in 2012, US vice presidential candidate
Paul Ryan stated that a rapist who impregnates a
victim should have the right to prevent her from
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aborting the fetus (E. G. Ryan 2012) and stated
that rapists should also be able to obtain custody
of the child or have visitation rights as noncusto-
dial parents. In fact, only 19 of the 50 states have
laws explicitly preventing rapists from having
these rights (Zuckerman 2012). Although there
is no evidence that Ryan has ever been directly
violent toward a woman, and in fact he may con-
sciously believe that he likes women (he is mar-
ried to one), his political stance not only down-
plays the horror of rape but also advocates toward
possible retraumatization of rape survivors by the
very men who attacked them. In this way, he is
a polite supporter of egregious violence. Many
people who voted for him did so on the basis of
conservative and sexist religious beliefs, which
have been adopted as the linchpin of his political
party for several decades.

Whether they are overtly hostile toward women
or merely insensitive, cultural standard-bearers
would not be able to have such wide influence
if their audiences found their communications
objectionable. Standard-bearers are clearly tap-
ping into broadly held cultural attitudes toward
women. The next level of the cultural-systemic
pyramid is prejudice and dehumanization, which
provides a foundation for cultural standard-bear-
ers, direct facilitators, and ultimately, offenders.
Sexist, disrespectful, and dehumanizing attitudes
toward women are held in wide segments of the
population. Women who challenge the status quo
of male dominance are often subject to negative
consequences in the workplace (Stockdale and
Bhattacharya 2009).

Even the benevolent sexist (“women are
wonderful”) attitude, held by many women and
men alike, has an undercurrent of the belief that
women are incompetent. One way in which
women deal with male dominance is to seek the
protection of powerful men. Psychologically, this
strategy requires the adoption of the benevolent
sexist attitude that women are special but less
powerful and that if they behave with deference,
men’s power will be used to their advantage (such
as with economic resources) rather than to hurt
them. In the process, they denigrate other women
who challenge men’s power. In fact, women are
much more likely to adopt benevolent sexist at-

titudes in cultures where men hold strong hostile
sexist attitudes. Men can adopt their protection-
ism as a gallant duty and thereby downplay the
unfairness of their dominance (Glick and Fiske
2001). College women who engage in “Prince
Charming” fantasies of powerful men rescuing,
providing for, and romancing them with chivalry
show a strong tendency to have less ambitious
career goals than other women, implicitly adopt-
ing beliefs in their incompetence, powerlessness,
and in the process, adopting beliefs that normal-
ize men’s greater competence, social status, and
power (Rudman and Heppen 2003).

Assigning full or partial responsibility for an
instance of gender-based violence to the victim
is another strategy that men use to protect them-
selves from the awareness that they hold un-
earned privilege and that they should play a role
in ending men’s violence against women that
goes beyond merely refraining from the behavior.
Victim blaming is a widespread phenomenon that
takes extreme forms in men such as the belief
in two-thirds of Indian judges that women who
dress provocatively invite rape. Not surprisingly,
of 635 rape cases in the Indian city of Delhi in
the first 11 months of 2012, only one ended in
conviction (Kristof 2013).

Victim blaming is not limited to men. Women
use it to protect themselves psychologically
from awareness of their own vulnerability. If a
woman attributes a victim’s assault to her man-
ner of dress, flirtation, challenge to her partner’s
dominance, alcohol and other drug use, stupidity,
and/or poor judgment, she can assure herself that
she is safe if she does not hold the same char-
acteristics and/or does not engage in the same
behaviors. Survivors of gender-based violence
will even engage in blaming themselves because
they feel safer if they assure themselves that they
learned from their mistakes and will not engage
in risk behaviors again. As I often tell audiences,
do not expend energy in blaming victims; they
are experts at it and do not need your help with it.

Victim blaming can also be seen in the im-
plicit calculus of empathy for victims of vio-
lence. Those who have been injured or murdered
through random violence nearly always receive
large amounts of compassion from the general
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public. For example, the September 11, 2001
terrorist attacks, the 2007 Virginia Tech mas-
sacre, and the 2013 Newtown, CT mass murder
of schoolchildren appropriately resulted in large
outpourings of sympathy. The former two trag-
edies resulted in the building of memorials to
mark the tragedy and make the public statement
that the victim’s lives mattered. It is likely that
there will also be one built to mark the Newtown
tragedy. In contrast, victims of interpersonal vio-
lence merit only a footnote in the news unless
something is unusual (such as when the victim
or assailant is a celebrity), and there is no physi-
cal memorial to these victims despite the fact that
their numbers far outweigh those of random vio-
lence. As Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn
(2009) put it, “we journalists tend to be good at
covering events that happen on a particular day,
but we slip at covering events that happen every
day—such as the quotidian cruelties inflicted on
women and girls” (p. xiv).

Why is there so much more compassion for
victims of random violence than for those of in-
terpersonal violence? Because it is nearly impos-
sible to avoid identifying with random violence
victims. People feel vulnerable because they are
aware that they could have been one of these vic-
tims, could have been an employee at the World
Trade Center or the Pentagon, a student at Vir-
ginia Tech, or the parent of one of the Newtown
children. But implicit victim blaming allows peo-
ple to distance themselves from those who have
suffered or died as a result of interpersonal vio-
lence, by believing that they would not have had
the poor judgment to be married to or otherwise
associate with a violent man. It is interesting to
note that the US government has spent more than
a trillion dollars to combat terrorism in the after-
math of the September 11 attacks but only US
$ 3 million to combat gun violence (Diaz 2013)
and only US § 1.6 billion to reduce violence
against women (“House passes violence against
women reauthorization” 2013), which resulted
in the killing of three times as many women in
the 10 years that followed. In response to inter-
national terrorism, the government narrowed the
individual liberties of its citizens in an attempt to
provide greater safety; in response to the scourge

of gun violence in the USA, the government
passed laws to give its citizens greater access to
firearms.

The base of the pyramid is inequality, disad-
vantage, and power differences. Women-as-a-
group continue to hold less economic power than
men-as-a-group throughout the world. Although
they have made gains in the political arena,
women still lack proportional representation in
government in most places around the world.
Voters (both men and women) are often reluctant
to vote for female candidates for national office,
as evidenced by the large sex imbalance in the
US Congress and the absence of any major-party
nomination of a female candidate for the presi-
dency. Filmmaker Michael Moore (2001) noted
that women were not even allowed to vote in
US elections until 1920, but when the rights of
women to vote were recognized, they still voted
for male political candidates even though women
held the statistical majority. No other oppressed
group in history has ever voted in overwhelming
numbers to keep their oppressors in power, ac-
cording to Moore (2001).

Moore’s description tells us that sexism op-
erates rather differently from racism, religious
discrimination, and other forms of oppression.
Because men and women are so interdependent,
sexist men must find a way to love women and
denigrate them at the same time (Rudman and
Glick 2008). This task is accomplished by sepa-
rating the women who are believed to deserve
men’s admiration from the ones who are believed
to deserve their antipathy (Glick and Fiske 2001).
As Peter Glick (2005) remarked, “If you hate
black people, you don’t tend to hang out with
them on the weekends.” Therefore, benevolent
and hostile sexism serve to provide an uneasy
resolution to men’s ambivalence about women,
and some women participate in their own sub-
ordination as a strategy for surviving in a male-
dominated society. Moreover, sexism is often
reproduced in family structures and interactions,
as older family members pressure younger ones
to adopt antiquated gender behaviors which they
also model.

As a result, sexism continues to be an ac-
cepted social activity in a way that other forms
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of oppression are not. For example, it is quite
routine for girls and boys to wear different color
robes in high school graduation ceremonies, a
practice that would be viewed as unacceptable
to distinguish racial, religious, or socioeconomic
groups. There is a board game called “Battle of
the Sexes,” but it is doubtful that a “Battle of
the Races” or “Jews vs. Christians” board game
would be acceptable. One intermediate goal to
ending sexism and inequality is for people to dis-
approve of sexism as a social activity in the same
way that they disapprove of overt racism or reli-
gious intolerance.

I will end on an optimistic note. The base of
the pyramid is slowly crumbling as the gendered
division of labor erodes. Gender is becoming less
and less of an organizing principle in modern so-
ciety for several reasons. First, most heterosexual
couples need two incomes to prosper and there-
fore increasingly find they have to share both do-
mestic work and paid work force labor. Second,
children are not the economic asset they were in
agriculturally dominated societies, and therefore
most women will not spend their young adult
years giving birth to large numbers of children
and thus they have more access to paid labor.
Third, reproductive technologies are available
that will limit the size of families in this overpop-
ulated world, again giving women more options
for directly remunerated work. Fourth, because
of the advent of laborsaving devices, male upper-
body strength is no longer much of an economic
asset; there is little work men can do that women
cannot, and therefore heterosexual couples have
more options than ever in how they will negoti-
ate paid and domestic work. This flexibility can
be seen in the increased numbers of women in
the military and men as full-time homemakers
(Kilmartin 2010b).

Sexism will not survive in a society where
gender becomes less of an organizing principle
for the worlds of work and family. I do not believe
that sexism will end in our lifetimes, but there
are signs that it is improving. In 2013, women
made up 18% of representatives and 20% of
senators in the US Congress. Although still far
short of equal representation, these numbers in-
dicate progress. Women are now the majority of

the paid labor force even though their aggregate
incomes still fall far short of that of men. And
women’s votes in the 2012 US presidential elec-
tion were instrumental; the election would have
gone to the losing candidate had only men voted
(Ms. Magazine 2013).

Men’s roles are also expanding. As the sole
breadwinner pressure eases through the sharing
of it in egalitarian couples, men find themselves
taking on increased domestic labor, an important
development, as there is a negative correlation
across cultures between men’s participation in
childrearing and the epidemiology of gender-
based violence within the culture (Coltrane 1995).
As the social, economic, and physical separation
of the sexes diminishes, so will its most toxic by-
product, men’s violence against women. Educa-
tion, activism, legislation, and law enforcement
can and are helping to accelerate this process.
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Ecclesiastical Policies Versus
Lived Social Relationships:
Gender Parity, Attitudes,

and Ethics

Carole A. Rayburn

Much attention has been given to abusive gen-
der matters in religious institutions and parity
for women in denominational leadership roles,
salary, training opportunities, and work assign-
ments/placement. Women usually join religious
groups because they are drawn to its theology,
outreach, spiritual and religious mission. These
women love God, the tenets of their chosen
denominational places of worship, and the out-
reach that they think is present in these settings.
What they might get but did not bargain for is
second-place status, a back-of-the-theological-
bus that defines them for the ecclesiastical estab-
lishment, its (usually) male leadership, and the
congregation as inferior, second-best, somehow
less blessed and worthy in the eyes of ecclesia
and by transference in the eyes of God also.

When girls and women allow themselves to
remain in the pews (occupied most always by
60+% women), they must close their eyes to
the reality of what is happening and sell their
womanhood and personhood for the sake of wor-
shiping with others who believe in the same the-
ology. But social relationships as lived out in the
congregation and ecclesial group itself not only
disenfranchise female persons in terms of gender
attitudes and parity but also diminish their wor-
thiness to be considered as good and deserving as
their male counterparts.

C. A. Rayburn (PX)
Private Practice, Silver Spring, MD, USA
e-mail: valentinecarole@copper.net

In conservative seminaries, many professors
inculcated male seminarians with the sexism
that strongly suggests that women are just not as
worthy or capable as men are. They attempt to
instruct women in seminary in the same fashion,
often with the hope of hooking a guilt response
from women if they are not supportive and en-
abling to men to accomplish their best, even at
the cost of women’s achievements. Women are
urged to be silent, not to “make waves” about
any disagreement with their negative differen-
tial treatment by men in their denominational
settings. Perhaps this should not come as such a
shock when the very word “seminary” originally
meant “seedbed, nursery” from the Latin semina-
rium for semen. In a world where “seminary” and
“seminar” both derive from a word and concept
seminally related to semen, sexist doors are open
wide for providing the groundwork for prejudic-
es and other abuses haunting girls and women in
many of life’s settings, in the home, religious es-
tablishment, in academe, social situations, and on
the job. If the resultant message is that religion’s
goal of teaching love to all of God’s people may
in the ecclesial context primarily refer to men,
losses are incurred by not only men and women
who are seekers of greater maturity and balance
in religious, spiritual, and general areas of life,
but also ecclesia suffers considerable loss in not
fully realizing the gifts and talents of all of its
community (Rayburn 1981a).

From ancient times, females have been looked
upon as fair play for abuse by males. Some-
times their enforced status as less-than-men was
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interpreted as less-than-human and thus of less
concern for protecting them or feeling guilty if
they were physically or emotionally mistreated.
Connections between misogyny—old and re-
cent—and abuse of girls and women in religious
settings is still occurring, causing much damage
to all.

Often there is a schism between public policy
of religious denominations (often taking a more
liberal view of women’s roles) and actual socio-
psychological environments for women within
the religious establishment (usually much more
conservative and traditional, lagging behind the
official position). Men may hold onto very nar-
row, limited roles for women, seeing women as
subservient and auxiliary to positions of men.
This tends to box women into corners, rendering
them as superfluous or less important at best and
distracting negative objects at worst (Daly 1968,
1973; Rayburn 1991).

Much of the abuse of girls and women within
the religious environment begins with expecta-
tions of exactly why female persons were creat-
ed. Girls who have been instilled with culturally
traditional religious beliefs supportive of ideas of
female inferiority and subservience may not be
able to see themselves outside a helping, depen-
dent, submissive role played out with paternal,
protective men who determine their lives and de-
fine their very being (Rayburn 1982a). If men in
traditional religious settings think themselves to
have rightful and “God-given” dominance over
women, men can then even believe that they have
the power of life and death over the inferior, less
worthy females.

Misogyny in its various settings may differ
in degree but not in kind. One extreme form of
misogyny is evidenced in cults. Religious zealots
in Waco, Texas, maintained a large community
of adults and children who had stockpiled weap-
ons to ward off unbelievers who threatened their
untraditional beliefs. The leader of the Branch
Davidian, David Koresh, reportedly had sexual
privileges with even very young female persons
in the compound and life-and-death control over
all members of the group. Koresh had present-
ed himself as the patriarchal father of all of the
members of this group, identifying himself as

an extension of biblical patriarchs and endearing
himself to everyone and taking sexual advantage
of girls and women, some related to the male
members of the group but nonetheless deferring
to the authority of their cult leader Koresh. Im-
ploring his followers that death was preferable to
surrendering at the hand of the government, Ko-
resh and many of the Waco group went down in
the bloody confrontation with government mar-
shals (Ramsland 2005; Rayburn and Richmond
2001).

In another violent episode in a religious com-
munity compound, Jim Jones developed a very
large network of followers—The People’s Tem-
ple, many of whom were so devoted to him that
they trusted him when they drank poisoned cool
aide (many may not have been aware that this
deadly drink would kill them). When they were
threatened by invasion from government agents
coming to rescue his less-than-willing follow-
ers, Jim Jones caused hundreds of his devotees
to suicide or he had them murdered, along with
US Congress members Leo Ryan and other of-
ficials, who had come with him to investigate the
situation.

Like Koresh, Jim Jones had claimed sexual
privileges with young girls and women, some of
whom he had fathered with members of his com-
munity. The men who belonged to Jones’ group
acquiesced to Jones’ authority as spiritual father
in allowing him to have sexual relationships with
their wives and daughters (Steel 1978). Both Ko-
resh and Jones thought themselves to be Christ
or God-like patriarchs to whom followers owed
unquestioning allegiance and belief that it was a
blessing to obey him in all ways (Rayburn and
Richmond 2001). Abuse by these cult leaders did
far more than sexually violate the young bodies
of the girls in these compounds: They raped the
innocence, childhood, personhood, and potential
womanhood from them. Most of these girls and
women died in the enforced suicides, homicides,
and gun battles with government authorities.
Any who survived the ordeal would have needed
extensive counseling and psychotherapy if they
were ever to have hoped to achieve normalcy and
well-being along both physical and emotional
planes. Their confusion and distrust in religious
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authority figures and especially male authorities
most likely would have rendered them emotion-
ally troubled. Like fine crystal before the violent
abuse, they would be shattered glass after such
repeated disruption in their lives. Traditionally,
female persons have looked to male persons—
fathers, brothers, husbands, male priests and
ministers—to protect and comfort them. Now,
any thought of a male identity or image of God
and Christ would become anathema. Any steps
towards recovery of better health would include
looking towards a motherhood-based female
faith development (Rayburn 2012).

An area that would be highly meaningful to
analyze and discuss is: Are females simply tol-
erated by the male populations in religious es-
tablishments? With the large number of female
congregants, why has there seemed to be such a
paucity of remedial training programs for under-
standing females as there are for ethnic minori-
ties and cultural diversities?

To have a better understanding of the scope
of the current examination of abuse of girls and
women within the religious realm of society, we
must delve into many arenas involved in this phe-
nomenon. These concerns include the meaning
of misogyny, the genesis of much misogyny, the
sociological and psychological aspects of misog-
yny, and how such thought and behavior towards
female persons have been evidenced throughout
various cultures and in generations throughout
history.

Since girls and women have been placed in a
one-down, inferior position by patriarchal sys-
tems, they have often been quite reticent to speak
up for themselves and indeed may not even be
sensitive to their victim role in abusive situations
with power-seeking and dominance-craving male
persons. Female initial hesitance in recognizing
and ameliorating such abusive actions needs to
be understood and overcome in order to help
them to achieve true personhood and woman-
hood. The fear, anxiety, sadness, depression, and
symptoms of eating disorders, sleep disorders,
and passive-aggressive reactions that may re-
sult from female persons having been subjected
to male abuse for long periods of time must be
worked through in psychotherapy and counseling

if they are to be made whole. Indeed, the US In-
ternational Violence Against Women Act (ICRW
2013) pinpointed New Delhi, India, as unsafe for
95% of women and girls regarding sexual vio-
lence in public spaces. In Morocco, while women
have been religious leaders working as social ac-
tivists promoting women’s advancement through
religious instruction and spiritual counseling for
women and girls, these female religious preach-
ers must impose the state’s interpretation of Mo-
roccan Islam legitimizing the king’s authority as
commander of the faithful (El Haitami 2013). The
first empirical study exploring the prevalence of
female genital mutilation was conducted in Iraq
(see FGM 2013). Ascione (1998) studied the ef-
fects of abuse of battered women on the abused,
their partners, and children, and intimidation by
threatened abuse of pets. Cunningham and Baker
(2004) sought to understand children’s view of
family violence. Home Office (2010) found that
children living with domestic violence often de-
velop intergenerational cycles of violence, girls
of abused mothers are more likely to become vic-
tims of such violence and sons are more apt to
become perpetrators.

Restrictive roles for Muslim women in
America were studied by Kedar and Yerushalmi
(2011). Rahman and Kabir (2005) found that
more domestic violence occurred among Mus-
lims and those with a history of premarital sex
among unmarried persons. Religious leanings
towards treating women as subordinate partners
was found to be a contributing factor in violence
against females. In Nigeria, Antai and Antai
(2008) found that intimate partner violence was
more likely to be tolerated by currently married
Muslim women with low levels of education and
household wealth.

Only a small percent of cases of abuse and/or
violence are reported to the police or other au-
thorities, so only a partial picture at best of the
crime statistics on which awareness of such vio-
lence is based gets to the corrective and preven-
tive organizations. Inadequate political and penal
response to this violence permits it to continue,
failing to prosecute perpetrators and not provid-
ing sufficient safe housing for victims (Home
Office 2010). In a case involving an unlicensed
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therapist and rabbi in an ultra-Orthodox commu-
nity in Brooklyn, NY, the perpetrator received a
103-year-sentence for repeated sexual abuse of a
girl in his care. Many members of his commu-
nity criticized the extremely harsh sentence and
thought that this kind of punishment would im-
pede future reporting of abuse and violence in re-
ligious settings (Berger 2013). So the question is
who has a right to be more protected: the perpe-
trator with religious ties or his/her victim, often
also with a religious identity?

Misogyny

Misogyny, the hatred, dislike, or mistrust of
women or girls, can be evidenced in sexual dis-
crimination, violence against female persons,
denigration of women, and sexual objectification
of women (The American Heritage Dictionary
of the English Language 1992; Random House
Webster's Unabridged Dictionary 2001; Web-
ster’s Third New International Dictionary of the
English Language Unabridged 1966). Misogyny
has been viewed by Johnson (2000) as a cultural
attitude of hatred of female persons just because
they are female persons. Leading to females
being oppressed in male-dominated societies, to
sexist prejudice and violence towards women,
it takes many forms from pornography to vio-
lence and taught and encouraged self-contempt
of females for their own bodies and personalities.
Flood (2007) noted that misogyny, the hatred of
women, has not only placed women in subordi-
nate inferior positions to men in patriarchal soci-
eties but also engendered women’s internalizing
their role as scapegoats in a society in which their
sexual objectification has been sanctioned in
self-loathing and body fixation and modification.

A prominent feature of ancient mythologies,
various religions, and in writings of many influ-
ential Western philosophers, misogyny has been
a thorn in the side of womankind throughout his-
tory and continues until this day, even in religious
and spiritual establishments.

While it is possible to hate or dislike some-
one but not be abusive to that person, it is highly
likely that singling out specific persons over a

span of time as inferior, other-than-the-equal to
the dominant gender, tends to justify misuse and
abuse of the other gender. Looking down through
history, there is very strong evidence of such
sexual discrimination, denigration, and sexual
objectification of girls and women by male per-
sons. Male-dominated or patriarchal societies
whose misogynous ideologies or beliefs have
placed women in subordinate, almost powerless
roles have engendered reason-resistant preju-
dices against women. Aristotle (Ross 1912) prof-
fered that women exist as natural deformities or
imperfect males (perhaps referring to the lack of
the male sexual appendage?). In any event, West-
ern-culture women internalized their one-down,
out-group roles as societal scapegoats. Multi-
media then added insult to injury by objectify-
ing women with culturally blessed self-loathing
and quick-fix corrections through plastic sur-
gery, bulimia, anorexia, feet binding, wigs, head
scarves and hoods, and high fashion of six-inch
high heels and tight skirts that would render them
helpless if they were to flee from dangerous and
aggressive pursuers (Cohen 2006; Katz 2013).
As Flood (2007) pointed out, women swallowed
the hatred and loathing from men as having some
basis in truth, becoming self-hating and hating
other women.

Ancient Greek Worldview of Women

Ancient Greek stoics seemed to be ambivalent
towards women, both loving them and sensing
their strong dependency on them as love and sex-
ual objects while at the same time hating them,
perhaps for male dependency on them for love
and sexual satisfaction. This ambivalence was
referred to by the stoic philosopher Antipater of
Tarsus in On Marriage, his moral tract (Deming
2012; Satlow 2001). Salles (2005) also wrote
of this constant shifting in men’s love/hatred of
women in ancient Greece.

Aristotle, writing that women were inferior
to men, saw men as commanding and women
as obeying; females as incomplete males were
deformities who passed on only matter to their
offspring whereas men passed on form (Freeland
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1994). Socrates, in the Apology, warns men that
living immorally reincarnates them as women,
and that a democracy evidences moral failure
if it promotes sexual equality (Pappas 2003). In
the ancient Greek world, misogyny was found in
mythology: Hesiod considered the human race
to have existed peacefully and gods-focused be-
fore the creation of women; Zeus punished Pro-
metheus by bringing an evil thing—Pandora, the
first woman—with a closed container of all evils
(hard labor, sickness, old age, and death) to hu-
mankind (Holland 2006). Greek literature on the
whole, however, viewed misogyny to be an anti-
social disease that was contrary to the value of
women as wives and of the family as the basis of
society (Deming 2012).

Judaism

In the Old Testament or Torah, in the Book of
Genesis (Gen. 2: 19-23), Adam is allowed to
name the woman, Eve, signifying that woman
was made of man’s rib. This matter often is mis-
interpreted by patriarchal enforcers as indicating
that woman owes everything—her very exis-
tence—to man. So woman would be considered
little or nothing without the control and guidance
of man, being his possession and belonging to
him rather than to herself. Thus was set in force
an ever continuing problem with females being
defined by males instead of females taking re-
sponsibility and control of naming and defining
themselves. Enslavement, all types of physical
and emotional abuse, and even murder of women
by men in a patriarchal, male-dominated world
could be justified by men based on misinterpreta-
tion of such defining of women by men (Rayburn
and Richmond 2002).

Also in Genesis is the issue of original sin or
fall of humanity stemming from Eve’s yielding to
temptation to eat the forbidden fruit of the Tree of
Knowledge of Good and Evil. The accounting of
Eve’s responsibility in this disobedience totally
avoids and denies Adam’s part in being a willing
accomplice in sinning against God’s command.
To further exonerate Adam from being complicit
in this willful sinning, the rabbis invented a pre-

vious wife for Adam, Lilith. Whereas Yahweh
created Adam of pure dust of the earth, Lilith was
supposedly created of filth and sediment (Graves
and Patai 2004). Constantly challenging Ad-
am’s authority and superiority, Lilith left Adam
and became a demon producing many demon
offspring to plague humanity. Yahweh avoids
woman’s challenge of equality and defiance to-
wards men by creating a second wife for Adam:
Eve, produced from Adam’s rib. Holland (2006)
pointed out that Eve is the Hebrew equivalent of
the Greek Pandora. Further, in contrast to other
religions in the area, Judaism had no female an-
gels and priestesses, thus denying that any con-
cept of divine femininity or power derived from
these roles. The Talmudic references to Shekinah
gives a bit more substance to this being the femi-
nine attributes of God, but not much evidence
is found in the Pentateuch for Shekinah as the
face of God (in Exodus 13:20-22, 14:24-25, it
is “dwelling,” settling” of the divine presence of
God; Jewish Encyclopedia 2013). While sheki-
nah is a feminine noun, there does not seem to be
overall agreement in Judaism that this represents
the feminine face of God. Indeed, there appears
to be more acceptance of Shekinah in this role by
many Christian denominations, often associating
it with the Holy Spirit.

Taking a radical turn in interpreting the Adam
and Eve and Lilith scripture and traditions, Jew-
ish feminist Nancy Datan (1986) proposed that
Eve was a cumulative fiction with diverse au-
thors who were non-Jewish. In her view, this first
woman, Eve, was Other: ubiquitous in both sa-
cred and secular image, of a seductive and sinful
different being standing between Ashtoret, god-
dess of fertility, and Mary, the virgin and moth-
er. While both Ashtoret and Mary are blessed
in their fertility, Eve is cursed in hers. Eve also
stands at the midpoint between convergence of
the psychology of religion and the psychology of
women, transcending the traditional conflict be-
tween patriarchy and feminism. So for Datan, as
for so many of the spiritual and/or religious femi-
nists (Rayburn 1981a; Stanton 1895), the thought
of assigning male domination over females is
abhorrent and the blaming of Eve for the fall is
erroneous. Datan held that Eve’s creation after
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Lilith resulted in an incomplete woman without
the courage to stand in equality with Adam and to
intelligently speak out and make decisions on her
own. These later feminists reflected the harsh im-
pact that the Genesis accounting and its interpre-
tations had on the treatment of women by men.

Besides the second-class rating given to
women in scriptural writing, attributes of women
along biological, psychological, and sociologi-
cal lines were connected by men to theology and
power structure to determine their limitations.
Common were blood taboos: Issuance of men-
strual blood and the menses were held against
women as a negative condition rendering women
as impure, unclean, and in need of separation
from the society of men for a period of time, in
order to have ritual cleansing. Female virginity
was emphasized much more than male virginity.

Menstrual blood exists when women are not
pregnant or when their pregnancies have been
disrupted. It would seem, then, that only when
they were pregnant would women attain a state of
spiritual purity. No such emphasis emerged con-
cerning male purity. Discharge of semen while
men were on long military battles, as well as in
the case of nocturnal emissions, were not noted
in the biblical accounts of ritual cleansing. So,
in traditional patriarchal theology populated by
male godheads, females only were the “dirty
ones” made acceptable to the “clean ones”—
men—by special performances of purification.
Even in birthing a child, the period of separation
in the mikvah was longer if the baby was a fe-
male. The masculine nomenclature played out far
more importantly in biblical concept, with testi-
mony and testament being derived from testicles,
and later seminary and seminal being related to
semen or seedbed (Rayburn 2012).

Women in Old Testament times were consid-
ered to be particularly susceptible to suffering
from attacks by men who might prey on them.
Remember the three women of Moab in the
Book of Ruth—Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth, left on
their own when their husbands died in a foreign
land. Left alone to fend for themselves in hard
times, their society regarded them as creatures
in dire need of protection from men. Their fate
was thought to dangle on a thread of generosity

of pitying men. Worse than being a mere woman
was widowhood, which placed women in a state
of being a “used” or nonvirginal woman without
financial means necessary for her survival. A
childless widow, particularly one without sons,
would be placed in the most-worthless pile of
personhood. The two younger women, Orpah
and Ruth, then, had neither children nor dowry
to attract prospective husbands to save them
from perishing. Naomi, their mother-in-law, had
attained the highest status in the culture of her
times: wife and mother. Now her husband and
sons had died and she had nothing in the eyes of
her society to command her as a worthy person.
They resolved their problems of surviving by Or-
pah’s returning to her own family, and Naomi’s
arranging for a male relative to salvage Ruth and
making her once again an acceptable, protected
woman (Rayburn 1982b).

Orthodox Judaism, as with some of the more
traditional Christian denominations, teaches a
dichotomy of gender roles and functions, with a
principle of separate but equal: Men function in
the spiritual realm and are God-focused in schol-
arly pursuits, while women hold a place in the
secular world, being family centered and hus-
band and children focused (Rayburn 1982b).

Incompatibility of a Loving God
and Gender Inequality

Rayburn (1981b) held that it would be impos-
sible to reconcile a loving God with inequality of
women and men, contrary to Galatians 3:28. This
verse speaks of the nonsegregation of the genders
in sharing power and decision-making.

Even when a woman who has been a strong
advocate of female personhood attained some
professional success in her life, entering a con-
servative seminary may produce a shock to her
otherwise feminist system. Many women were
taught by their mothers that women are the equal
of men and thus they should not yield to a patri-
archal power structure that made female persons
unworthy of complete womanhood and person-
hood. These women loved God all of their lives,
and were drawn into a conservative ecclesiasti-
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cal setting because of its uplifting tenets. Yet,
because the message as lived out sociologically
did not match the loving tenets of the belief state-
ments, these women may suffer psychologi-
cal and emotional abuse within their Protestant
church and seminary, with gender discriminary
disempowerment for women.

When the leadership in the synagogue or
church, as well as the symbolic rituals, place male
persons in permanent positions as the “priests of
temple and home,” female persons do not have a
chance at establishing any true equality and mu-
tual respect and sharing of responsibilities and
decision-making.

The resultant emotional abuse, causing pain,
anger, frustration, and sorrow become unaccept-
able. The disenfranchisement by the religious es-
tablishment leads to many women feeling quite
marginalized and isolated, a stranger wandering
in the wilderness.

Roland de Vaux in Ancient Israel (Stone 1993)
wrote of the inferior social and legal position of
Israelite wives who could not divorce their hus-
bands, who could not inherit anything unless
there was no male heir (see the Book of Ruth),
who were considered possessions of their hus-
bands and remained minors all of their lives, who
addressed their husbands as Ba’al or master and
adon or lord in the way slaves addressed their
masters and subject addressed their kings.

Christianity

Beliefs regarding misogyny have differed among
the various denominations concerning traditions
and interpretations. Misogynistic thinking from
the “fathers” of the Church was ever present. Ter-
tullian considered a woman to be “the gateway
of the devil” and “a temple built over a sewer”
(Ruthven 1990). Rogers (1966) argued that Paul
of Tarsus, Christian apostle in the early church,
set forth a stern avoidance of female seduction—
much to be feared, and insisted on female subjec-
tion to male authority.

In defense of basic Pauline theology however,
Scholer (Hove 1999) analyzed Galatians 3:28
(“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither

slave nor free, there is neither male nor female;
for you are all one in Christ Jesus™) as support-
ive for all of the ministries of the church includ-
ing women and men in equality and mutuality as
partners. Even Hove (1999) noted that, while Ga-
latians 3:28 would not ever hinder salvation for
women based on their gender, the tradition was
for wives to emulate the church’s submission to
Christ in relating to their husbands, and husbands
were to emulate to Christ’s love for the church
(Ephesians 5:21-33; Campbell 2003). Rinck
(1990), writing Christian Men Who Hate Women,
argued that misogynists within the Christian so-
cial culture often misinterpret and misuse the
biblical ideal goal of submission and humility;
however, the true ideal and teaching about mu-
tual submission emphasized mutual love and
respect and not harsh enforcement of obedience.
West (2003) also viewed male domination over
women as a violation of the divine plan and a be-
havior stemming from sin.

Ruether (1982) analyzed the plight of Han-
nah as written in 1 Samuel 2:1-10. Oppression of
women in Hebrew society was evidenced in her
position of worthiness if she bore a male child
for her husband. Woman could be redeemed from
unworthiness only through bearing male chil-
dren. Otherwise, she and any female offspring
would be deemed dishonored and unworthy. Fur-
ther, the priest, seeing Hannah emotionally shak-
en in her praying for a son, did not take her reac-
tions as a serious and meaningful response to her
plight until she explained that her pain involved
desiring a son. Such was the abusive treatment of
women whose very identity depended upon their
connection with the significant men in their lives.
Individual personhood and womanhood was very
rare for women in biblical times. This attitude
and perception has translated to modern times.

Swedlund (1998), analyzing connections be-
tween spirituality and sexual abuse of women,
found that women disillusioned by their church-
es, angry at God, or thinking that their churches
had little to offer them in dealing with abuse, had
religious beliefs that contributed to their shame.
Some of these women felt sinful, evil, and con-
demned by God. Indeed, often female persons
confuse the church and its patriarchal authorities
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with God—and a very unloving, noncaring, stiff-
necked God. Thus, the abuse is doubled, with
the actual abusive behavior being committed
by earthly men and a secondary imagined abuse
being added by an unforgiving and punitive male
God.

Women who are mistreated in their church
are often afraid to express their anger, fear, and
frustration for fear that they might receive harsh
criticism and disapproval from the congregation
and religious establishment. Further, they may
be urged to internalize their resentment, anger,
fear, and to blame themselves for being a prob-
lem to ecclesia. Female seminarians and clergy,
if they get to the first rung of the ecclesiastical
ladder, may feel that they need to hide their tal-
ents and skills and to support men’s roles within
the church. They pay a big and painful price if
they are seen as being a competitive threat to the
men (Rayburn 1991). In seminaries, especially at
an early stage in which women seminarians are
very few in number, women may be seen first as
novelties to be tolerated and at a later stage as
unnecessary and unworthy presences and threats
to more important male training.

In a Protestant seminary situated in a US
cosmopolitan capital city in a mainstream reli-
gious denomination in which women have been
ordained to the full gospel ministry for over 50
years, very blatant misogynistic, sexist attitudes
nonetheless still surfaced from at least one of its
professors. The professor, a highly learned and
respected, well-published biblical scholar, asked
what would happen in heaven to the widow who
was widowed and then married her husband’s
brother in levirate proscription (Matthew 22:
23-30): Whose wife would she then be? Unhesi-
tatingly he responded, “Oh, she will never make
it to heaven. Heaven is only for virgin males!” He
also spoke of the “filthy rag” when referring to
any thought of salvation without Christ, explain-
ing that the “filthy rag” reference meant a “dis-
gustingly bloody rag of a menstruating woman.”
On another occasion, in a seminary class of twen-
ty men and two women, he instructed that the
Virgin Mary could never have been allowed to
deliver baby Jesus in an inn because, in her preg-
nant condition, she was ritualistically unclean to

the people of her times. Seeming not to differen-
tiate too well between ancient biblical times and
modern day in just how historicity is a factor in
differing attitudes, he carried onto the class his
very misogynistic, sexist views to be digested
by the class. His insensitivity produced more
emotional choking at his words, the two women
cringing at his illusions and the implications that
they make about women being personally filthy,
disgusting, and worthless in even modern times.

In yet another classroom in the same semi-
nary, the professor was much more sensitive to
women’s plight in religious settings. When a
male seminarian questioned the right of women
to teach men at all, this professor brought up the
historicity factor, stating that times specific to
Paul’s days were not applicable to our times in
restricting the roles of women. This was a fortu-
nate instruction for both male and female semi-
narians, since passing on sexist attitudes demean-
ing and limiting women would not benefit the
religious community to which these seminarians
would eventually go, nor their roles in society in
general and as future religious leaders, husbands,
and fathers, and wives and mothers in their own
families (Rayburn 1981a).

In still another seminary, in a small university
town in the northwest of the USA, the denomi-
nation is quite traditional and conservative but
not mainstream. Here the denomination does not
permit ordination of women to the gospel min-
istry, but some unordained staff positions are at-
tainable in the church on an extremely selective
basis. For over 30 years the seminary has existed
and has graduated thousands of male seminar-
ians. Only five women have been graduated
with the Master of Divinity degree, with only
four women then enrolled in the seminary pro-
gram for the M. Div., and no real recruitment of
women for future study. The most respected and
scholarly, extremely well-published professor at
this seminary greets his students twice a day with
a rousing, “Good morning, Gentlemen!” Making
little difference to him that his otherwise flawless
English is now in err with the presence of one
woman in his classes, it is not until a male semi-
narian points out to him that one student is not a
“gentleman” that he corrects himself slightly and
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says, “Good morning, LADY!” All references to
biblical and early church persons are in the mas-
culine gender. Alluding to seminarians’ “wives”
instead of “spouses” and praying that “we all will
be better husbands,” he addresses three women in
his class of sixty men as “sirs.” Other professors
in that seminary continued to call male and fe-
male seminarians “brethren,” “men,” and “broth-
ers.” In a theology class, the professor stated
that “we are all seminally related trough Adam,”
explaining that it is the “males who carry a// of
the genes that we inherit.” When questioned by
a shocked female seminarian, he cautioned her
not to say that he said this but that Augustine and
Tertullian did. He failed to explain why he was
propagating this fallacious information, if indeed
he recognized it as such. In most of the classes,
Adam but never Eve was extolled, Abraham but
never Sarah, and John the beloved but not Mary
Magdalene was praised. And on it went, until
many were left with the belief that the world
that God created was not a world of “God cre-
ated he him, male and female created he them”
but rather that God created only males. Some
may even have believed, as the professor and his
examples of “seminally related through Adam”
suggested, that men do create other beings semi-
nally and alone, void of any female contribution.
Ironically, one of the male seminarians was an M.
D. and another male seminarian was the son of a
medical doctor, yet neither raised any objection
to what the professor was saying until the sole
female questioned the logic and roused the two
men out of their stupor (Rayburn 1981a).

In still another of these seminary classes, one
of the female seminarians begged yet another
professor in a private conversation to please stop
calling her “brethren,” “fellows,” and “brothers.”
After privately speaking to him on two occa-
sions, though the seminarians had almost all left
at the end of the class, the professor screamed so
loudly that all of the seminarians came back into
the room. Hurling a tirade at “women’s libbers”
and defending his sexist language of the English
translation of the Bible, he declared that women
were never really equal to men but that women
were meant to be subservient to men, and further
that “brethren” included men and women and

that “brother” was equal to “sister.” She retorted
that, if this really were the case, she would no
longer call him “Brother” or “Dr.__” but would
now address him as “sister.” While he insist-
ed that he would simply laugh at this, the next
day—and before she carried out her new way
of addressing him—he had advanced to calling
the class “Gentlemen and Lady.” Fortunately for
her, she had had a feminist mother who taught
her about the equality of the sexes, and so armed
with nonsexist attitudes before coming to even an
uphill battle ground of this seminary, she fought
back at the terrible abusive and disheartening at-
titudes. During field evangelism, she was one of
a dozen seminarians—the only woman. During
the devotional, one of the male seminarians of-
fering the object lesson reflected upon the evan-
gelistic team of twelve seminarians being like the
twelve disciples of Christ, and turning to the sole
women, he said, “Even you, you are like Judas:
the different one!” The only woman on the semi-
nary faculty was the biblical language professor,
and she was a feminist but restricted to a large
extent at what she could say within the seminary
walls. Having female role models and advisors is
very important to female seminarians’ peace-of-
mind and general well-being.

Sexism in seminaries seeps out into the com-
munity at large, as well as influencing religious
leaders within the seminary and the church itself,
causing misinformation and potential misunder-
standing and misdeeds involving girls and women
in families, intimate relationships, and networks
of all kinds (Rayburn 1985b). Reconciliation and
healing of bad relationships and violent abuse
of girls and women would be more successfully
warded off with a true male-female ministry. At
least one seminary course in being more aware
and appreciative of the female gender in all of
its aspects and learning how to be at peace with
one another should be required for all seminary
students. This is essential for the sake of women,
men, ecclesia, and society itself. Lop-sidedness
is never God-centeredness (Rayburn 1985b). In
the instance of violent abuse of girls and women,
ameliorating these situations and bringing about
a healthy circumstance on a case-by-case basis is
only part of the problem. Feminists have histori-
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cally contended that most of the emotional and
mental problems existing today are at least in part
due to society’s influence on the individual more
than the onus being primarily on the person. In
the case of abuse towards women and violence in
religious settings, socialization itself surely plays
a vitally important part in dealing with and recti-
fying the abuse.

Half of the population—boys and men—must
learn about and be willing to render some of the
power and control that they have enjoyed over
girls and women for the sake of true self-actual-
ization for all and for peace, cooperation, forgive-
ness, and understanding to fully occur and have a
chance of becoming the way of life. Loving and
appreciating each other is the way that the two
genders can live together in harmony, or they will
surely die—literally or figuratively—as competi-
tive, arch enemies in a dueling tug-of-war to the
end of time. In the religious setting, this should
be a lesson sought after and maintained in striv-
ing to be like our Creator God.

Islam

There have been documented instances of honor
killings, domestic violence, and decidedly misogy-
nic written and verbal communications by Islamic
mullahs in Islam (Lichter 2012). In the fourth
chapter (surah) of the Qur’an, named “Women
(An-Nisa)” Allah instructs men to be the maintain-
ers of women because some women, though ex-
celling others, have been unwise with taking care
of what they own and thus need to obey men who
will guard them or oversee them. Should women
not be obedient, men are urged to prevent women’s
desertion by admonishing them, isolating them by
restricted seclusion in the home (Lichter 2012),
and beating them. Obedient women, however, are
to be treated well by Muslim men.

Lichter (2012) reported that husbands can
divorce their wives but the divorce is unilateral
in Islam, as is polygamy: allowed for men only.
Further, Muslim women are compelled to marry
only Muslim men.

Nomani (2006), in The Washington Post, of-
fers an apologetic explanation for misogynistic

practices of Islam: Defending sharia law and
domestic violence in Islam is difficult due to the
seemingly religious sanction it gives to the vio-
lent acting-out behavior, but the commentary and
interpretation have almost always been the exclu-
sive providence of Muslim men.

Lichter (2012) also reported that some Mus-
lim women reformers insist that “the law might
be divine but the interpretation is human.” They
contended that early Islam stopped female in-
fanticide and gave women freedoms including
property rights. However, these early benefits for
women were cut by male-dominated interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an with little or no interpreta-
tion by women. In what appeared to be a very
strong attempt to protect tribal heritage, peace,
and property, and to retain power, men took over
the lives of female persons. This fierce control
included capital punishment for women commit-
ting adultery or other illicit sexual acts, intended
to send the harshest messages to rival males from
other tribes. To protect transfer of property, there
was bartering of females who were betrothed and
married at an early age. Responsibility for fitna
(social strife) was assigned to women to keep
the peace of Islam and the honor of their male
relatives, with severe punishment of women for
any transgressions of fitna. Boys and men were
prized much above girls and women, with fe-
male persons being strongly instructed to accept
subjugation and infantilization, idealization, and
subservience in societal male domination. In
any event, cultural practices of discrimination
towards female persons grew to be closely inte-
grated with religious sanctions, as seen in “honor
killings” and discriminatory sharia laws.

Sikhism

While this faith tradition itself has not been mi-
sogynistic, misogynistic cultural interpretations
have engendered domestic violence and honor
killings becoming a part of the Sikh culture
(Webber 2004).
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Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century
Philosophers

Several eighteenth- and nineteenth-century phi-
losophers have been accused of misogyny. Otto
Weininger, in Sex and Character, described the
“woman” characteristic of each individual as
being basically “nothing” and as being without
any real existence, effective consciousness, and
rationality (Izenberg and Sengoopta 2001). Ar-
thur Schopenhauer, in his essay Uber die Weiber
(On Women), wrote that women by nature were
meant to obey and that women are by their nature
enemies to other women (while men’s nature is to
merely be indifferent to other men). Friedrich Ni-
etzsche, in Beyond Good and Evil (7:238), spoke
of all higher forms of civilization having stricter
controls on women, with women being less than
shallow and less deserving than men (Burgard
1994). Kant, in Observations on the Feeling of
the Beautiful and Sublime, demonstrated through
his derogatory statements about women that he
was a sexist and misogynistic writer (Witt 2007).
G. W. F. Hegel, in Elements of the Philosophy
of Right, viewed women as being less capable
than men to engage in educational activities de-
manding universality as with the more advanced
sciences, philosophy, and some artistic out-
put; women to Hegel acted more from arbitrary
opinions and inclinations (Gallagher 1997; Witt
2004a, b).

Feminist Theory

While the second wave of feminist theorists in
the late twentieth century saw misogyny in a di-
verse spectrum of beliefs, attitudes, and actions,
they held that the overall cause and result of mi-
sogyny were patriarchal social structures (Millet
1970; Rogers 1966). Misogyny ranged from open
hatred of all women just because they are female,
prejudice against all women, to hatred of women
falling outside acceptable categories, includ-
ing beliefs in dichotomies of the mother/whore
or the virgin/whore. Holding prejudices against
women as a group or being a “womanizer” in the
fashion of Don Juan or Giacomo Casanova often

qualified as misogyny. Feminist theory criticized
embracing negative attitudes towards women as
a group, regardless of misogynists’ beliefs about
individual or specific women.

Frye (1983), in Politics of Reality, considered
the root of misogyny to be phallogocentricity and
homoerotism. Analyzing the Christian fiction of
C. S. Lewis, Frye saw the special attention given
to the masculine as erotic, comparing Lewis’
ideal gender relations to covert male prostitu-
tion gangs: Men seeking to dominate others are
viewed as less likely to have submissive roles in
a patriarchal society but rather assuming these
roles as a theatrical mockery of women. Paglia
(1991), a “dissident feminist,” proposed that it is
fear of women rather than hatred of women men
most often display in their negativism towards
women.

Protecting the Abuser, Sacrificing
the Abused

Once society, in the form of traditional patriar-
chal authority and other governing bodies, has
given its blessing to misogynistic attitudes and
behaviors of men towards women, an abusive
pattern is set in place with male persons defin-
ing themselves as infinitely superior to female
persons—who are then the imagined or real play
things of men and who owe obedience and un-
wavering loyalty to their male superiors. A seri-
ous breach in women’s carrying out the demands
for compliance and pleasure of the men in their
lives may be punished by physical and emotional
suffering, even to the point of torture and death.
Men, on the other hand, may be protected, re-
spected, given almost blessings for following a
“holy and righteous path” in male and female re-
lationships.

Sometimes in small, self-contained religious
communities, men who abuse the women in their
lives may be walled off from any punishment,
even when other community members know these
men to be at fault for infliction of such abuse. Be-
cause their society as a whole—and to some ex-
tent, society at large—have been taught to regard
men as infinitely more worthy as human beings
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than are women, the scale of saving tips over in
the male direction. Many excuses are proffered
to excuse the male abuser of women, including
“men will be men,” “the Bible encourages hus-
bands to keep their wives along the right path,”
“we must keep the family together, at all costs,”
“there are children involved, and they need their
father,” and “he has always been such a pillar of
the community and the church/synagogue that
he could never have been abusive to his wife or
daughters,” and “how could we send him away to
jail—who would support his family?”

A recent lead editorial in The Lancet (2012)
highlighted that violence is not a private matter
to be hidden behind closed doors. Protected by
everyone’s silence, insisted British actor Pat-
rick Stewart, gender-based violence only grows
worse when it is shielded and hidden from by-
standers. Cutting across all religious and cul-
tural demographics, gender-based violence has
included intimate partner violence, rape as a
means of control, female genital mutilation, and
honor killings. In deafening silence and blind-
ing fog, perpetrators of such violence are hidden
from community awareness, punishment, and/or
incarceration that further intimidates, stresses,
and devastates their helpless victims and isolates
them from society and any potential sources of
amelioration. Women victims, in particular, are
disempowered and cannot fully take part in so-
ciety socially and economically. Because these
women are disempowered, they are more vulner-
able to being victims of gender-based violence.
While the abuser wants any observers to the
abuse to do nothing and to see, hear, and speak
no evil, the abused pleads with the onlooker to
sense her emotional and physical pain, to act and
become involved in helping and rescuing her,
not forgetting her plight and struggle for surviv-
al. The extent of this problem, seen on a global
scale, is being addressed and monitored by the
US Administration and the US Agency for In-
ternational Development (USAID) in their first
ever Strategy to Prevent and Respond to Gender-
Based Violence Globally.

If the abuser is a serial offender, he may be
unable to stop his destructive actions unless he
gets sufficient professional psychotherapy. His

wife or other significant female may be so in-
timidated, and emotionally and/or bodily injured
that she no longer tries to resist and fight back.
Equally damaging, she may have bought into the
horrible messages that her husband and society
have given her. By this time, she may hate herself
and, by extension, all women.

Self-hatred of women may lead women them-
selves to abuse girls and other women, turning
their hatred of the traditional helpless role that so-
ciety has ascribed to females on girls and women,
allowing the aggressor women who abuse to tem-
porarily feel a sense of strength and power and to
identify with better-esteemed men. Indeed, some
women may think that they are pleasing men
(including their own fathers and the patriarchy)
by becoming accomplices in siding against other
women in the war of the sexes. This is not an un-
common happening in the religious setting and
in the workplace, especially among older women
seeking to ensure their secure place within the or-
ganizational structure.

Getting the religious community and soci-
ety at large to confront the violent abuser of
women—usually a male (though in less frequent
instances other women)—is highly important
to lessening abusive situations. Of course, the
most vital frontline step is to identify an abused
women or girl and get her to a protective shelter.
To check repetitive abusive behavior, however,
communication between the abuser and an au-
thoritative resource within the community is of
utmost importance. Much of the lethal element
of physical and emotional abuse of women is ac-
companied by the secrecy surrounding the abuser
and the abuse. The otherwise much revered and
respected pillar of the community whom others
never would have thought to be an abuser has
been closeted or hidden from being revealed as a
perpetrator of violence. Cloaked in respectability,
the abuser has been allowed to carry on the insid-
ious behavior in damaging the life of a woman.
Once the situation is out in the open for all to see,
the power of the secret assault on women is taken
away from the abuser and the attacked women
are better able to deal with the threat of abusive
behavior. The religious establishment must vow
never to protect the abuser and never sacrifice the
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abused in order to shield abusers. Soul-searching
by ecclesiastical authorities and members is vital
to make sure that no appearance of approval is
given to abusers of girls and women.

Help for Abused Women

Tournier (1978), referring to the ambiguity of vi-
olence in extoling war heroes while condemning
violence of others in interpersonal relationships,
recognized that authorities determine laws about
what are legal and illegal violent actions but in-
dividuals ponder what is justifiable, necessary,
useful, harmful, or wrong. To Tournier, rivalry
between individuals was the normal and healthy
essence of life. Aggressiveness for self-preserva-
tion and inspiring fear in service of inspiring re-
spect leads of a balance of power, without threat-
ening to conquer or destroy.

Destructive violence, the abuse of power lead-
ing to harming others, especially those in more
fragile positions is perpetrated when violence
creates a change that denies the spirituality of
connectedness with others. Riddle (1982), view-
ing the integration of spiritual and political di-
mensions as all important in warding off violent
behavior, maintained that spiritual awareness of
individuals’ unity with others and realizing that
in harming others individuals are harming them-
selves establishes the counter-productivity of vi-
olence. Objectifying others and placing them at a
distance from oneself increases the likelihood of
violence. Seeing fear of domination or economic
unrest as a threat to maintaining the status quo,
potential abusers may foster abuse of the most
vulnerable to assure a check-and-balance situa-
tion. To Riddle’s concepts might be added that,
when fear of loss of control and survival resourc-
es is strong enough, hatred and mistrust of those
perceived as the most vulnerable individuals
often motivates stronger persons to target others
with abusive behavior.

Violent and abusive behavior towards girls
and women is never to be accepted or condoned.
Barring an unsolicited act of war or other surviv-
al attack in which a woman seriously provoked
another person into a dangerous and damaging

action, there is no excuse for a woman or girl to
be attacked or abused. Especially in a religious
setting in which individuals have reason to ex-
pect a loving, tolerant, peace-loving, and loving-
kindness approach to all, particularly the down-
trodden, victims of destructive, abusive behavior
are truly jarred when the tenets of the creed of
love and mercy are in the religious books but
not in the spiritual hearts of the establishment or
its members. Too, because women may identify
ecclesia and its officials and other members with
God or at least the godly, the belief system and
the psychological well-being of the victims of
abuse may be so shaken that they feel guilty and
sinful for the abuse happening to them. They may
feel worthless, hopeless, helpless, dirty, and iso-
lated, almost nonentities.

Women will remain vulnerable to gender-
based violence and abuse if they accept an in-
ferior role in the family and religious settings,
hoping to find favor with men by not questioning
the status quo of male authority. Having been ex-
tremely criticized and often excluded from others
in the religious community, abused women seek
help from those counselors who are accepting of
them, understanding of what they have endured,
knowledgeable and appreciative of both the reli-
gious/spiritual and feminist worlds, and willing
and able to help women (especially those who
have been maimed by others’ abuse and violence)
to find their voices and goals in becoming fuller
persons and women (Rayburn 1987). Because
abused women have, for a long period of time,
accepted being led by the men in their lives or
in society in general, they have allowed men or
abusive others to do their thinking and decision-
making for them. Once they have permitted
themselves to think and act outside the limiting
group in which they were toys to be abused, they
may explore being religious and also feminists,
self-determining in their womanhood and per-
sonhood (Rayburn 1989).

It is vital that abused girls and women be shel-
tered from further abusive treatment and that may
involve their being placed in a safe place espe-
cially designed for such protection of these vic-
tims. Along with this protection, the perpetrators
of the abuse must be brought quickly as possible
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to the attention of legal authorities, the courts,
and police, and any agencies that would institu-
tionalize them for mental examinations and/or
incarceration in penal institutions.

Abused female persons in religious settings
tread at least two difficult and different paths,
the sacred and the secular realms. Because they
are religious and/or spiritual in their background,
they are familiar with scripture and ecclesiastical
teachings. Sadly, if the abuser is connected with
the religious community, they may fear not only
the abusive acts but the perception of some cloak
of sanctity about the abuser hidden in religious
garb. Afraid to report the abuse and risk that the
blame might come back on them, casting further
shame, guilt, and even punitive treatment from
abuser and perhaps the community itself, they re-
main silent sufferers in an unseeing and unhear-
ing environment.

Once in a shelter and protected from the abuse,
they need to be encouraged to open up lines of
communication with sensitive and knowledge-
able counselors or psychotherapists. Here, it is
imperative for the counselors or therapists to be
especially nonjudgmental—the victim of abuse
already feels at fault for the abuse heaped upon
her. More than any other kind of patient, religious
patients are likely to experience their problems as
felt punishment for some sin and to feel some de-
gree of guilt for the horrible misdeed. Traditional
therapy has tended to deny or make light of any
guilt feelings patients may have or to admit the
guilt is present but should be nullified as soon as
possible. No matter how uncomfortable the thera-
pist may be with any reflections on guilt, the fact
is that the religious patient must deal with this as
part of her world of reality. If the therapist is to
be an authentic counselor to the religious victim
of abuse, she or he must be able and willing to
validate the patient’s real felt guilt and hopefully
forgiveness of herself and others. It is the profes-
sional task of the therapist to work through any
discomfort she or he may have had with dealing
directly with discomfort with issues of guilt and
forgiveness (Rayburn 1985c¢). Too, there may be
a touch of the long-suffering martyr in girls and
women as a chosen duty to please such an im-
portant and supposedly holy being. Such a sad

mistaken call to obedience seems to have oc-
curred in the girls and women led to have sexual
relationships with Jim Jones and David Koresh.
Crediting such dogmatic and charismatic cult
leaders with attributes of the divine fraudulently
may have given them the impression that they are
a God-like figure and must do as he desires or be
punished with death—or even worse, with dam-
nation to hell. In the cases of those cults, the girls’
fathers and the women’s husbands may have been
so fiendishly drawn into the cult leaders decep-
tions that they condoned giving “sexual gifts to
father.” When the abuse has occurred within a re-
ligious setting, the abused girls and women may
look upon the religious community as a whole
and also its leaders as accomplices in the abuse
and as not protecting them nor condemning the
perpetrators.

Ethical Concerns in Psychotherapy and
Counseling with Abused Girls
and Women

When the religious abused female persons are
ready to deal with their anger, they may hesitate
because their religious teaching may have urged
them to be nonassertive, meek, and obedient.
Anger may be such an unacceptable feeling for
the religious female person. Therapists may help
Christian women over this barrier by discussing
Romans 1:18, Mark 3:5, 11:15. Therapists less
knowledgeable or comfortable with scripture les-
sons may still be able to connect this need to ex-
press and deal with anger by “do not let the sun
go down on your anger” of Matthew 5:21-24.
The abused person’s expressing anger construc-
tively in this way will better enhance reconcili-
ation and forgiveness with the self and others in
the community at large. Seeking to communicate
honestly, openly, respectfully, and lovingly is
consistent with not only biblical teachings but
with the best guidance for emotional well-being
(Rayburn 1985a).

Therapists treating religious female persons
who have been abused must not yield to temp-
tation to take sides with or against the religious
establishment. Abused girls and women need to
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work out these problems for themselves, careful-
ly and critically, in the background of an environ-
ment (including their therapists) that is nonjudg-
mental, caring, and unconditionally accepting.
Besides being well versed in the psychology of
women (including inclusive language and non-
sexist language for God and faith), therapists
need to look beyond traditional views of wom-
en’s options to explore with the girls and women
the most optimal road to self-actualization, along
healthy, religious, and spiritual paths.

Psychotherapists and counselors need to be
aware of and sensitive to the ambivalence abused
girls and women are likely to feel towards au-
thority figures. Especially in religious settings in
which the abuse has been perpetrated, whether
by an official or member of the establishment
espousing religious or spiritual leanings, abused
female persons have good reason to initially dis-
trust anyone in a powerful position and who is
offering to help them in some way. These girls
and women do not want to be talked down to
the level of immaturity, since even the once in-
nocent girls are no longer children but more so-
phisticated little and young adults. Those who
had identified themselves as religious may no
longer choose to do so but may instead see them-
selves as spiritual but not religious or churched.
A church, synagogue, or mosque may symbolize
for them the place of abusive behavior and they
may wish to never enter the doors of such an es-
tablishment. Whatever their options and desires
on these issues, they need to ventilate and work
through such thoughts and feelings in therapeutic
treatment with a very nonjudgmental therapist or
counselor. These victims of abuse may choose
not to even deal with a counselor who identi-
fies with a religious belief system, either simi-
lar or different from that of the abused person.
Those who would be of most help to the abused
female must be flexible, tolerant, and egalitarian
in viewpoint, and aware and knowledgeable of
cultural and ethnic variations.

Some, even through their suffering and pain
at the hands of an abuser, may choose to hold
onto both their religious and spiritual beliefs and
their staunch quest to become whole persons
and women. Being ever mindful that their role

as therapists or counselors is that of enabler or
facilitator and not necessarily initiator, the pro-
fessional guide through such problems can point
out options, inconsistencies, consequences, and
resolutions to the abused persons. If therapists
are comfortable in citing scriptural references for
acting in positive and assertive ways that would
facilitate achieving greater maturity for girls and
women, this could enhance their arriving at their
own conclusions and decision-making. Helpful
books of guidance as those edited by Richards
and Bergin (1997, 2000, 2004, 2005) and Miller
(2012) would be most beneficial to doing therapy
with religious women. While they are working
through anger and resentment, feeling of isola-
tion and loneliness, ambivalence, and depres-
sion in therapy, abused girls and women need
to resolve their feeling and thoughts about the
religious establishment and its attitudes towards
female persons. Having the opportunity to find
affirmative women and men and to network with
other females, they would be able to free their
energies to connect with female identities, defi-
nitions, and a myriad of broader structures and
roles for women. Serving to inspire and affirm
the womanhood and personhood especially of re-
ligious abused girls and women are the biblical
accounts of notable and potent women such as
Eve, Sarah, Naomi, Ruth, Esther, Leah, Rachel,
Deborah, Mary, mother of Christ, Mary Magda-
lene, and Junia. Deborah (Judges 4 and 5) was a
prophet, judge, and the equivalent to a five-star
general military leader, a “mother in Israel” who
through her deep faith stepped up to the call to
save her people (Rayburn 1986). Mary, mother
of Christ, rather than being a perpetually unas-
suming and submissive person, most likely was
a caring, warm, intuitive, perceptive extrovert,
who was later considered Queen Mother, Mother
of Sorrows, and Mater Ecclesiae (Mother of the
Church) by the Vatican (Richmond and Kanis
1987). Junia (Romans 16:7) was considered by
Paul, and later by early church patriarchs Jerome
and John Chrysostom to have been an apostle of
Christ (Lester 2012). Helpful resource books such
as Women of Vision (Gavin et al. 2007), present-
ing inspiring life histories of women of great out-
reach and influence, such as Eleanor Roosevelt,
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Alice Paul, “Babe” Didrikson Zaharias, Ella
Fitzgerald, Lucille Ball, Rachel Carson, Doro-
thy Day, Shirley Chisholm, Georgia O’Keeffe,
Anne Sullivan and Helen Keller, Lillian Gilbreth,
Rosalind Franklin, and Evelyn Hooker, Mary
McLeod Bethune, Sister Annette Walters, Isado-
ra Duncan, and Grace Hopper; and WomanSoul:
The Inner Life of Women's Spirituality (Rayburn
and Comas-Diaz 2008), the spiritual journeys of
women professionals of diverse cultural, ethnic,
and religious/spiritual backgrounds.

Focusing on love, understanding, and com-
passion for all (as in Galatians 3:28) is the an-
tidote to counter-act the toxicity of misogyny,
but this must begin at the very earliest age for
the congregation and the community-at-large.
Sensitivity training, involving raising awareness
of the needs of girls and women necessary to
protect them from harm and changing attitudes
towards female persons, must be done on a regu-
lar basis to educate everyone about violence and
abuse recognition, prevention, and intervention.
Zero tolerance for violence and abuse must be
the standard, and those who report abuse must
be seen as potentially creditable and deserving
of protection. Leadership opportunities within
the religious community, especially peer-to-peer
networks with specialists to work separately
with victims and perpetrators of the violence
and abuse are vital. Teams that empower, giving
status to female advocates for abused girls and
women, are essential. Creating and maintaining
effective referral resources with multi-agency
women-centered and women-tailored assessment
centers for individual girls and women, making
time to meet and develop prevention and early in-
tervention resources are “musts” too. Further, de-
veloping and maintaining ongoing relationships
with support shelters is needed: The congrega-
tion can become actively involved in collecting
materials for girls and women in shelters, such
as toiletries, some items of clothing, nonperish-
able food items, etc. The overall sine qua non is
the demonstration of loving concern for these
victims and the commitment of support for them
in their dire distress: They are not alone. Their
Creator and their religious/spiritual home stand
by them to give them sustenance and strength to

overcome adversity and not to falter before mali-
cious behavior of others.

Responsible and responsive therapists and
counselors will be ever vigilant in monitoring
their own values, biases, and thinking, being ever
mindful of inclusivity and gender-fair concepts
and language (Rayburn 1985c). Seeking ways to
constantly improve the environment to make it as
free of misogyny and abuse of girls and women,
better assuring female opportunities for empow-
erment, and making sure that programs for con-
sciousness raising encourage equality and mutual
cooperation between women and men create a
better and more peaceful world within ecclesia
and with the world at large.
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Exploring Women's Spiritual
Struggles and Resources

to Cope with Intimate
Partner Aggression

Annette Mahoney, Layal Abadi
and Kenneth I. Pargament

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the
Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even
as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and
is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to
Christ, so also wives should submit in everything
to their husbands. (Ephesians 5:22-24; English
Standard Version, ESV)

Jesus answered “Have you not read that he who
created them from the beginning made them male
and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave
his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife,
and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no
longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has
joined together, let not man separate.” (Matthew
19:4-7, ESV)

Theologians and social scientists alike have ex-
pressed concerns that some Christian men lean
on passages from the New Testament like those
above to justify domestic violence against their
wives (e.g., see Clark, Chap. 12). These verses
may also be used to encourage survivors to en-
dure spousal abuse to avoid a divorce. Yet, reli-
gion and spirituality encompass more than men
or women relying on narrow interpretations of
any religious tradition’s scriptures to defend
violent behavior in a marriage. Rather, religion
and spirituality can be part of the problem or the
solution when problems arise when women date,
live with, or marry abusive men. In this chapter,
we illustrate the dual-edged potential for religion
to trigger spiritual struggles and to offer spiritual
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resources to women coping with being in an
intimate relationship with a physically violent
man. Our primary audience of interest includes
social service providers, and mental health coun-
selors who want to address helpful and harmful
manifestations of faith when they assist women
involved in ongoing romantic relationships in-
volving situational interpersonal violence.

Drawing on theory and research about rela-
tional spirituality (Mahoney 2010, 2013) and
spiritual coping (Pargament 1997, 2007), we
delineate ways that spirituality may shape how
women cope, for better or worse, with situational
interpersonal violence, a relatively less severe
form of intimate partner violence that involves
physical aggression at the hands of a male partner
(e.g., slapping on face, pushing, shoving) associ-
ated with situational factors. This is in contrast to
more severe forms of intimate partner violence
characterized by persistent behaviors of the vio-
lent partner that exert power and control over the
abused partner (Peters 2008). We discuss ways a
helping professional can explore with women the
dilemmas they face in prioritizing their goals and
deciding if they should travel down the pathway
of reforming or exiting the relationship to reach
the destination of zero tolerance for physical ag-
gression. We offer two case examples to illustrate
spiritual struggles and resources women may en-
counter along the way to transform the connec-
tion to their partner.

Before proceeding, we want to be clear that
our focus on women’s spiritual coping strate-
gies does not mean that we view women as being
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culpable for their partner’s actions. Rather, we
view men as being responsible for using violence
in a romantic relationship, and we believe there
is no justifiable reason for men resorting to any
form of physical aggression toward women (or
vice versa). In short, we do not view women as
being at fault for men’s violence nor are women
responsible for stopping men’s violence. Thus,
we urge the women we counsel to adopt a zero
tolerance policy toward experiencing any ag-
gression in a relationship. Given our focus, we
refer readers to chapters in the second part of this
handbook for discussions on ways religion and
spirituality may influence men’s decisions to en-
gage in violent behavior toward women within
specific religious cultural groups.

We also want to be clear that we generally take
the stand that women have the right and responsi-
bility to make their own decisions about how to
respond to being a target of men’s misconduct.
Further, we recognize that women often struggle
with ambivalence about how to respond when
their partner engages in aggression, particularly
if it is sporadic and relatively less severe, and that
women often remain in relationships where they
are at risk for future or escalating maltreatment.
Thus, our chapter addresses ways that mental
health professionals can engage in collaborative
and spiritually sensitive dialogues that empower
women to protect themselves from future harm.
An exception to our rule of respecting a woman’s
autonomy is if she appears to be at imminent risk
of serious physical harm and she is unwilling or
unable to protect herself. As we discuss in more
detail later, to evaluate her level of safety, we
ask pointed and behaviorally anchored questions
about aggressive behaviors that her partner has
already used and her fears about behavior he may
use in the future. In situations where we believe
that a woman is at risk of serious harm, and she
cannot or refuses to take steps to protect herself,
we contact legal authorities to help ensure her
safety. Notably, our chapter does not focus on
crisis intervention with women who are in im-
minent risk of serious violence. Further, we do
not intend for mental health professionals to use
our suggestions in this chapter to respond to cri-
sis situations.

Religion/Spirituality and the Risk
Versus the Reality of Women Coping
with Violence

We summarize the research literature about in-
volvement in organized religion and the risk
versus reality of women experiencing physical
aggression from the men they love as the basis
for the chapter. It is important for counselors to
clearly understand these two contrasting sets of
findings.

Risks of Exposure to Intimate Partner
Violence Numerous sociological studies con-
ducted on the US population have addressed the
following question: Does higher religious atten-
dance increase or decrease women’s risk of expo-
sure to physical violence by intimate partners?
The basic answer is decrease. That is, studies
show that greater religious attendance lowers the
risk of intimate partner violence in heterosexual
dating (Halpern et al. 2001), cohabiting, (Wil-
cox and Wolfinger 2008) and married (Ellison
et al. 2007) relationships. For example, Ameri-
can men and women who frequently attend reli-
gious services have been found to be about half
as likely as nonattenders to be physically aggres-
sive toward their partners, according to reports
from both the offenders and victims (Ellison and
Anderson 2001). This decreased risk persists
after taking into account the offenders’ level of
integration into society, alcohol and substance
abuse, and low self-esteem and depression (Elli-
son and Anderson 2001). Further, no ties have
been scientifically verified between being a vic-
tim or perpetrator of intimate partner aggression
and being affiliated with a conservative Protes-
tant group, holding conservative views of the
Bible, or having an interfaith marriage. But an
important qualification applies; namely, one rig-
orous study has found that the odds of husbands
using physical aggression against wives greatly
increases if the spouses had major disagreements
with each other in how to interpret the Bible (Elli-
son et al. 1999). Specifically, this study focused
on the relatively rare number of American cou-
ples (7.5%) where marked disparities exist in
spouses’ biblical beliefs. The researchers found
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that men with highly conservative biblical views
were four times more likely in the past year to
hit, shove, and/or throw things at wives who held
more liberal biblical views compared to men
married to women with similar biblical views.
Thus, men who had biblically based conflicts
with wives were more prone to being aggressive
toward them. Overall, however, based on current
scientific evidence, greater attendance at a place
of worship by women or their partners greatly
decreases the risk that women will be exposed
to intimate partner violence by male partners, at
least in the USA (Mahoney 2010; Mahoney et al.
2001); we could not locate parallel sociological
studies on non-Western populations.

Reality of Intimate Partner Violence The find-
ing that higher religious attendance decreases
women’s risk of being the target of intimate
partner violence should not be confused with the
answer to the following question: Does higher
involvement in organized religion inhibit or
escalate male violence for the subset of women
romantically involved with abusive men? To
our knowledge, the answer to this question is
unknown. That is, no scientific studies have
addressed the roles, for better or worse, that
religious attendance may play within intact rela-
tionships where the man is being violent toward
the woman. Nevertheless, religious leaders (and
mental health professionals) are likely to encoun-
ter the reality that some women in their care
are dating or living with physically aggressive
men. For example, around 12-15% of female
adolescents and young adults report being the
target of physical aggression by a dating part-
ner in the past year (Humphrey and White 2000;
Wolfe et al. 2001), and 22% of all American
women report having been physically assaulted
at some point in their lives by an intimate partner
(Tjaden and Thoennes 2000). Even though these
percentages are reduced if either partner more
often attends religious services, religious leaders
should be prepared to confront the reality of inti-
mate partner violence as some women they know
will have been victimized. Ironically, women of
faith may be especially reluctant to disclose that
their partners have been physically aggressive to

people in their religious circles precisely because
fellow parishioners who more often attend reli-
gious services are at lower risk of being victims
themselves. As a result, victims may feel their
experience violates the norms of their religious
communities and wish to keep the aggression
hidden. We hope our chapter helps our audience
be willing and able to initiate nonjudgmental,
compassionate dialogues with women intimately
involved with aggressive men.

The Scope of This Chapter

Prior to proceeding, we want to delineate further
the scope of this chapter. First, we focus on wom-
en’s religious and spiritual coping with male ag-
gression within an ongoing romantic relationship.
For our purposes, a romantic relationship refers
to a dating, cohabiting, or marital relationship
entered into voluntarily. Although we recognize
that romantically involved same-sex couples also
experience domestic violence and that gay and
lesbian individuals report as being about as reli-
gious as heterosexuals (Sherkat 2002), we restrict
ourselves to opposite-sex relationships given the
focus of this handbook. In addition, given our
expertise, we focus on women who are the tar-
get of physical rather than sexual aggression. Fi-
nally, we focus on women currently involved in
a relationship with a male peer of their choosing
rather than women recovering from violence by
an ex-partner, acquaintance, stranger, or author-
ity figure. For readers interested in interventions
to help women overcome past relational trauma,
we highly recommend the exemplary work of
Nichole Murray-Swank who has created and
evaluated an 8-session manualized intervention,
Solace for the Soul: A Journey, that integrates
spirituality into psychotherapy interventions to
help survivors recover from a history of sexual
trauma (Murray-Swank and Waelde 2013). Using
rigorous data analytic techniques for single-case
designs, Murray-Swank demonstrates the value
of addressing spiritual struggles as well as facili-
tating a sense of spiritual connection and well-
being to facilitate women’s recovery from past
sexual aggression. Similar to Murray-Swank, we
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take a client-centered, pluralistic, and integrative
approach to working with women who hold a
belief in a Divine Other/Higher Spiritual Force.
However, our focus here is on dialoguing with
women currently involved in a consensual rela-
tionship where the man is engaging in physical
aggression toward her.

Second, a rich body of descriptive studies ex-
ists on the roles of religion and spirituality in the
lives of American women who have sought ser-
vices from domestic violence shelters to exit an
abusive marital or cohabiting relationship (e.g.,
Hassouneh-Phillips 2001; Nash 2006; Schneider
and Feltey 2009; Yick 2008). Notably, this re-
search focuses on women who have experienced
severe physical aggression and chose to leave
their partner. We were unable to locate similar
qualitative studies of women whose exposure to
domestic violence is ongoing and limited to more
common forms of physical assault, such as being
slapped, shoved or pushed, or verbally threat-
ened. These less severe forms of violence often
precede more extreme forms of violence that are
more likely to trigger a women’s decision to end
an abusive relationship. In this chapter, we focus
on the psychospiritual dilemmas that women
face in coping with these more common forms of
physical aggression while dating or living with
an abusive partner for three reasons: (1) Thera-
pists are more likely to encounter these women;
(2) we especially would like to encourage early
intervention into the cycle of domestic violence;
and (3) we assume helping professionals may be
less conscious of, or more hesitant to confront,
less severe forms of intimate aggression. We
hope our chapter facilitates a greater awareness
and willingness to confront the relatively less se-
vere end of the continuum of domestic violence
with victims in a sensitive, but direct, manner.

Third, we were unable to locate peer-reviewed,
quantitative research that has systematically as-
sessed ways that spiritual struggles or spiritual
resources contribute to how women cope when
their partner engages in any type of physical vio-
lence, ranging from less to more severe. Thus,
we draw on descriptive findings from interviews
conducted with women who have sought help
at domestic violence shelters. Further, we were

unable to find controlled treatment outcome
studies on the efficacy or effectiveness of ad-
dressing religious or spiritual coping when coun-
seling women currently in a physically abusive
relationship. However, we draw on rich body of
basic research on religious and spiritual coping
with other major stressors besides relational vio-
lence (e.g., Pargament 1997; 2011) to inform this
chapter.

Fourth, to our knowledge, nearly all of the peer-
reviewed community or national survey studies
on faith and domestic violence in the past 30-35
years involve couples from the USA (Mahoney
et al. 2001; Mahoney 2010). Thus, the statisti-
cal figures that we cite involve primarily Chris-
tians because relatively few Americans belong to
other religious traditions. Here, for example, are
rates of religious affiliation for women based on
a 2007 US survey: 82.4% endorsed a Christian
affiliation (53.8% Protestant, 25% Catholic),
12.8% reported no religious affiliation, 4.2%
were affiliated with one of the many minority US
religions, particularly Buddhist (0.7 %) and Juda-
ism (1.6 %), and 0.7 % did not know or disclose
an affiliation (Pew Forum on Religion and Pub-
lic Life 2008). We hope more survey research is
conducted henceforward on the role that religion
and spirituality plays in the lives of women from
diverse religious and ethnic subcultures. With the
boundaries of our chapter now spelled out, we
next describe our model to help religious leaders
or pastoral and mental health counselors address
women’s spiritual coping with intimate partner
violence, particularly when the physical aggres-
sion is relatively less severe in nature as in situ-
ational interpersonal violence or the early stages
of the intimate partner violence cycle.

Overview of the Relational Spirituality
Framework and Intimate Partner
Violence

Introduction to the Relational Spirituality
Framework Consistent with world religions
having developed rituals and doctrines surround-
ing significant family events from birth to death
(Onedera 2008), scientific studies on religion or
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spirituality and family life have covered a wide
range of topics on romantic relationships, such as
mate selection, gender roles in heterosexual mar-
riages, marital satisfaction, sexuality in and out
of marriage, and divorce. Mahoney (2010, 2013)
developed a relational spirituality framework
(RSF) to organize the findings from these studies
and studies on other topics located at the inter-
section of faith and family life (see http://www.
bgsu.edu/departments/psych/spirituality/). In this
framework, relational spirituality refers to when
the search for the sacred is united with the search
for relationships. Also in the RSF, the search for
a relationship is divided into the stages of (1)
discovery—form and structure the relationship,
(2) maintenance—engage in processes to con-
serve the relationship, and (3) transformation—
radically reform or exit the relationship. Further,
spirituality is defined as the search for the sacred,
a definition that encompasses the discovery,
maintenance, and transformation in individuals’
approach to the sacred over the life span (see
Pargament 2007; Pargament and Mahoney 2009,
for elaboration). In the RSF, the sacred refers not
only to human perceptions of the divine, God, or
transcendent reality but also to any aspect of life
that takes on extraordinary character by virtue of
its association with, or representation of, divinity
(Pargament and Mahoney 2009; Mahoney, Par-
gament et al. 2013). Thus, we envision the sacred
as composed of a core and a ring (Mahoney et al.
2013), such that the heart of sacred can extend
outward and the sphere can encompass intimate
relationships and other domains of life (e.g., ca-
reer, community work, nature) perceived as pos-
sessing sacred qualities or reflective of God. The
RSF also highlights that people’s searches for the
sacred and for intimate relationships often over-
lap. Further, both pursuits often occur within the
context of organized religion as no other social
institutions promote spirituality as a central mis-
sion (Mahoney 2010). Thus, religion is defined
as the search for significance that occurs within
the context of established institutions that are de-
signed to facilitate spirituality (Pargament et al.
2013).

The RSF highlights that an important element
of an individual’s search for the sacred involves

developing an understanding of the divine, God,
or transcendent reality, and taking a position
in relation to this central element of the sacred
(Mahoney 2013). For many, such a connection
represents a psychologically powerful bond. For
example, people speak of having formed a per-
sonal relationship with an external deity who has
well-delineated characteristics; however, people
also speak of experiencing profound connections
to a spark of the divine within the self or to super-
natural forces that permeate all of existence (Hall
and Fujikawa 2013; Pargament 2007). People
travel along diverse pathways to foster their felt
connections to what they experience as sacred,
ranging from solitary exploration to engage-
ment in religious networks. Given that empiri-
cal studies of faith and family life rely virtually
exclusively on samples drawn from monotheistic
societies that comprise predominantly Christians
with minorities of nonaffiliated individuals, such
as Jews, Latter Day Saints, or Muslims, we here-
after use the term “God” in this chapter to refer
to women’s felt connection with the core of the
sacred, recognizing that images of God—theis-
tic or nontheistic, tangible or abstract, immanent
or transcendent, personal or transpersonal—vary
widely across individuals, communities, and cul-
tures. With this introduction to mind, we turn our
attention to dilemmas triggered by intimate part-
ner violence.

Relational Spirituality and Key
Dilemmas of Intimate Partner
Aggression

Mahoney’s discrimination between the three
stages of relationships in the relational spiritual-
ity framework illuminates three key dilemmas
that women of faith face when involved with ag-
gressive men. First, problems can emerge within
intimate unions that require a transformation of
the structure and/or processes of the relationship.
In our view, any male-to-female physical aggres-
sion reflects a problem that cannot be tolerated or
justified on secular or theological grounds. Rath-
er, our value-driven stance is that a woman’s ulti-
mate destination in coping with male aggression
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should be that the relationship fundamentally
changes. Assuming a woman agrees that radical
change is imperative, she then faces dilemmas
in deciding what pathway to use to reach trans-
formation. Should she (1) pressure the man to
change and thus attempt to reform the relation-
ship, or (2) accept that the man will not change
and thus exit the union? These two pathways are,
of course, not mutually exclusive, and could be
pursued sequentially over time to reach the final
goal. Further, both routes involve empowering
the woman and are incompatible with her toler-
ating aggression. But, as we shall illustrate, her
decisions about which destinations and pathways
she should choose raise profound spiritual dilem-
mas that can greatly complicate coping with inti-
mate partner aggression.

Second, with regard to the stages of form-
ing and maintaining a romantic heterosexual
relationship, major religious traditions generally
concur that two highly desirable goals for women
to pursue in life are to (1) establish a romantic
relationship that evolves into a marriage, and
(2) after a marriage is formed, engage in sexual
intercourse to create a permanently intact fam-
ily with biological children (Onedera 2008).
Women’s decisions of whether to reform or exit
an abusive relationship, especially if children are
involved, may also be complicated by how much
they internalize these two life goals.

Third, disagreements exist within and between
religious groups about the spiritual acceptabil-
ity of forming and maintaining sexually active,
nonmarital relationships. Divisive theological
conflicts over premarital sexual relationships,
cohabiting unions with children, and same-sex
marriage can obscure the following point of
theological consensus. Namely, like many secu-
lar groups, diverse religious groups concur about
the ideal virtues that people should exhibit to
sustain their romantic relationships after they
are formed. For example, to our knowledge, no
major religious group condones sexual or physi-
cal violence by a man toward a woman as a
means to maintain a marriage. Rather theologi-
cally conservative and liberal religious groups
alike teach that married couples should give and
receive love, sacrifice, sexual fidelity, commit-

ment, and forgiveness from each other (Onedera
2008). The degree to which women internalize
the goal to fulfill such virtues when dating or liv-
ing with a man may intensify their dilemmas in
deciding who should be responsible for making
change happen and whether to reform or exit an
abusive relationship. Next, we provide an over-
view on spiritual coping. We then explore spiritu-
al struggles and resources relevant to coping with
a destructive relationship given the potentially
sacred goals highlighted above (i.c., get married,
preserve a marriage, and exhibit ideal virtues in
a relationship) and the routes to follow to make
change occur.

Overview of Spiritual Coping
and Intimate Partner Violence

Introduction to Spiritual Coping Due to the
scarcity of empirical research on specific spiri-
tual strategies that women use to cope with
intimate partner violence, our chapter draws
heavily on Pargament’s model of “spiritual cop-
ing” (1997, 2007). Pargament’s approach builds
on Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) classic tripar-
tite theory of coping consisting of a person (a)
appraising the nature of a stressor, (b) engaging
in cognitive or behavioral strategies to respond
to the stressor, and (c) pursuing particular goals
via coping. Pargament (1997) defines spiritual
coping as a search for significance in times of
stress in ways related to the sacred. He posits that
stressors can be appraised as being spiritually
threatening, that unique spiritual pathways are
available to cope with stressors, and that the des-
tinations people strive to reach when coping with
stressors can be imbued with sacred significance.
Pargament (1997, 2007) also emphasizes that
individuals can proactively identify and pursue
goals that they view as significant. For example,
as mentioned earlier, women may strive toward
the goals to form and maintain a lifelong healthy
marriage or to transform an unhealthy marriage.
Pargament also highlights that individuals travel
down diverse pathways to reach their desired
goals. Women, for instance, may view repeatedly
granting forgiveness to an abusive partner as a
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spiritually condoned means to remain married.
Finally, Pargament emphasizes that spirituality
can be part of the problem by triggering spiri-
tual struggles over the ends or means that people
should pursue in their life journeys, or spirituality
can be part of the solution in helping people alter
dysfunctional destinations and pathways. Ac-
cordingly, spirituality can undermine or enhance
women’s pursuit of self-protective goals and pro-
cesses when coping with an aggressive intimate
partner.

Two Major Types of Spiritual Coping Research
on spiritual coping has rapidly grown in the past
25 years (Pargament 2011), and two broad types
of spiritual coping have been identified: (1) spiri-
tual struggles, commonly labeled as “negative
religious coping,” and (2) spiritual resources,
commonly labeled as “positive religious coping.”

Spiritual struggles in coping refer to people’s
efforts to conserve or transform their approach to
the sacred during stressful situations (Pargament
1997, 2007). For instance, abused women may
wrestle with God about whether they should try
to reform a relationship with an abusive partner
or exit a union they have previously viewed as sa-
cred and worth any sacrifice. They may also feel
alienated and abandoned by a religious commu-
nity that ignores or fails to grasp their plight. An
inability to resolve these spiritual conflicts may
mire them down in turmoil and intensify their
distress. Empirically, greater spiritual struggles
with other life stressors, such as natural disasters
or illness, predict greater psychological malad-
justment and poorer medical outcomes (Ano and
Vasconcelles 2005; Pargament 2011). In an initial
effort to examine specific methods of spiritual
coping with a romantic partner’s verbal and phys-
ical aggression, the second author surveyed 289
college students at a state university involved in
a dating relationship (Abadi 2013). Two distinct
subtypes of spiritual struggles were identified
using factor analyses. Regarding the first sub-
type, 42 % of the students reported that they had
felt punished by God due to their partner’s con-
duct and/or had passively expected or waited for
God to fix their partner’s behavior. This deferring
style of spiritual coping has also been identified

in research on other stressors (Pargament 2011),
whereby the individual views spiritual forces as
being externally oriented, punitive, and authori-
tarian in nature. Such perceptions appear to lower
people’s sense of competence and control, and
thus increase their anxiety or avoidance in con-
fronting personal problems. Indeed, in Abadi’s
study, the more students felt spiritually punished
or passive, the more posttraumatic stress (PTSD)
symptoms they also reported, even after taking
into account how much they engaged in secular
forms of maladaptive coping (e.g., alcohol use,
denial) that might aggravate poor adjustment.
Notably, we have begun to steer clear of the
term “negative religious coping” because spiritu-
al struggles can reflect pivotal “forks in the road”
in people’s lives that can lead to growth or de-
cline. Specifically, people who resolve spiritual
struggles over time often report spiritual or psy-
chological growth from working through their
pain (Pargament 2011). Along these lines, 100 %
of the students in Abadi’s (2013) study endorsed
at least one item reflective of a distinct, second
subtype of spiritual struggle; this form of spiri-
tual struggle is characterized by feeling angry at
or abandoned by God or their religious commu-
nity when coping with their partner’s aggressive
behaviors. But this form of spiritual struggle was
tied to greater intentions to end a hostile dating
relationship. In other words, a greater sense of
disappointment and betrayal by God or a re-
ligious group was correlated with plans to exit
the dating relationship, which presumably would
often be in a young woman’s best interest rather
than remaining tied to a boyfriend who used ver-
bal bullying or lashed out physically. Although
longitudinal research is needed, this finding sug-
gests the following: Over time, women engaged
in spiritual struggles marked by feelings of anger
or abandonment may be forced to rework their
view of God or religious network as all-power-
ful, impotent, or uncaring forces, and come to
relate to these entities as empowering allies who
support women’s efforts to protect themselves
from harm in relationships. This hypothesis is
consistent with reports by some women at bat-
tered women’s shelters who said they struggled
with their religious teachings, particularly about
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women’s roles in marriage, but after coming to
a different understanding of their faith, they felt
spiritually empowered to protect themselves by
exiting the union (Yick 2008). In our opinion,
the term “spiritual struggles in coping” better
captures the potential for faith to advance either
growth or decline, whereas “negative religious
coping” implies that struggles are always better
to be avoided than approached.

Spiritual resources in coping refers to access-
ing spirituality as a resource to reach desired goals
when confronting difficulties, such as working
with God in a collaborative manner to take action
to resolve the problem, asking for God’s help to
gain and give forgiveness, and seeking a closer
spiritual connection with God and others. How-
ever, such efforts are not necessarily associated
with more desirable outcomes for two reasons.
First, at any one point in time, greater “positive
religious coping” is often correlated with more,
not less, psychological, spiritual, and relational
distress. In short, at any one given point in time,
the more people are suffering, the more they turn
to spirituality to cope as means to solve the prob-
lem. For example, in Abadi’s study (2013), the
more students said they tried to rely on spiritual
resources to cope with their partner’s aggres-
sive behaviors, the more PTSD symptoms they
reported. Second, accessing spiritual resources
tends to be related to better outcomes over time
(Ano and Vasconcelles 2005), but not always.
For example, one longitudinal study showed
that turning to God to help forgive an ex-spouse
after the time of a divorce was tied to more ver-
bal aggression toward the ex-spouse a year later
(Krumrei et al. 2008). Thus, we prefer “spiritual
resources in coping” over “positive spiritual cop-
ing” because spiritual resources are not inevita-
bly tied to desirable outcomes.

Here is a final note on terminology. We have
shifted over time to using the term “spiritual”
over “religious” when dialoguing with clients for
three reasons. First, atheists and people who are
not engaged in organized religion report experi-
encing spiritual struggles, such as feeling distant,
unhappy, angry, cut off from, or abandoned by
God (Exline 2013). Second, people who are not
involved in organized religion still often report

turning to spiritual resources, such as a connec-
tion to a Higher Power for help during times of
trouble (Pargament 2011). Third, about 15-20%
of American label themselves as “spiritual but
not religious,” with 65% describing themselves
as “spiritual and religious” and 5-10% as “re-
ligious but not spiritual” (Marler and Hadaway
2002). In our view, the term “spiritual coping”
speaks to everyone who uses spiritual coping
strategies, inside or outside the context of insti-
tutionalized religion.

Collaborative Dialogues about
Spiritual Coping with Intimate
Partner Aggression

We now turn to pragmatic suggestions and case
illustrations to engage in collaborative dialogues
about spiritual coping with women who are expe-
riencing intimate partner aggression in a roman-
tic union.

Entering the Conversation: Initial Questions
on Spirituality and Physical Aggression To
broach the topics of spirituality and physical
aggression, we have found that directly ask-
ing questions in a matter-of-fact, kind tone of
voice works well. In our experience, using spe-
cific questions about both domains gives people
encouragement and permission to reveal infor-
mation often shrouded in privacy. With regard to
a partner’s aggressive behavior, people especially
are more likely to endorse concrete questions
about the partner’s behavior rather than vague or
general questions such as “Have you been abused
or physically assaulted?” (Holtzworth-Munroe
etal. 2010). Here are some specific questions that
we ask to open up the topic of domestic violence
and assess the severity of the aggression: Has
your partner thrown something that could hurt
you? Has he pushed, grabbed, or shoved you?
and, Has he slapped or hit you? Going further,
it is imperative to assess whether the woman is
in imminent harm by asking pointed questions
about more severe forms of violence includ-
ing acts of coercive control, verbal threats of
severe violence, severe physical violence, sexual
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violence, and stalking. For detailed guidelines
for assessing the risk of serious injury or death,
we recommend a recent article by Holtzworth-
Monroe et al. (2010); the Appendix (Table 4.1)
of this chapter includes instructions about build-
ing rapport and a list of specific questions to
assess the full range of domestic violence. The
interview protocol by Holtzworth-Monroe et al.
(2010) is available free of charge in the public
domain, and was designed for mediators working
with families in court-connected mediation pro-
grams. In our view, mental health professionals
can also use this type of approach to consider the
risks presented in the specific situation, includ-
ing safety, balance of power issues, the possi-
bility of coercion, and the professional’s ethical
duty not to facilitate involuntary and/or uncon-
scionable agreements between a woman and her
partner. For additional information on assessing
and understanding intimate partner aggression,
this US government report is a helpful resource:
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/181867.pdf
(Tjaden and Thoennes 2000). To reiterate, the
rest of this chapter assumes that a woman is not
in a crisis situation or in need of assistance to
avoid risk of serious injury or death.

Three questions we use to become familiar
with the woman’s religious/spiritual identity in-
clude: How important is spirituality or religion to
you? Do you attend religious services in a church
or another type of religious or spiritual commu-
nity? and, Are there certain spiritual or religious
beliefs and practices that you find particularly
helpful in dealing with difficulties? For more
information on our approach to assessing and
understanding relational spirituality, see http://
www.bgsu.edu/departments/psych/spirituality/.

Understanding the Helping Role: Facili-
tate Insight and Action About the Relation-
ship After sparking an initial conversation,
helping professionals may have an opportunity
to help a woman gain insight and take action to
cope more effectively with being in a relation-
ship with an aggressive man. Increasing insight
involves exploring the woman’s desired desti-
nations and her preferred pathways to reach her
goals. It also means uncovering spiritual strug-

gles that cause problems in her selected ends or
means as well as identifying spiritual resources
that she could access to facilitate solutions. Tak-
ing a stance of motivational interviewing (Miller
and Rollnick 2002), we strive to help a client rec-
ognize the pros and cons of retaining or changing
her current goals or methods of coping with her
partner. In short, we see our role as helping her
sort through her dilemmas so she can prioritize
her goals, resolve spiritual struggles that obstruct
her goals or pathways, and identify constructive
spiritual resources to help her reach her desired
ends.

Being Ethical: Transparency About Desired
Destination and Pathways Consistent with the
ethical guidelines of the American Psychologi-
cal Association, we are transparent with clients
in abusive relationships that our top goal is for
her to protect herself from further aggression by
her partner, and that we see two acceptable path-
ways to transform the relationship so she is safe:
reform the dynamics or exit the union. However,
we are also quite clear that her life is her own,
and we are not responsible for making her deci-
sions for her. In our experience, being unambigu-
ous about our position empowers, not usurps, a
woman’s decision making because she can more
easily give informed consent to access our help
or seek help elsewhere. We are also clear that we
will take time to explore fully the dilemmas and
obstacles she faces in making her safety her top
priority. Being transparent about our agenda typ-
ically engages a woman as an informed, active
agent in a collaborative process to increase her
insight and action about her choices about her
relationship.

In the event that we cannot forge a mutual
agreement with a woman that the ultimate goal
is to end the abuse by her partner (not necessar-
ily end the relationship), we refer her to another
professional. Prior to referring, we use clinical
judgment and consult with colleagues to decide
how confrontational to be with a woman about
her decisions that place her in potential danger.
Of course, as we have highlighted above, if the
issues involve protecting her from imminent le-
thal harm (e.g., suicidal or homicidal threats or
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behavior) or her children from domestic violence
or child maltreatment, we contact legal authori-
ties, per our state and local laws.

Exploring Spiritual Struggles and Resources
over Goals when Coping with Partner Aggres-
sion: Illustrations with a Case Study Women
who experience relational violence when dating
or living with a man more often utilize passive
coping strategies to deal with life stressors than
women who are not in abusive relationships
(e.g., Rhatigan et al. 2006). Thus, victims may
be especially vulnerable to passively pursuing
the goal to tolerate an aggressive partner rather
than proactively aiming to transform the relation-
ship. To illustrate the ways spiritual struggles
may contribute to women’s dilemmas of which
of these two goals to pursue (i.e., tolerate ver-
sus transform), we focus on a case study of one
woman’s spiritual struggles over being the “agent
of blame” versus “agent of change,” and focusing
on possible causes versus solutions of the man’s
behavior: partner, God, others, and self.

People naturally seek out explanations for the
causes of problems, such as why men behave
badly. Within medical and social sciences, “etiol-
ogy” is concerned with the origins or causes of
diseases and pathological behavior. In the case
of domestic violence, as the chapter by Kilmar-
tin and other chapters in this handbook detail,
many factors have been identified as causing
men’s violent behavior. For example, relational
aggression has been traced back to biological
predispositions, stable personality characteris-
tics, family-of-origin experiences, peer influenc-
es, past and current relationship dynamics, and
subcultural influences, such as media exposure
and poverty. Ideally, any problem would be pre-
vented by eliminating the root causes. But after
a problem has developed, causes may have very
little to do with solutions. For example, neither a
victim nor perpetrator can change the man’s past
or current factors beyond either partner’s control,
such as low unemployment opportunities. And,
obviously, the only factor that a victim has direct
control over is her own behavior. Yet, a victim
faces two troubling questions in proactively tak-
ing on the goal to transform the relationship: (1)

“Why should I be the one to make change hap-
pen?” and (2) “If I am successful, does that mean
I was to blame all along?” In our clinical expe-
rience, these two questions raise profound spiri-
tual struggles that can contribute to the woman’s
passivity and ambivalence about being the agent
of change. However, if she chooses to pursue the
goal of changing the relationship, a woman can
draw on spiritual resources to stop waiting for
someone else (the man, God, or others) to initiate
change and to stay clear that being the primary
agent of change is not tantamount to being the
cause of the problem.

Our case example illustrates a woman who
experienced spiritual struggles over what goal to
pursue after her partner became aggressive. All
cases in this chapter are fictionalized compos-
ites of different clients we have seen who face
dilemmas about whether their goal is to toler-
ate mistreatment or to take assertive action to
change their situation. Joan was a 38-year-old
married woman from a conservative Christian
background who attended church weekly. Her
40-year-old husband Jake shared her religious
convictions and often attended services with her
and their 12-year-old twins. They appeared to
have a solid marriage, but Jake had a long stand-
ing pattern of yelling at Joan after he came home
frustrated from his factory job as a mid-level
foreman. In the past year, he had escalated quick-
ly on several occasions to slapping her when dis-
cussing whether he should find a new job. Jane
sought counseling after Jake broke a lamp, but he
refused to come to sessions with her. She report-
ed a growing sense of despair and anxiety about
the situation. She made clear that her desired goal
was to transform the marriage by reforming the
couples’ dynamics, saying she disapproved of
Jake’s behavior, but she also wanted to remain
married as a divorce would violate the sanctity
of her marriage. Our discussions about assertive
actions she could take to openly insist that Jake
change his behavior, however, repeatedly stalled
and circled back to her privately analyzing Jake.
She ruminated about the causes of his behavior.
Rather than fight her resistance to be open about
her misery, we explored her spiritual attribu-
tions of his conduct. She cautiously and tearfully
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revealed that she viewed Jake as being “pride-
ful” and “sinful” for failing to fulfill his designed
role as the spiritual leader of the family. She also
disclosed that she prayed daily to God to change
Jake’s heart so he would come into therapy to
confess his wrongdoings. Given God’s apparent
failure to intervene, Joan felt quite frightened that
Jake’s behavior would spin further out of control.
Joan also began to wonder what she had done
wrong in God’s eyes to deserve Jake’s hostility,
citing her own failings to be sufficiently patient,
loving, and kind. But, in fact, she appeared to re-
late to Jake in an excessively appeasing manner
that reinforced his stance that his verbal outbursts
were justifiable and his physical aggression was
unfortunate but forgivable. Jane and Jake had one
meeting with their pastor in which she alluded
to Jake’s temper, and Jake vaguely admitted he
“sometimes had a tough time with anger.” But the
pastor did not ask specific questions about Jake’s
behavior and neither spouse spontancously re-
vealed the details about his violent behavior. Joan
hoped Jake would change after he agreed with
the pastor to pray more. But his pattern persisted.
Joan then felt disappointed in her pastor for not
better assessing or correcting Jake’s conduct. All
in all, Joan felt that the goal of being the one who
proactively transformed the marriage threatened
her fundamental spiritual understanding of who
should be the primary agent of change when a
marriage was not working, and she quietly but
deeply resented being forced into the role of tak-
ing assertive action to protect herself from harm.

To help Joan overcome passivity, [ helped her
articulate her most cherished sacred goals about
her marriage which included: (1) preserving a
lifelong union, (2) living out the virtues taught
by her religious tradition to maintain a marriage,
and (3) helping her husband be virtuous. Helping
Joan explore the sacred goals for her marriage
fostered her self-confidence and helped her trust
that I would be transparent about my goal, while
respecting her goals. I also consistently vali-
dated that her husband’s unchecked aggression
was a growing and serious threat to her top three
spiritual strivings, and we worked to increase
her insight into her spiritual ambivalence over
being assertive. She began to draw on spiritual

resources to motivate her to try to protect herself
from Jack’s aggressive behavior. This included
seeking God’s support to confront Jack’s prob-
lems, joining an online Christian chat group who
encouraged her to overcome her fear and anger
about being an agent of change in a dysfunction-
al marriage, and enlisting her pastor’s approval
to be a more assertive wife. Once she fully em-
braced the goal to proactively transform the mar-
riage, she took vigorous action to pressure Jake
to change. He was initially quite defensive and
did not agree to work on his aggression until after
Jane moved out from their home with their twins.
Once she made clear she was willing to file for a
divorce, he sought out professional help to pur-
sue the goal to salvage his marriage by gaining
control over his aggressive behavior.

Spiritual Struggles and Resources Over Path-
ways When Coping With Partner Aggression:
Ilustration With Case Example Even women
who are always clear their goal is to transform
and not tolerate relationships marked by partner
aggression face dilemmas about what pathway
to follow when their partner is aggressive: try to
reform their romantic relationship, or exit the union
and, if the couple has children together, work on
being effective co-parents with their ex-partner?
Reforming an intact but dysfunctional relationship
is always challenging, with a woman asking her-
self: “Is it worth it to try to fix this relationship?”
Commitment to persist in reworking a relationship
depends on perceived satisfaction, irretrievable
investments, and quality of alternatives (Rhatigan
et al. 2006). When it comes to exiting the relation-
ship, research on women coping with relational
aggression indicates that two critical questions
that women ask themselves are: “Will 1 be bet-
ter off (outside of this relationship)?” and “Can
I do it (exit successfully)?” (Choice and Lamke
1997), and if children are involved “What is in my
child(ren)’s best interest?”” As illustrated below,
spirituality can intensify struggles over these ques-
tions and block progress down either the route of
reform or exit. Alternatively, spirituality can offer
unique resources to help women persist to traveling
down either pathway to reach the goal of not tol-
erating physical aggression by an intimate partner.
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The next case example is also a fictionalized
composite of several cases. It illustrates ways
spiritual coping can intersect with efforts to
reform versus exit a relationship with an aggres-
sive partner. Sue was a 24-year-old woman co-
habiting with Rob, the father of their 3-year-old
daughter, Beth. The couple met shortly before
both graduated from a mid-western Catholic col-
lege. They quickly fell in love, conceived Beth
unintentionally when dating over the summer,
and then moved in together. Sue postponed going
to graduate school to become a full-time mother
while Rob unhappily settled for an entry-level
retail job. Despite their intense sexual attraction,
the couple soon discovered they had divergent
goals for their lives, with Rob wanting to travel
internationally and work abroad and Sue being
adamant about staying close to home. They had
chronic arguments over when and whether to
marry, with frequent angry outbursts. Rob had
slapped or hit Sue with his fist on several oc-
casions when she had sworn and yelled at him.
After the last violent episode where Sue slapped
Rob back for the first time, he moved out of their
apartment saying he wanted to separate perma-
nently. Heartbroken and furious, Sue sought out
individual counseling.

Sue recognized that her relationship with Rob
was harmful to all parties involved and needed
radical change, but she faced spiritual struggles
over both the pathway of reforming and of ex-
iting their romantic bond. With regard to re-
forming the union, she felt that God would only
forgive her and Rob for an unplanned pregnancy
if they married. She also disclosed that she had
laid “guilt-trips” on Rob about his failure to keep
his “sacred promise” to marry her when they
learned about the pregnancy, which escalated
their conflicts. After fights, Rob would tearfully
confess his regret and ask her forgiveness for his
aggression. She then granted him absolution, and
the couple would reconcile by making passion-
ate love. We gradually realized that Sue’s implicit
spiritual belief was that Rob needed her uncondi-
tional love to grow into the kind of man “he was
meant to be.” Regarding whether to exit their ro-
mantic bond, Sue was exhausted by the couple’s
deep incompatibilities and relieved that Rob’s

aggression provided a valid reason in the Catho-
lic Church to annul a marriage. She especially
felt less guilt-ridden for not pursuing marriage
when Rob told her their priest had admonished
him for his wrongdoings during a private recon-
ciliation rite. Yet, she struggled with ambivalence
about relinquishing marriage and instead focus-
ing on the goal to be effective co-parents. She felt
profound guilt of depriving her daughter of an
intact and two-income biological family, which
violated what she had always viewed as God’s
hopes for herself and her children. She also re-
sented that Rob would probably more easily pur-
sue his vocational dreams as a single parent than
she would.

Working with Sue first involved helping
her gain insight in spiritual struggles that were
blocking her from effectively either reforming
or exiting a romantic relationship with Rob. She
decided first to try to change her own behavior
toward Rob. She hoped this would trigger major
improvements so they both would want and be
able to pursue a healthy marriage. She drew on
spiritual resources to help her change including
praying to God for help to talk calmly with Rob
and not use sexuality as a bonding strategy to
recover from destructive interactions. She also
came to see that while God could function as a
source of infinite, unconditional love for herself
and Rob, she needed to cease participating in a
dynamic where she provoked Rob and, after he
acted badly, she felt spiritually superior to him
and absolved him of his sins. She was successful
in changing her own behavior, which made her
feel less guilty and helped her gain perspective
on Rob’s issues. Sue gradually decided Rob was
not a man she would have wanted to marry if she
had not become pregnant. She then shifted to try-
ing to exit their romantic relationship in a man-
ner that would maximize their odds of working
together as co-parents without verbal or physical
aggression being part of the picture. To reach this
end, Sue turned to prayer and meditation to help
her overcome feelings of guilt, loss, and anger
so her emotions would not escalate conflicts
with Rob. Fortunately, Rob was able to stop his
violent behavior, and the pair was able to work
together effectively as co-parents.
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Closing

We have offered a heuristic model for men-
tal health professionals to use to address ways
spirituality can be part of the problem and the
solution for women coping with a relationship
marked by situational intimate partner violence
that is relatively less severe. We have suggested
helping professionals can help women identify
spiritual struggles and resources as they work
to overcome obstacles to transform the union by
one of two pathways: reform the relationship dy-
namics or exit the union. We have emphasized
the need to be respectful but direct in discussing
with a woman the spiritual dimensions of her
coping with being in a romantic relationship with
an aggressive man. In our view, the goal of such
dialogues is to increase the women’s insight so
they are better equipped to take effective actions
to ensure their safety and protect themselves. We
hope such collaborative discussions empower
women to find and maintain loving, long-lasting
unions.

Appendix (Table 4.1)

Table 4.1 Guidelines to explore spiritual coping with
mild intimate partner aggression. (Adapted from an
interview protocol by Holtzworth-Monroe et al. (2010)
that is available free of charge in the public domain, and
was designed for mediators working with families in
court-connected mediation programs)

Explore the frequency and severity of acts of physical
aggression by male partner

Ask directly about the man’s physical aggression to
detoxify the topic. Concrete questions asked in a kind,
matter-of-fact manner will elicit more disclosure than
vague questions about if she has experienced “abuse.”
Specific questions for mild physical aggression include:
Has your partner thrown something that could hurt you?
Has he pushed, grabbed, or shoved you? Has he pulled
your hair? Has he slapped or hit you? (http://www.
domesticviolenceresearch.org/)

Rule out the risk of serious injury or death to the woman
by asking pointed questions about more severe forms

of violence (e.g., acts of coercive control, threats or

use of severe violence, sexual violence, stalking). See
Holtzworth-Munroe et al. (2010) for an interview pro-
tocol that is free of charge in the public domain. If the
woman is in a crisis situation, take appropriate action to
help ensure her safety

Table 4.1 (continued)

Explore the frequency and severity of acts of physical
aggression by male partner

Explore the woman's general religious and spiritual
identity

Become familiar with the woman’s religious/spiritual
identity. Opening questions include: (1) I am wonder-
ing how important spirituality or religion is to you? (2)
Do you happen to attend religious services in a church
or another type of religious or spiritual community?

(3) Are there certain spiritual or religious beliefs and
practices that you find particularly helpful in dealing
with difficulties? (4) Has your problem affected your
spiritually? (see Hodge 2013)

Clarify the woman's ultimate goal for her romantic
relationship and dilemmas that interfere with her taking
action to transform the relationship

Find out if the woman’s goal is to transform the relation
by no longer tolerating physical aggression by her male
partner

Make clear your own position on the appropriate
goal—in our case, the ultimate goal is zero tolerance of
physical aggression

If the woman passively accepts the situation or is
ambivalent about change, then explore

Spiritual struggles that contribute to her tolerating
physical aggression

Conflicts with God, self, and religious community over
relationship goals

Spiritual resources to make her safety her top priority
Support from God, self, and religious community over
relationship goals

Explore two alternative pathways she can use to reach
the goal of transformation

Reform the relationship

Spiritual struggles that interfere with her pressuring the
man to change

Conflicts with God, self, and religious community over
change processes

Spiritual resources to empower her to pressure the man
to change

Support from God, self, and religious community over
change processes

Exit the relationship

Spiritual struggles that interfere with her leaving the
man

Conflicts with God, self, and religious community over
breakups

Spiritual resources to empower her to leave the man
Support with God, self, and religious community over
breakups
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In both the USA and Canada, research has found
indigenous women to be more frequent victims of
physical and sexual violence than women of any
other racial or ethnic group (Bachman et al. 2008;
Brzozowski et al. 2006; Tjaden and Thoennes
2006). Unlike women of European descent, the
violence that permeates the lives of today’s Native
North American women is not rooted in their tra-
ditional religions or cultures. Rather, it is directly
linked to the sexualized stereotypes constructed
by Christian ministers and colonial leaders during
the colonial era (Balzer et al. 1994; Deer 2010;
Lynne 1998; Sethi 2007; Smith and Ross 2004;
Wolk 1982). Christian dogma in Europe had long
emphasized women’s inherent inability to resist
evil, but Protestant ministers in the British colo-
nies depicted Native women as closely aligned
with the devil, sexually depraved, and a threat
to Christian society. Those stereotypes remain
embedded in the USA and Canadian social atti-
tudes toward Native women, framing them as
deserving targets for “disciplinary” violence.!

! When describing the indigenous peoples of Canada, I
use the terms First Nations and Native, and when describ-
ing the indigenous peoples of the United States, I use the
terms American Indian/Alaska Native, and Native. Colo-
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Status of Women in British Colonial
Societies

To better understand how the high rates of
violence against Native women came to be, we
must examine the status of women in the North
American British colonies and British colonial
men’s attitudes toward the Native women they
encountered. Two major religious groups rep-
resented the vast majority of settlers in the first
13 colonies in the USA: Anglicans (the Church
of England) and Protestants (primarily Puritans
who later evolved to become Congregationalists)
(Butler 1990). Both groups associated maleness
with civilization, superiority, the enlightened
soul, and rationality, while associating female-
ness with untamed wilderness, inferiority,
vulnerability to the devil’s temptations, and emo-
tion. Eve’s “female” attributes were viewed as
the single cause of humanity’s fall from grace
(Bonomi 1986; Christ and Plaskow 1979; Frank-
lin 1984). MacLeitch (2011) reported that under
British law, a man was entitled to employ physi-
cal force to control a disrespectful or otherwise
wayward wife. Men’s judicious exercise of
power was viewed as essential for ensuring
orderly households and, by extension, the social
and political stability of the community.

The New England colonies, including New
Jersey, Massachusetts, Maryland, and Pennsylva-
nia were conceived and established as Protestant

nial documents typically use the term “Indian,” so when
referencing these documents, I use that term.
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settlements. Even colonies like Virginia, which
were launched as primarily commercial ven-
tures, were led by entrepreneurs who considered
themselves to be “militant Protestants” (Library
of Congress 2010, p. 1). Gender issues were
inherently religious issues in colonial Protestant
communities, where Christian dogma was in-
terwoven with preserving the patriarchal order
(Karlsen 1998). Men were authorized to coun-
ter women’s innate lack of “the moral compass”
through patriarchal domination (Fischer 2002,
p. 4).Citing biblical depictions of women as “the
weaker vessel,” Protestant leaders in England and
in the British colonies were quick to quash any
indication that a woman might covet power or
attempt to gain it, depicting such transgressions
as clear evidence of Satan’s influence (Fischer
2002; Karlsen 1998).

Females were also the legal property of their
fathers and husbands. In her detailed analysis of
sex, race, and resistance in colonial North Caroli-
na, Kirsten Fischer (2002) reported an incident in
1697, when a woman colonist in North Carolina
was given 30 lashes for violating her husband’s
property rights by running away. Fischer also
found that while biblical scripture and British
law prohibited unruly speech in both men and
women, women that stepped outside proscribed
gender roles experienced special forms of pub-
lic humiliation. Any that spoke out in public,
especially when questioning patriarchal author-
ity, were depicted as “scolds” and a menace to
the social order.

Fischer (2002) described two punishments for
unruly women: ducking and carting. In ducking,
the woman was tied to a board or a chair and then
dropped repeatedly in a pond, river, or large bar-
rel of water. Robbed of voice while under water,
she was also rendered speechless, while sputter-
ing and gasping for air, each time she surfaced.
Carting, which in England had been used spe-
cifically to punish women accused of prostitu-
tion, was utilized in the British colonies to pun-
ish women that committed blasphemy, which
included questioning or challenging male author-
ity. According to Fischer, the accused woman
was stripped to the waist and carted around town
for an hour, then pilloried in the public square
for an additional hour. Fischer (2002) argued

that these very public, degrading, isolating, and
frightening punishments were a powerful tool of
patriarchal authority, serving to remind women
of their proper place by emphasizing the differ-
ence between the rights of men and the rights of
women.

In analyzing colonial documents, Carol
Karlsen (1998) found that Puritan clergy played a
fundamental role in suppressing women’s voices
through accusations of witchcraft. Those most
frequently accused were independent women
involved in petitions and court suits involving
property, mistreatment, and divorce. Karlsen
noted that testimony describing a woman as
angry could be sufficient evidence for Puritan
ministers to declare her a witch. Roach (2004) ar-
gued that pervasive fear and panic characterized
the social, economic, and political environments
of Protestant-led British colonies, which contrib-
uted to the rigid oppression of women colonists.
Norton (2002) argued similarly that the Salem
witch trials may have been propelled by social
fears from a concurrent Indian war on the nearby
Maine/New Hampshire border. Frequent internal
factional disputes over church leadership and
political authority have also been identified as
significant contributors to rigid enforcement of
patriarchal authority (Fischer 2002; Plane 2000;
Roach 2004).

Within a strict division of gender-based rights
and responsibilities, three core ideas of Protestant
ideology strongly influenced attitudes toward
Native peoples, particularly Native women. The
first is predestination, described by sociologist
Max Weber (1930) as the most central dogma of
seventeenth century Puritan Calvinism. Unlike
Anglican and Catholic ideologies’ emphasis on
the pursuit of salvation and redemption from sin,
Calvinist dogma held that it was impossible for
humans to gain salvation through their own ac-
tions. Rather, God foreordained who would be
doomed to everlasting death and who would re-
ceive God’s irresistible grace as one of his elect
(Campbell 2010; Weber 1930).

Second, Calvinist Protestantism held that all
human pleasures are profoundly corrupt. Min-
isters exhorted their congregations to serve God
by subduing the irrational influences of the flesh
(Reuther 1983). According to Weber (1930), an
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ascetic approach to daily life accompanied by
thrift and rational thought in worldly matters was
considered evidence of true faith, and the accrual
of property and other forms of wealth was viewed
as proof of God’s approval.

Weber (1930) argued that the third core idea
of Calvinist Protestantism was the certainty
of Satan’s constant presence. Historian Frank
Luttmer (1999) concurred, arguing that the devil
was more present in Christian minds in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries than at any other
point in history. According to Luttmer, ministers
depicted Christian life as constant warfare against
Satan, in which devout Christians were required
to fully recognize their own internal corrup-
tion and to maintain constant vigilance against
the devil’s influence in their own and others’
thoughts and actions. Weber (1930) emphasized
the importance of the fact that given this belief,
church memberships would unavoidably include
both doomed and elect, giving ministers justi-
fication to administer any discipline necessary
to force sinners’ adherence to God’s command-
ments. In his treatise, The Christian Warfare
Against the Devil, World, and Flesh (1633), John
Downame, a Puritan minister, warned of sinners
whose internal vigilance was lacking:

...of all others their state is most dangerous, for

they are grievously sick, and have no sense of

their disease, their wounds are so mortal, that they
deprive them of all feeling; they are assaulted yea
taken prisoners whilst they sleep soundly in secu-
rity, and discern not the approach of the enemy...

they are most assaulted when they feel no assault.
(Downame 1633, Sect. 2, paragraph 2)

Weber (1930) asserted that Protestant dogma
also required the faithful to live as if they were
among God’s chosen elect. Since doubts were
considered temptations of the Devil and lack of
self-confidence was proof of insufficient faith,
Protestant male colonists’ “intense worldly
activity” served three important purposes: it dis-
pelled sinful doubts, built self-confidence, and
resulted in evidence of God’s favor (Weber 1930,
p. 67). Furthermore, Weber posited, the rigidity
of predestination created an inner loneliness and
isolation, while the prohibition of human plea-
sures and constant terror of being lured into sin
resulted in hatred and contempt for any person

perceived as “an enemy of God bearing the signs
of eternal damnation” (p. 75). Luttmer (1999)
concurred, reporting that early Protestant colo-
nists viewed psychological anguish as essential
proof that their souls were appropriately engaged
in war against the Devil, while considering
compassion for a sinner to be the result of the
Devil’s influence.

In the British colonies, Protestant ministers
and leaders promoted stereotypes of Native
women that reflected their religious beliefs about
their own superiority. In sermons and other writ-
ings, church leaders depicted Native peoples as
vicious savages allied with the devil, shame-
lessly wallowing in a state of sin (Fischer 2002).
Contrasting dramatically with the heavy woolen
clothing of English settlers, Natives’ nudity,
especially in the women, was deemed proof
positive of their alignment with Satan. In 1613,
Alexander Whitaker, the minister of the Virginia
Colony, wrote:

They live naked in bodie, as if their shame of their

sinne deserved no covering: Their names are as

naked as their bodie: they esteeme it a vertue to

lie, deceive, and steale as their master the divell
teacheth them. (Stannard 1992, p. 211)

Ministers characterized Native-occupied lands as
a part of Satan’s kingdom that, left in its natural
wild state, would remain in Satan’s power (Slotkin
1973). As Reuther (1983) noted, “to American
Puritans the untamed forests of North America
and the Indians that lurked in their shadows rep-
resented fallen nature inhabited by the power
of darkness” (p. 81). Historian Donald Hopkins
(2002) reported that when Puritans first arrived
at Plymouth, they found empty Indian villages,
skeletons, burial places, and a few survivors, and
interpreted this to be God’s intervention on their
behalf (p. 235). John Winthrop, the first governor
of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, voiced a simi-
lar interpretation:

For the Natives in these parts, Gods hand hath

so pursued them, as for 300 miles space, the

greatest parte of them swept awaye by the small

poxe, which still continues among them: So has

God hathe herebye cleered our title to this place.
(quoted in Silva 2011, p. 34)
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Silva (2011) asserted that religious leaders’
persistent of the use term “savage” not only
condemned indigenous peoples’ beliefs and ways
of life, it also relegated them to an uncivilized
state of wilderness, living as they did on lands
absent the trappings of English civilization such
as cattle, enclosures, or cultivation. By catego-
rizing native peoples as “savages” living outside
civilization, ministers endorsed a legal argument
that because Indian lands were “uncivilized,”
they were unclaimed, which included those
used seasonally as gathering, hunting, or fishing
grounds. In the Virginia Colony, Governor Win-
throp formally decreed that the rights of “more
advanced” peoples superseded any property
rights of hunter gatherers (Cave 1996).

The notion that Native peoples threatened the
future of Christian civilization was strengthened
when male and female settlers captured by In-
dians refused to return to their settlements, pre-
ferring the Natives’ ways of life over the rigid
patriarchal hierarchy that controlled colonial
life (Axtell 1975). Based on documented cap-
tive accounts, Vaughan and Richter (1980)
reported that 30-37% of approximately 1641
men, women, and children captured in the New
England colonies were unwilling to leave their
captors when peace treaties afforded the opportu-
nity. Colonial leaders, with the support of Chris-
tian ministers, responded with severe sanctions.
Stannard (1992) described one such incident in
1612, when a group of young English settlers ran
away from the Jamestown settlement to live with
the Indians. The governor had every escapee,
male and female, hunted down and brutally ex-
ecuted.

Status of Women in Native Societies

Historical records indicate that patriarchal au-
thority was emphatically not part of indigenous
Northern American religions or cultures. In stark
contrast to the British colonies’ social structures,
many of the indigenous societies that early set-
tlers encountered were matrilineal and matrifo-
cal, with women wielding considerable influ-
ence in political decisions and distribution of

resources (Bonvillain 1989; Fischer 2002). De-
scribing Algonquin peoples in Canada’s New
France colony, Jesuit Father LeJeune wrote:
The women have great power here. A man may
promise you something, and if he does not keep
his promise, he thinks he is sufficiently excused

when he tells you that his wife did not wish to do
it. (Norton and Alexander 1996, p. 21)

Even Native societies that were patrilineal,
women seem to have had considerable authority.
Though Native women and men often had dis-
tinct gendered roles in their communities, gender
did not dictate the social value of a particular ac-
tivity (MacLeitch 2011; Wolk 1982). Rather, the
gendering of responsibilities dovetailed with be-
liefs about men’s and women’s distinct spiritual
powers, which required careful tending to avoid
imbalances (Fischer 2002). In her book Imperial
Entanglements, Gail MacLeitch (2011) described
Iroquois families as matrilineal, with women hav-
ing significant spiritual power due to their status
as life givers. As such, they controlled their com-
munities’ agriculture and distribution of food.
MacLeitch noted that clan mothers wielded sig-
nificant political influence, too, through the right
to select and remove chiefs. Relations between
men and women were generally egalitarian, with
power diffused throughout the society rather than
concentrated in a small number of individuals.

In some indigenous groups, gender roles were
even more fluid. While Native men typically held
official positions of power in trade, diplomacy,
and warfare, women might also occupy these and
other “male” roles (Blackwood 1984; Carneiro
2002). In 1676, Quaipan, a Narragansett woman
chief, fought as a warrior and was killed by the
English; a Pocasset woman chief commanded an
army of more than 300 warriors (Grumet 1980).
Women occupied warrior roles in other tribes,
too, including the Ojibwe, Lakota, Cheyenne,
Piegan, Creek, and Cherokee (Jaimes and Halsey
1997; Medicine 1983; Wolk 1982).

Most indigenous societies encountered by
colonists and later settlers had stringent prohibi-
tions against mistreatment of women (Bonvil-
lain 1989; Tannahill 1982). Nineteenth century
Tuscarora ethnographer J.N.B. Hewitt described
Iroquois men’s intervention to protect female
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colonists being beaten by their husbands, just as
they would in their own communities where any
man protecting a woman was honored for such
action (Mann 2000; Roesch Wagner 1986). Zion
and Zion (1993) described traditional Navajo be-
liefs that recognized men and women as distinct
but complementary equals, noting, “Under Nava-
jo common law, violence toward women, or mis-
treatment of them in any way, is illegal” (p. 413).

Lakota (Sioux) oral history holds that any
Lakota man that acted against his family was
viewed by the community as lacking the self-dis-
cipline, respect, caring, and spiritual understand-
ing to lead his people (Artichoker et al. 2008).
He was also not considered competent to take on
roles in the men’s societies, such as leading or
participating in a war party or a hunt (Valencia-
Weber and Zuni 1995; White Plume 1991). Men
acting violently toward women could also expe-
rience severe sanctions:

...those unable to adhere to customary practices

of respectful behavior experienced consequences

from kinship networks and social societies with the

power to physically punish, shun, banish, or even
kill an abuser of women. (Artichoker 2008, p. 2)

Writers of the late 1700s and early 1800s con-
firmed the refusal of Native men to commit
sexual violence against any woman, even in war.
Mary Rowlandson, the first woman taken captive
by Indians, reported “not one of them ever of-
fered the least abuse or unchastity to me in word
or action” (Rowlandson 1682/1974, pp. 108—
109). Colonel van Schaik of the Continental
Army wrote, “Bad as the savages are, they never
violate the chastity of any women, their prison-
ers” (Johnston 1908, p. 270). Orsamus Turner, a
White man born in New York and orphaned at the
age of 17, researched and wrote several early his-
tories of Native peoples and pioneer settlement
in upstate New York (Koch 2001). Turner (1851)
noted in his description of Seneca wars, “...an
Iroquois warrior was never known to violate the
chastity of a female prisoner” (p. 91).

Some, such as Axtell (1975), have argued
that Native men’s disinterest in rape may have
been due to strong incest taboos, as adoption
was a common practice among Eastern tribes.
Gutiérrez (1991) described a line drawn between

life-taking and life-giving sexual acts, making
rape a form of self-contamination. Adair, who
lived among the Cherokee and Chickasaw for
30 years, noted similar reasons that Indian raid-
ing parties did not rape female captives: “...they
should think such actions defiling, and what must
bring fatal consequences on their heads” (Wil-
liams 1930, p. 171).

Constructing the “Sexual Savage”
Stereotype

While Protestant ministers promoted the notion
that Indians’ simple existence was a threat to
civilized Christian society, Protestant male colo-
nists exhibited a fervent sexual interest in Native
women. In their letters, sermons, and journals,
colonial males elaborated on the women’s sex-
ual attractiveness while also emphasizing their
“innate” sexual depravity (Fischer 2002; Smith
2005). In her book Suspect Relations: Sex, Race,
and Resistance in Colonial North Carolina, Kirst-
en Fischer (2002) described the widely published
journal of John Lawson, who was authorized by
King William III to survey the coastal and inte-
rior regions of the Carolina Colony. According
to Fischer, Lawson’s journal was considered the
authoritative source of information about the true
nature of Indians in the 1700s (Fischer 2002). In
his journal as it was published online, Lawson
depicted indigenous women as exotic, overtly
sexual creatures:
When young, and at Maturity, they are as fine-
shap’d Creatures, take them generally, as any in
the Universe. They are of a tawny Complexion;
their Eyes very brisk and amorous; their Smiles
afford the finest Composure a Face can possess;
their Hands are of the finest Make, with small
long Fingers, and as soft as their Cheeks; and their
whole Bodies of a smooth Nature. They are not so
uncouth or unlikely, as we suppose them; nor are

they Strangers or not Proficients in the soft Pas-
sion. (Lawson 1709, p. 183)

Fischer (2002) described the indigenous com-
munities encountered by British colonists as
having extensive trade relations with other tribes
and with European traders and settlements. She
noted that it was not uncommon for the Native



68

A. (Sandi) Pierce

women of these communities to occupy a diplo-
matic role, which could potentially lead to sexual
liaisons. Fischer reported that Native women in
these roles enjoyed high status in their commu-
nities, recognized as mediators who increased
visitors’ ability to speak Native languages and
understand local customs. In his journal, Lawson
(1709) recorded the benefits of these liaisons for
British traders, as well as his assumptions about
the Native women’s motives:
First, They [traders] being remote from any white
People, that it preserves their Friendship with
the Heathens, they [Native women] esteeming a
white Man’s Child much above one of their get-
ting, the Indian Mistress ever securing her white
Friend Provisions whilst he stays amongst them.
And lastly, This Correspondence makes [traders]

learn the Indian Tongue much the sooner. (Lawson
1709, p. 29)

Another excerpt from Lawson’s journal further
illustrates his inability to comprehend a society
in which women enjoyed significant sexual free-
dom while men were unconcerned about protect-
ing paternal lineage:
The Girls at 12 or 13 Years of Age, as soon as
Nature prompts them, freely bestow their Maid-
enheads on some Youth about the same Age, con-
tinuing her Favours on whom she most affects,
changing her Mate very often, few or none of them
being constant to one...Multiplicity of Gallants
never being a Stain to a Female’s Reputation, or
the least Hindrance of her Advancement, but the
more Whorish, the more Honourable, and they
of all most coveted, by those of the first Rank, to
make a Wife of. The Flos Virginis [virgin flower],
so much coveted by the Europeans, is never valued
by these Savages. (Lawson 1709, pp. 34-35)

Upon observing Native families’ lengthy discus-
sions with a non-Native suitor before permitting
a daughter to enter such a liaison, Lawson (1709)
indicated his bafflement as to why families left
the decision solely to the woman if the suitor was
“an Indian of their own Town or Neighborhood,
that wants a Mistress,” but took charge of such
discussions if the man was non-Native (p. 184).
In 1775, reflecting upon his 30 years among the
Cherokee and Chickasaw, James Adair described
similar astonishment in British colonists upon
observing Native men’s lack of outrage when
being “cuckolded” by their wives (Williams 1930,
p. 153).

British colonists were also astonished that
Native women and men were equally entitled to
terminate a marriage, with women usually retain-
ing their homes, the fields they had cultivated,
and their children regardless of which partner re-
quested the divorce (Fischer 2002; Plane 1993).
As one Native man explained to James Adair in
1775, the ease of divorce among the Choctaw
and Cherokee was sensible:

...marriage should beget job and happiness, instead

of pain and misery...[If a couple could not love

each other] it was a crime to continue together, and
a virtue to part. (Williams 1930, p. 480)

Plane (2000) argued that colonial observers failed
to recognize the complexities of Native peoples’
marital arrangements, as Algonquin peoples had
several distinct types of marriage, each with its
own social rules and obligations. Plane argued
that, though European cultures actually had sev-
eral types of marital relationship, there was only
one “ideal type” sanctioned by both church and
state. Fischer (2002) concurred, writing:

These outsiders may also have exaggerated the

extramarital activity of Indian spouses, either for

their sensationalist value, or because they did not
recognize Indians’ marriages as such. (p. 38)

Native men did not escape being sexually stereo-
typed. According to Fischer (2002), some Brit-
ish colonists viewed Native men’s matter-of-fact
acceptance of women’s marital and sexual rights
as evidence that they were undersexed. In his
journal, John Lawson reported: “the Indian men
are not so vigorous and impatient in their Love as
we are” (1709, p. 186). Similarly, King’s Botanist
John Bartram described the indigenous men of
North Carolina, Georgia, and Florida in 1765 as
“gentle, tender, and fondling even to an appear-
ance of effeminacy” (Waselkov and Braund 1995,
p. 114). Describing Georges-Louis LeClerc de
Buffon as “the world’s most respected zoologist
and botanist” from 1715 to 1792 (p. 78), Hyde
(2002) quoted the scientist’s description of the
Native men of North America.
“The savage is feeble and small in his organs of

generation; he has neither body hair nor beard, and
no ardor for the female of his kind”. (p. 341)

The stereotyping of Native women as sexual sav-
ages and Native men as sexually inadequate gave
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male colonists license to engage in forcible rape
without incurring any legal, moral, or spiritual
consequences (Fischer 2002; Smith 2005; Smith
and Ross 2004). Fischer (2002) argued that these
stereotypes of Native men and women also al-
lowed British colonists to view their sexual ag-
gression against Native women as harmless fun:

...given the presumption of sexually eager and
unsatisfied Indian women...in the eyes of many
European men, sexual restraint in such circum-
stances was hardly praiseworthy and may have
seemed ludicrous. (p. 68)

Such presumed license is evident in the diary of
Colonel William Byrd, a wealthy Virginia planter
who led a team to survey the boundary between
the Virginia and North Carolina colonies. Fischer
(2002) quoted excerpts from Byrd’s journal to il-
lustrate his humorous tone when describing sex-
ual assaults against Native women:

...Some men became ‘“more boisterous, &
employ’d force” when they failed to persuade...
[one woman] certainly have been ravish’t, if her
timely consent had not prevented the Violence...
[one could see] by some of our Gentlemen’s
Linnen, discolour’d by the Soil of the Indian
Ladys, that they had been convincing themselves
in the point of their having no furr. (pp. 68—69)

Sexual victimization of Native women was also
common in Canada during the colonial era. In
1769, an officer at York Factory on Hudson’s
Bay described the sexual exploitation of indig-
enous women in the men’s house at the factory as
more extreme and visible than that of women in
London’s worst brothels (Bourgeault 1989). Fort
Langley men’s journal entries described enslaved
indigenous women being offered to British men
at the fur trade forts and elsewhere on the Pacific
coast (MacLachlan and Suttles 1999). Other Hud-
son Bay men described the seizure of indigenous
women as payment for a husband’s or father’s
debt by men at other British fur forts in Canada,
who then sold the women to men at the fort. If a
husband or father attempted to intervene, he was
severely beaten and the Canadians also took the
family’s gun and tent (Brown 1996).

One 1792 journal entry described the kidnap-
ping of Native women at the North West Com-
pany’s Athabasca Fort and Churchill River Fort
in Canada:

A Canadian that had two [Native] women before,
went to their tents and took a young woman away
by force, which was the only support of her aged
Parents: The old Indian her Father, interfered, he
was knocked down and dragged some distance by
the hair of his head...all this is encouraged by their
[fort] masters, who often stand as Pimps to pro-
cure women for their men, all to get the mens [sic]
wages from them. (Brown 1996, p. 83)

The continuing role of the “sexual savage” ste-
reotype is seen in military and settler men’s
violence against Native women as the USA ex-
panded westward. Del Mar (1998) reported a
pattern of general physical and sexual assaults
against Native women in late 1850s Oregon. He
described three White men’s undeterred rape of
three Native women found walking on the beach,
reporting that Native residents at the coastal Si-
letz Indian agency were reluctant to send their
children “especially the older girls” to school
because the White staff seemed “only here to
gratify their lusts” (p. 28). Roesch Wagner (1986)
described the popular media’s response when
White teachers interviewed in Indian schools at
several Indian nations reported that Indian men
did not rape women:

Front page stories admonished big-city dandies to

learn a thing or two from Indian men’s example, so

that white women too could walk around any time

of the day or night without fear. (Roesch Wagner
1986, paragraph 10)

While White women may have been safe from
Indian men, the reverse was not true. In 1890, an
Oregon rancher described “squaw chasing” as
still “a popular local pastime,” in which ranch-
ers on horseback surrounded Native women in a
field as a lead-up to sexual assault (Jensen 2004,
p. 184).

In California during the 1848-1851 Gold
Rush, California miners’ sexual assaults against
Native women were commonplace “since White
men could not be convicted of rape or any other
crime, based on the testimony of an Indian”
(D’Emilio and Freedman 1997, p. 92). Hurtado
(1988) noted that during the 1850s, California
newspapers frequently reported rape and sexual
enslavement of Native women in mining camps:

The Daily Alto California’s 1858 report of assaults
on Trinity County Indians was typical. In the
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northern mines, the newspaper declared, there was
a class of men who, when they could not ‘obtain a
squaw by fair means, [would] not hesitate to use
foul.” They would ‘drag off the squaw’ and ‘knock
down her friends if they interfered. (p. 180)

The 1864 Sand Creek massacre led by Colonel
Chivington, a former Methodist minister, is an-
other example. Cheyenne, two-thirds of whom
were women and children, were flying a white
flag and the US flag given them by military au-
thorities at Fort Lyon as assurance they would
be protected. In a report to Congress by the Joint
Committee on the Conduct of War (U.S. Senate
1865), witness accounts of the carnage against
people known by Fort personnel to be peaceful
included:
“Women and children were killed and scalped,
children shot at their mother’s breasts, and all the
bodies mutilated in the most horrible manner”
(pp- 82-83). “I heard one man say that he had
cut out a woman’s private parts and had them
for exhibition on a stick...I also heard of numer-
ous instances in which men had cut out the pri-
vate parts of females and stretched them over the
saddle-bows and wore them over their hats while
riding in the ranks”. (pp. 89-90)

In 1869, Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong
Custer invited his officers to “avail themselves
of the services of a captured squaw,” choos-
ing a captured Cheyenne woman for himself
(D’Emilio and Freedman 1997, p. 92). In 1871,
an armed “citizens group” attacked a group of
Apaches camped at Fort Grant without provoca-
tion. C. B. Briesly, an Army surgeon, described
the aftermath:

Two of the best-looking of the squaws were lying
in such a position, and from the appearance of the
genital organs and of their wounds, there can be no
doubt that they were first ravished and then shot
dead. Nearly all the dead were mutilated. (Jacoby
2008)

The Role of Church/Government
Alliances

From the colonial era through the middle of the
twentieth century, governmental authorities and
Christian churches in the USA and Canada re-
peatedly joined forces to force the assimilation

of American Indian, Alaska Native, and First Na-

tions peoples. These partnerships employed three

key strategies, which bear major responsibility
for the current high rates of physical and sexual
violence within Native communities. They were:

* Prohibiting Native men’s spiritual, economic,
and social roles, while demanding that Native
men assert and enforce patriarchal authority
over women and children.

+ Prohibiting all sexual, marital, and child-rear-
ing arrangements that reinforced Native wom-
en’s right to self-determination and supported
their safety through a collective network of
relationships.

* Severing Native children from their families
and communities to prevent transmission
of traditional language, culture, and social
responsibilities to future generations.

Paula Gunn Allen (1992) argued that the greatest

impact of forced assimilation was the destruction

of important social positions that Native men
held through their ritual and political relation-
ships with women. In the New England colonies,
as Puritan settlements evolved toward Congre-
gationalism, the dogma of predestination shifted
toward one in which salvation could be earned
through good works. Concerned with separating
their Indian converts from non-Christian influ-
ences, Protestant missionaries established “pray-
ing towns” to impart Christian knowledge and
reinforce adherence to Christian beliefs (Plane

2000). Morrison (1974) noted that many Natives

not necessarily interested in Christian conversion

viewed these enclaves as places of refuge from
intertribal and Native-colonial wars.

Plane (2000) reported that Protestant authori-
ties governing the praying towns strategically
created a separate Indian court system, purport-
edly to resolve conflicts between Natives. How-
ever, the decisions of these courts were sub-
ordinated to British authorities that continued
to enforce the missionary codes. According to
Plane, these courts undermined Native women’s
traditional status by formally authorizing Na-
tive men to exclude them from decisions that
affected their marital and sexual autonomy. Na-
tive peoples’ marital relationships were a primary
focus of church-government alliances, as altering
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these would change the basic structures of Native
societies (Fischer 2002; Norton and Alexander
1996). In 1633, Father LeJeune, a Jesuit mission-
ary in Canada’s New France colony, documented
his conversation with an Algonquin man whose
wife had protested turning their son over to the
priest for Christian conversion. LeJeune wrote, “I
told him then that he was the master, and that in
France women do not rule their husbands” (Soci-
ety of Jesus et al. 2012, p. 181).

Polygyny, plural marriage, was a common
practice as well as economic and social necessity
among many Native peoples, including the Al-
gonquin, Comanche, Cheyenne, Dakota, Osage,
and Pawnee (Gregg 1844; Moore 1991). Moore
(1991) argued that unlike Anglo-Saxon society
in which polygyny is sexually motivated on the
part of the husband, American Indian women and
men both benefited from polygyny. For women,
plural marriage involved sharing a household,
child care, and all domestic labor with other
women who were usually their sisters. Native
men gained a larger household, more children,
and more resources.

Protestant missionaries perceived these “ex-
otic conjugal practices” to be major barriers to
Christian conversion (Plane 2000). In his ac-
count of Presbyterian missionaries assigned to
work with the Nez Pierce and Choctaw peoples,
Coleman (1985) described their frustration with
“the deficient Indian” who had no understanding
of the sacred ideal of “a Christian home,” pre-
ferring “impermanent relationships and plural
marriages” (p. 92). According to Coleman, these
missionaries’ definition of a civilized Christian
home was:

...comprised of an economically independent
father, the support and head of the family; a pious
and home-keeping mother; obedient and disci-
plined children; the unit itself sanctified by the rite
of Christian marriage and living in its how tidy
house...this self-sufficient unit, and not the larger
kinship network, was the building block of Chris-
tian civilization. (p. 92)

The establishment of Indian reservations in the
USA and Indian reserves in Canada further dis-
rupted the gendered balance of power typical of
most Native societies. In 1783, the Iroquois were
forced onto small reservations and not permitted

to leave (Boyer et al. 2011). Iroquois men could
no longer fulfill their traditional roles as diplo-
mats, traders, trappers, and warriors, nor could
they engage in mourning wars, taking captives to
be adopted in place of a lost loved one (Boyer
et al. 2011). According to Salmon (2000), Iro-
quois men viewed the acceptance of peace and
confinement to a reservation as acknowledg-
ment that they were unable to defend their fami-
lies, which created great shame and desperation
among male warriors and political and religious
leaders. Salmon added, “Among Indian men, un-
restricted drinking led to thefts, fights, and wife
and child abuse” (p. 171).

Lauren Wolk (1982) reported similar experi-
ences among the Ojibwe in Minnesota. Ojibwe
women traditionally farmed and gathered food
while raising the children, as Ojibwe men con-
tributed by hunting, trapping, and trading furs.
Confined to reservations, Ojibwe men were sys-
tematically stripped of their weapons and their
roles as providers and spiritual leaders, leaving
Ojibwe women with total responsibility for sus-
taining the family. Wolk (1982) argued:

The disruption of economic balance, plus the dif-

ferent values that White society placed on male

and female contributions and their roles in general,

collectively laid the basis for inequality and lack of
respect between men and women. (p. 47)

In 1869, the US Congress approved President
Grant’s Peace Policy, which had five major pro-
visions: (1) to place all American Indians in the
USA on reservations; (2) to use military force,
if necessary, to achieve placement of Natives on
reservations and ensure that they stayed there;
(3) to furnish supplies for reservation Indians at
fair prices; (4) to appoint “competent, upright,
moral, and religious™ agents to oversee reserva-
tion life; and (5) to establish regular and Sun-
day schools so that Natives could be citizens
(Indigenous Peoples Issues & Resources 2013;
Trafzer 2009; Tyler 1973). Wyandot historian
Clifford Trafzer (2009) commented, “Ironically,
the Peace Policy produced some of the worst
massacres and injustices against Native people”
(p. 103).

Implementing the Peace Policy, the US Army
drove the Plains tribes onto reservations under



72

A. (Sandi) Pierce

dual governance: a missionary charged with
converting the Indians to Christianity by whatev-
er means necessary, and an Indian agent selected
by the designated church authority who directly
controlled the distribution of food rations and
other essential goods (O’Brien 1989). Though no
clear federal order was ever issued, Army offi-
cers also encouraged trappers and hunters to kill
Plains tribes’ primary food source, buffalo, by
providing them with as much free ammunition as
they wanted. One of these men, Frank Mayer de-
scribed his experiences in his journal, which was
published in 1958:

One afternoon I was visiting this [Army officer] in
his quarters... He said to me: ‘Mayer, there’s no
two ways about it: either the buffalo or the Indian
must go. Only when the Indian becomes absolutely
dependent on us for his every need, will we be able
to handle him. (Mayer 1958, pp. 29-30)

In 1872, 73 Indian reservations were allotted to
Christian churches as their exclusive religious
domains. Of these, 50 (68%) were Protestant
denominations (Prucha 1986). Roman Catholics,
assigned only seven reservations, protested ve-
hemently (Prucha 1986; Rahill 1953). Catholic
University historian Peter Rahill (1953) reported
the Catholic Church’s response, which was to
demand assignment to all reservations on which
Catholic priests had already converted Indians.
This included reservations in Minnesota, Oregon,
Idaho, Washington, and New Mexico territories.
According to Rahill, the Catholics were espe-
cially outraged at their lack of representation in
Washington D.C., where an all-Protestant Board
of Indian Commissioners was given full author-
ity in determining such assignments. The conflict
peaked in 1873 when a Catholic missionary held
mass for Nez Percé members, though he had
been denied permission to do so and the reserva-
tion was supervised by the Presbyterian Church
(Rahill 1953). The same year, James Willem, the
Indian agent on the Yakima reservation assigned
to the Methodist Church in Washington Territory,
complained to Indian Affairs Commissioner
Smith that all of the Protestant churches had ex-
pected sole jurisdiction over the reservations to
which they were assigned, “most of all without

the interference of the Catholic priesthood”
(quoted in Rahill 1953, p. 114).

By 1880, most American Indians were con-
fined to reservations and caught in the religious
crossfire. As Prucha (1986) observed,

What was more serious was the complete disre-
gard for the religious views and the religious rights
of the Indians themselves. Quakers, Methodists,
Episcopalians, and all the other Protestants, fight-
ing for the religious liberty of their own groups on
the reservations, made no move to grant so much
as a hearing to the Indian religions. (p. 524)

The Christian missionaries assigned to reserva-
tions also arrived with their own set of assump-
tions about their authority and about the people
over whom they would wield it. A 1919 tribute
to Episcopal Bishop Hare included this descrip-
tion of his first arrival at Pine Ridge reservation
in South Dakota:

About the slight form of the young bishop a group
of scowling, painted savages, squatting upon the
ground; their hands still red with the blood of sol-
diers and settlers, their hearts seething with rebel-
lion and revolt. They had made their last stand
against the encroaching white man; they had fought
their last fight and had failed. Driven in from every
side, they were ringed about with soldiers’ bayo-
nets and held in check by superior force. Scarcely
one among them professed Christianity and the
majority hated the white man’s religion as whole-
heartedly as they hated everything else which
reminded them of those whom they counted their
persecutors. Here was a tremendous and threaten-
ing problem, a sinister obstacle in the path of civili-
zation and progress. (McClure 1919, p. 15)

In 1883, the federal Indian Affairs Commission
implemented a new Code of Indian Offenses, a set
of rules designed to force Natives on reservations
to adopt Christian beliefs and patriarchal family
structures. The Code was to be implemented by
Indian police and three-member Courts of Indian
Offenses, all of whom were to be selected by
the Indian agent chosen by the Christian church
assigned to the reservation (Department of the
Interior 1883).

The Native men chosen for these positions of
authority had no real power, but displaced tradi-
tional peacekeeping roles as chiefs and in men’s
societies responsible for preserving peaceful
community relations (O’Brien 1989). Much like
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Protestant ministers’ authority over earlier Indi-
an courts in colonial “praying towns,” the Code
authorized the Indian agent to present issues for
the Court’s consideration, to compel witnesses’
attendance, and to enforce all orders passed by
a majority of the court. Furthermore, the Indian
agent and the federal Indian Office wielded final
authority over these Courts’ orders, decrees, and
judgments (Department of the Interior 1883).

Two “Indian offenses” defined in the Code
went to the heart of Native men’s traditional
religious roles. Rule 4 made participation in the
sun dance or any other religious dance, feast, or
ceremony illegal and punishable by withholding
of rations for up to 10 days. If the offense was re-
peated, rations were withheld for 15-30 days, or
by imprisonment for up to 30 days. Practicing as
a “medicine man” was prohibited in Rule 6, pun-
ishable by at least 10 days’ imprisonment, which
continued indefinitely until the Indian court and
the agent were convinced the man would not re-
offend. The vague language of Rule 6 permitted
charging any Native man resisting assimilation
with this crime:

...[Whenever] the influence of a so-called ‘medi-
cine man’ operates as a hindrance to civilization
of a tribe, or that said ‘medicine man’ resorts to
any artifice or device to keep the Indians under
the influence, or shall adopt any means to prevent
the attendance of children at the agency schools,
or shall use any of the arts of the conjurer to pre-
vent the Indians from abandoning their heathenish
rites and customs, he shall be adjudged guilty of
an “Indian offense”. (Department of the Interior
1883, p. 4)

Rules 5 and 8 of the 1883 Code of Indian Of-
fenses criminalized Native peoples’ traditional
marital arrangements. Rule number 5 prohibited
Indian men from entering a plural marriage, a
crime punishable by a fine of not less than 20
dollars (approximately § 400 in 2013 dollars)
or work at hard labor for a period of 20 days, or
both. Rations were to be withheld as long as he
“continued in this unlawful relation.” Rule 8 pro-
hibited an Indian or mixed-blood man from offer-
ing or giving anything of value to relatives of an
Indian woman in order to live or cohabit with her
(which in traditional life would constitute a mar-
riage). If convicted of violating Rule 8, rations
could be withheld from the man attempting

plural marriage and any person accepting this
gift for a period determined by the Indian agent,
or they could be imprisoned for up to 60 days
(Department of the Interior 1883).

As of 1907, new rules had been imposed that
further fractured the extensive network of clan
relationships that were the core of Native com-
munity life. Indian agents were ordered to pro-
hibit visits to other reservations and to require
Native peoples to stay within their reservation
boundaries, advising them that entering the pub-
lic domain was trespassing, a punishable crime.
Exceptions for “a few Indians, who have by mer-
itorious conduct and attention to labor earned the
extension of certain privileges” might be granted,
but the visit must be short and not interfere with
the petitioner’s work on the reservation (U.S.
Senate 1907, p. 122).

Required to accept the patriarchal rule of hus-
bands and reservation authorities and isolated
from their extended families on other reserva-
tions, Native women lost their cultural and social
protections against domestic violence. Jaimes
and Halsey (1997) described the shift in Native
men’s behavior when confined under the author-
ity of Indian agents and Christian missionaries:

...the situation breeds frustration and rage of the

most volatile sort, especially among native males,

who have been at once heaped with a range of
responsibilities utterly alien to their tradition—

‘head of the household,” ‘sole “breadwinner,” and

so forth—while being structurally denied any

viable opportunity to act upon them...this has led

to a perpetual spiral of internalized violence in

which Indian men...turn their angry attentions on
their wives and children. (p. 311)

In Canada, violence against Native women also
increased as Native men converted to Christi-
anity. A Jesuit missionary in early New France
described an incident in women of a visiting
Native band described Algonquin male converts’
threatening behavior:

[The men told us] ‘It is you who keep the demons
among us. You do not urge to be baptized; you
must not be satisfied to ask this favor only once
from the Fathers, you must importune them. You
are lazy about going to prayers; when you pass
before the cross, you never salute it; and you wish
to be independent. Now know that you will obey
your husbands...and if any fail to do so, we have
concluded to give [you] nothing to eat. (Society of
Jesus et al. 2012, pp. 106—107)
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The priest reported that when one woman fled
into the woods, military officers asked her hus-
band’s permission to chain her by one foot if they
were able to capture her, and to withhold her food
and water for 4 days as a penance. The husband
agreed (Society of Jesus et al. 2012). In his mem-
oir, US Army Colonel Richard Dodge (1883)
described Cheyenne and Arapaho women’s
reduced safety once confined to reservations:
...the diminution of the power of the chiefs, and the
failure of the United States Government to furnish
any adequate substitute, work greatly to the injury
and demoralization of the women. Under the tribal
government a man who outraged a girl was obliged

to pay for and take her to wife, under penalty of
death. Now there is no punishment. (p. 203).

The third and perhaps most devastating church-
government alliance was the government-
mandated removal of Native children to attend
Christian boarding schools. The Canadian and
US governments both recognized that assimilat-
ing Native children by isolating them from their
families and communities was less expensive
than an ongoing series of Indian wars, and could
potentially open lands for settlement (Adams
1995). Secretary of the Interior Henry Teller
remarked that a 10-year Indian war would cost
$ 22 million, but isolating and educating 30,000
Native children for a year would cost less than
one-fourth of that amount (Pratt 1973).

By the end of the nineteenth century, Native
women were characterized as “the bad mother,
uncivilized and uncivilizing,” validating the ar-
gument that Native women’s motherhood “must
give way to the civilizing environment of the in-
dustrial or residential school and, later, the foster
or adoptive home” (MacGillivray and Comaskey
1999, p. 31). In 1847, the Department of the In-
terior Commissioner William Medill described
Christian churches as his department’s “most
efficient and faithful auxiliaries” (Fritz 1960,
p. 415). Historian Henry Fritz (1960) reported
that by 1825, Christian denominations already
operated 38 Indian schools east of the Mississippi
River and in Arkansas and Missouri, and in 1865,
the US government expanded federal aid to mis-
sionary schools. As part of Grant’s 1869 Peace
Policy, Congress set aside additional funds for
churches to build and operate mission boarding

and day schools on their assigned reservations,
again allowing Protestant churches to wield sig-
nificant authority (Fritz 1960; Keller 1983). A
report to Congress (Joint Committee on Printing
1909) described 1908 Indian education activities.
It indicated that in 1882, 3077 American Indian
children attended 71 boarding schools nation-
wide (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada n.d.b). In 1908, 30,639 Native children
attended some type of Indian school, 21,725
(73 %) of whom were in 170 government-funded
Christian boarding schools. The Congressional
appropriations reported for Indian education re-
flected similar increases. In 1882, federal appro-
priations for Indian education were $ 135,000; in
1908, they were more than $ 4 million (Secretary
of the Interior 1908, p. 53-56). According to the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada
(n.d.b), 150,000 First Nations, Métis, and Inuit
children were placed in more than 130 residential
Indian boarding schools operated by Anglican,
Catholic, and Methodist churches.

Initially, Native families in the USA were en-
couraged to send their children to residential In-
dian boarding schools (Adams 1995). As of 1907,
Congress authorized Indian agents to impose
severe sanctions on Indian parents and guard-
ians who failed to send their children to Indian
schools, or keep their children in these schools.
Indian agents could withhold of food rations,
clothing, and other annuities from noncompli-
ant families, at their own discretion. Children
that ran away from school were to be arrested,
and any persons interfering with their return to
school were to be arrested and punished (U.S.
Senate 1907). Church officials, missionaries, and
local authorities took Native children as young as
5 years of age from their parents and guardians,
and shipped them by train to the schools (Smith
2007).

The first and best known off-reservation In-
dian schools in the USA were industrial board-
ing schools designed and operated by ex-Army
officers to teach Native boys agricultural and
mechanical arts (Fritz 1960). The first, Virginia’s
Hampton Normal and Industrial School, was a
manual labor boarding school originally founded
in 1868 by US Army General Samuel Chapman
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Armstrong to educate freedmen (former slaves).
According to Linsey (1995), Armstrong was
familiar with a popular notion among Virginia’s
elites that they were somehow related to Poca-
hontas, and saw opportunities for financial and
political support by both northern and southern
philanthropists if he began educating Natives as
well.

In 1879, Colonel Richard Pratt opened
Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsyl-
vania, the first government-funded residential
school designed specifically for the assimilation
of American Indian girls as well as boys. Initially
housed in an abandoned Army barracks, Carlisle
became the dominant model for Indian education.
Approximately 12,000 American Indian children
attended Carlisle in the 39 years the school was
in operation (Anderson 2000).

The stated purpose of these schools was to
eradicate Native children’s ties to their fami-
lies, culture, language, and religion, replacing
them with values and behaviors of the dominant
Christian society (Hoxie 1989). In an address to
a convention of Baptist ministers in 1883, Pratt
remarked: “In Indian civilization I am a Baptist,
because I believe in immersing the Indians in
our civilization and...holding them there until
they are thoroughly soaked” (Landis 1996a). In
Canada, the announced intent was quite similar:

The boarding school dissociates the Indian child

from the deleterious home influences to which he

would otherwise be subjected. It reclaims him from

the uncivilized state in which he has been brought

up. It brings him into contact from day to day with

all that tends to effect a change in his views and

habits of life. By precept and example he is taught

to endeavour to excel in what will be most useful
to him. (Dominion of Canada 1899, p. ix)

Children were forbidden to speak their Native
languages, even in private, given new “Christian”
names or numbers rather than names, required to
attend Christian religious services, and harshly
disciplined for infractions (Landis 1996a; Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada
2012). Carlisle historian Barbara Landis (1996a)
described daily life at Carlisle as modeled after
military life, with days split evenly between
academics and employment training. Boys
were required to wear uniforms while laboring

in carpentry, tin smithing, blacksmithing, and
the school’s printing operation. Girls dressed
in Victorian-style dresses while performing the
school’s cooking, sewing, laundry, ironing, bak-
ing, and other domestic duties. Former student
Janice Acoose described a similar daily routine in
her Canadian boarding school during the 1950s:

...early rise, prayers, shower and dress, meals
premised by prayers, school premised by more
prayers, rigidly programmed exercise time, cat-
echism instruction and bedtime, which was pre-
mised by excruciatingly painful periods of time
spent on our knees in prayer circles. (Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada 2012,
p. 26)

As Andrea Smith (2005) pointed out in her book
Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian
Genocide, the abuse of Native children in Cana-
dian and US Indian boarding schools violated
international human rights laws on genocide,
including the United Nations (1951) Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime
of Genocide. At Carlisle, students were organized
into gendered companies headed by school-des-
ignated officers, who marched the children to
and from classes and to the dining hall for meals.
They were usually not permitted to return home
during the summer months, and were instead
“placed out” by the school with the families of
Christian farmers, businessmen, and craftsmen,
usually as servants or farm labor (Landis 1996a).

In other boarding schools, children were also
required to perform work that supported and/or
funded the schools’ operation, at times in viola-
tion of child labor laws (Institute for Government
Research 1928; Landis 1996a). Milloy (1999) de-
scribed Canada’s schools as no more than work-
houses, with very little time spent on educational
instruction. A map of Carlisle Indian School cre-
ated by Jacqueline Fear-Segal (n.d.) identifies the
site of the school’s hospital and doctor’s quarters,
with a note that Indian girls trained and worked
there as nurses. Fear-Segal’s map notes also in-
dicate that from 1891 to 1912, students built the
school’s staff housing, the administration build-
ing, a model home, the laundry, and the ware-
house. At other schools, while some older Native
female students might learn nursing or office
work skills, most received only basic education
(Almeida 1997; Marr 2004).
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The learning and social environment of the In-
dian boarding schools was permeated with con-
stant references to students’ families, portraying
them as doomed by ignorance to live in conditions
of savagery, filth, and disease (Adams 1995). An
example can be seen in a serialized story by Car-
lisle’s White matron, Marian Burgess. Published
in the student newsletter The Indian Helper from
October 18 to December 20, 1889, transcribed by
Carlisle historian Barbara Landis (1996b), and
quoted here with permission, the story is titled
“How an Indian Girl Might Tell Her Own Story
If She Had the Chance.”

Burgess’s story describes the return home of
a fictional Carlisle girl (Mollie) after graduation,
and her dramatic resistance to efforts by her fam-
ily and the leader of her pueblo community (the
Governor) to force her return to “Indian ways.”
While purchasing a bed, table of chairs, washtub,
and iron to introduce her mother to cleanliness,
Mollie announces to the White storekeeper that
she is determined to retain her Christian faith
and the civilized way of life that she learned at
Carlisle. When Mollie repeatedly refuses to don
Indian dress to attend a dance ordered by the
Governor, he has Mollie and her parents stripped
naked, bound and dragged through the village,
whipped, and pushed into a damp, dark hole.
Mollie dares her jailer to beat her again, declar-
ing that right made her strong. Beaten to uncon-
sciousness a second time, Mollie describes her
father’s response when she awakens:

...with proud gaze he said: ‘My daughter, you are

a wonderful girl. You are a brave girl. It made me

strong when I was being whipped by that dog to

see you so heroically stand the dreaded blows upon
your back. I believe now more than ever that you
are right. I believe you have with you the white
man’s God. I intend more than ever to follow
you. I am your father and should be able to lead
you, but the old way is not good. I don’t know
the white man’s way. Can I learn it? I will learn

it. THEY can’t make me do what you don’t want

me to. [emphasis in the original] (Landis 1996b,

transcription of the Indian Helper, November 22,
1889)

Carlisle matron Burgess included these addition-
al cautionary comments at the end of the final
installment, which further illustrate the school’s
constant message to female students:

We trust that those of our girls who read the story
will take courage from Mollie’s experience, and
see that there is really only one way to do, and that
is, to brave and conquer the trials as they come. It
is a cruel system that throws a young school girl,
unprotected, back into a nest of vileness, to be gov-
erned by the superstitions and outrageous customs
of by-gone ages. (Landis 1996b, transcription of
the Indian Helper, December 20, 1899)

Zitkala-Sa (Gertrude Bonnin), a Lakota former
Carlisle student and teacher, was one of Carlisle’s
harshest critics. Having graduated from Earlham
College in Indiana and become a political activ-
ist, Zitkala-Sa voiced her strong disapproval of
the Christian evangelizing the school imposed
on its students. She also protested the military
discipline and lack of access to higher educa-
tion, asserting that Indian students should receive
more than vocational training that limited their
future opportunities (Yu 2009). Milloy (1999) ar-
gued that girls attending Indian boarding schools
were educated to be “civilizing mothers,” which
required that they first be “civilizing wives” as
advanced in civilization as the Indian male grad-
uates of the schools (p. 41).

In her book on the Chilocco boarding school,
Hopi scholar K. Tsianina-Lomawaima (1994) ar-
gued that the true goal of Native girls’ training
was to inculcate subservience and acceptance of
the “proper place” assigned them by white soci-
ety, while eliminating the agrarian roles of Native
women and ties to their land (p. 86). Tsianina-
Lomawaima noted that this focus deliberately
promoted the goals of the Allotment Act, which
forced American Indians onto small homesteads
to free up previously communal land for White
settlement. Andrea Smith (2004), concurred, ar-
guing that the primary role of Indian girls’ educa-
tion was:

. to inculcate patriarchal norms and desires
into Native communities, so women would lose

their places of leadership in Native communities.
(par. 7)

Children frequently died from malnutrition, ab-
sence of medical care, unsanitary and overcrowd-
ed living conditions, and infectious diseases such
as tuberculosis, measles, and influenza (Adams
1995; Fournier and Crey 1997; Hyer 1990; Smith
2004; Tsianina-Lomawaima 1994; Waldram
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et al. 2006). Trachoma, a primary cause of blind-
ness, was epidemic. After examining more than
16,000 students at 133 Indian boarding schools,
US Health Service Surgeon J.W. Schereschewsky
(1913) reported the average the rate as 29.86 %,
with over half of the schools having rates greater
than 30%. In two schools, the infection rate was
over 90 %, and in 10 others, it ranged from 70 to
90% of students.

Dr. Peter Bryce (1907), Canada’s Chief Medi-
cal Officer for Indian Affairs, reported on health
conditions at Canada’s prairie boarding schools.
He found that of the 1537 Native children admit-
ted to 15 schools between 1888 and 1905, nearly
25% were dead; and at one school “with abso-
lutely accurate records,” 69% of students had
died, almost always of tuberculosis (1907, p. 18).
More recently, Perkel (2013) reported that the
Missing Children Project has confirmed that at
least 3000 First Nations children died while at-
tending Canadian residential schools, and that
the research team believes the number could rise
after examination of additional documents in
government archives. The 19181919 influenza
epidemic hit Indian boarding schools particularly
hard, largely due to the conditions in which the
children lived. In a letter to the parents of a de-
ceased student, the superintendent of the Indian
boarding school at Washington’s Yakima agency
expressed his regret that he could not tell them
more about their daughter’s death, explaining
that he had 150 cases at once (Bureau of Indian
Affairs 1918). At Haskell boarding school in
Kansas, 300 Indian students died of the flu (Child
1999). After five students died of influenza in a
2-day period in 1918, the principal of the Indus-
trial School at Red Deer, Alberta wrote to the
Secretary of the Bureau of Indian Affairs:

For sickness, conditions at this school at this school

are nothing less than criminal. We have no isola-

tion ward and no hospital equipment of any kind.

The dead, the dying, the sick, and the convalescing
were all together. (quoted in Lux 1992, pp. 25-26)

Even more traumatic than institutional confine-
ment, forced assimilation, and high death rates,
Native children were often exposed to sexual,
physical, and emotional abuse by church and
lay personnel (Gonzales 1999; Smith 2004,

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada
2012). Though official policy prohibited cruel or
unusual punishment of children, former students
described withholding of meals and severe beat-
ings with buggy whips, harness straps, belts, and
sticks (Adams 1995). They were also forced to
administer assaults on other children (LaPointe
1987; Northrup 1993). In some schools, a “cli-
mate of abuse” developed, in which young boys
were beaten and even raped by older boys (Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 2012,
p. 44).

Ray (2013) published a series of letters from
South Dakota’s St. Francis Mission School docu-
menting a certain priest’s sexual abuse of chil-
dren and the school’s failure to end it. In 1968,
an administrator referred to the priest’s drinking
problem and his tendency to molest the little girls
in a letter to a colleague. The administrator re-
ported that he chose to talk with the priest rather
than referring him to a psychiatrist because the
priest was already fearful of even seeing a medi-
cal doctor. In a second letter the same year, the
administrator remarked that he was still having
the same trouble with the priest. A 1971 letter
from the school’s Superior mentioned a recur-
rence of the priest’s problematic behavior but
did not elaborate. The first administrator’s letter
from 1973 praised the priest’s work but noted
that he still was engaging in sexual activities with
little girls and that administrator tried to be pres-
ent whenever little girls were around.

In 2001, the Truth Commission into Genocide
in Canada published testimony by former board-
ing school students, who reported witnessing
the deliberate starvation, strangling, and beating
deaths of other children by Protestant and Catho-
lic school personnel in at least eight schools. They
reported Native girls impregnated by priests were
forced to drink Epsom salts and die as a result,
and others were forced to undergo abortions or
be sterilized. In its report, the Truth Commission
into Genocide in Canada (2001) cited tortures
to which scores of survivors had testified under
oath:

tightening fish twine and wire around boys’

penises; sticking needles into children’s hands,
cheeks, tongues, ears, and penises; holding children
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over open graves and threatening them with being
buried alive; forcing them to eat maggot-filled
food; stripping them naked in front of the assem-
bled school and verbally and sexually degrading
them; daily beatings without warning using whips,
sticks, horse harnesses, and iron pipes; confin-
ing them for days in unventilated closets without
food or water; and applying electric shocks to their
heads, genitals, and limbs. (p. 36)

The Contributing Role of Popular
Media

In nineteenth century works framed as nonfiction,
“Indian experts” described the savagery of Indian
women. Daniel G. Burnet, who became the first
president of the Republic of Texas, published a
number of articles and letters on the subject. This
excerpt is from a book chapter published under
the direction of the Bureau of Indian Affairs:

The [Indian] women...are decidedly more fero-
cious and cruel to prisoners than the men...These
fiends stake out the unhappy victim by day, that
is, fasten him on his back to the ground, with his
limbs distended by cords and stakes. At evening,
he is released and taken to the dance, where he
is placed in the centre of a living circle, formed
by the dense mass of his tormentors, and made to
dance and sing, while the furies of the inner line
beat him with sticks and thongs of raw-hide, with
great diligence and glee. (Burnet 1851)

Historian Francis Parkman (1865) reported that
Huron women far exceeded the men in vindic-
tiveness, ferocity, and cruelty, and in a widely
published 1883 memoir, US Army Colonel Rich-
ard Dodge (1883) offered a similar description:
In extravagance of delight in the anticipation of
a scene of torture, for hellish ingenuity in devis-
ing, and remorseless cruelty in inflicting pain, the
Indian woman far exceeds her husband and son...
when a dead body is found specially mutilated, the

head beaten, battered, and crushed out of shape by
stones, it is squaw work. (p. 534).

After publishing a positive account of Indian
peoples in 1913, William Thornton Parker, a
Surgeon of the Indian Service from 1867 to 1885,
published a second book emphasizing their sav-
agery in 1918. In it, Parker noted, “On the frontier
in Indian wars, the torture of prisoners is often
carried out by Indian squaws” (1918, p. 18).

In early fiction literature, Native women
were characterized as tragically romantic fig-
ures, most often cautionary tales involving racial
intermarriage. The first dime novel published
in the USA was Malaeska: The Indian Wife of
the White Hunter in 1860. In the novel, Malaes-
ka, the daughter of a Mohawk chief, marries a
White man. Fighting on opposite sides of a war,
her husband and her father are both killed, and
her husband’s parents take her son as their own.
Powerless, Malaeska agrees to work as a servant
in their home rather than lose her son complete-
ly, but eventually attempts to escape with him.
He is ripped from her arms and sent to school in
France. When he returns home, after learning that
Malaeska is his mother, he dramatically leaps off
a cliff and Malaeska dies of grief (Frey 2001).

A second and larger genre focused on the
extreme barbarity and deceitfulness of Indian
women. Sonnichsen (1978) described this genre
as “Western horror,” particularly novels depicting
Apaches as the most cruel, vicious, and merciless
of all Indians, and Apache women as enthusias-
tic torturers. As Maria Mies (1998) commented,
“All ‘natives’ were ‘savages,” wild nature, but
the most savage of all were the ‘native’ women”
(p- 100). In the late 1880s and 1890s, a subgenre
of Western novels graphically described White
settler women’s helpless vulnerability to the
unthinkable savagery of Native men. Casting
Native women as “the complete opposite of white
women,” authors provided dramatic descriptions
of the Native women’s “violent and brutal acts
against white soldiers” (Carter 1997, p. xvi).

The progressive damnation of Native women
in popular literature affected not only the gen-
eral public’s attitudes toward them, but also af-
fected the positions taken by prominent leaders
in education and policy. Herbert Spencer (1896),
a high-ranking political theorist and leader of
the eugenics movement in Europe and the USA,
drew upon such stories to illustrate the evolution-
ary inferiority of the Dakota and Comanche. In
1909, during a Congressional debate over appro-
priate punishment for men that committed rapes
against Native women, US Representative Norris
argued:
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...the morals of Indian women are not always as
high as those of a white woman and consequently
the punishment should be lighter. (Congressional
Record 2596, cited in Deer 2004)

Popular art in calendars, magazines, and other
print media also contributed to the notion of Na-
tive women as “sexual savages.” Examples can
be seen in the early pin-up art of B. Atkinson
Fox. From the early 1920s through the 1930s,
Fox specialized in Brown & Bigelow calendars
showing young Native women wearing minimal
buckskin clothing that left shoulders, thighs, and
sometimes midriffs bare. Always in wilderness
settings and often by water, the women most
often appeared isolated, unaware of potential
danger, and vulnerable, much like wild game
seen through a hunter’s rifle scope. One titled
“Pride of the Blueridge,” showed a young Native
woman holding a blanket to her breast as she ex-
ited a river, challenging her hunter (the observer)
by laughing shamelessly while looking directly
at him.

In 2011, Indian Country Today, the largest
American Indian newspaper in the USA, pub-
lished an article criticizing the sexual stereotyp-
ing of Native women as a form of “entertain-
ment.” The article featured dozens of photos
of 1950s strippers and burlesque performers,
actresses from the 1930s to the 1950s, and pin-up
art by Al Moore, Gil Elvgren, George Petty, and
Peter Darro, featuring “Indian” women in pro-
gressively skimpier costumes and increasingly
seductive poses (ICTMN Staff 2011).

Indigenous scholar Emma LaRoque (1990;
1994) argued that literature and popular culture
played central roles in perpetuating stereotypes
that contribute to the victimization of Native
women by both Native and non-Native men. In
her written testimony to the Aboriginal Justice
Inquiry hearings, LaRoque noted:

The portrayal of the squaw is one of the most

degraded, most despised and most dehumanized

anywhere in the world. The ‘squaw’ is the female
counterpart to the Indian male ‘savage’ and as such
she has no human face; she is lustful, immoral,
unfeeling and dirty. Such grotesque dehuman-
ization has rendered all Native women and girls
vulnerable to gross physical, psychological and

sexual violence. (LaRoque 1990, paragraph 2 of
“The changing image of Aboriginal women”)

Rayna Green (1975) argued that the combined
princess/squaw stereotypes of Native women
may appear to reflect the virgin/whore dichotomy
so evident in European history, but the historical
framing of the squaw as vicious and disposable
serves to neutralize the innocent princess facet.
In an online article, Media Smarts, Canada’s
Centre for Media and Digital Literacy (Media
Smarts 2011) argued that images of Native
women characterized them as women “who can-
not be tamed and must therefore be degraded and
eventually conquered.” Gail Guthrie Valaska-
kis, former director of research for Canada’s Ab-
original Healing Foundation, described these as
representations of an “exotic, beautiful, and dan-
gerous New World” (Media Smarts 2011). On the
other hand, Sands (1992) noted that the woman
was seen as a “breeder” in her relation to Indian
men, but in relation to colonizing males she was
“either a primitive sexual object or dusky virgin
“royalty”...[who] is easily abandoned because
she has no distinct personal identity” (p. 268).

Sands (1992) described the effect of visual
images depicting Native women as simultane-
ously sexually available, exotic, and untamed as
“chilling in their genocidal potential” (p. 217). A
1982 pornographic video game titled “Custer’s
Revenge” released for the Atari 2600 is a case
in point. According to Project Coe (2011), “the
game is widely regarded as one of the most racist
games ever developed.” Though it was pulled off
the market after significant protest and several
lawsuits, the company still sold approximately
80,000 copies. The main character of the game is
“Custer,” a naked, sexually erect man in a mili-
tary hat. The goal of the game is for Custer to
exact revenge on the Indians for killing him and
his men by repeatedly raping an Indian woman
tied to a cactus. The Coe Project noted,

Racist, misogynistic elements aside, the game itself

is simple: dodge, rape, repeat. The game gets more

challenging each time you rape the Indian woman,

and you will need to rape her many times indeed in
order to achieve a high score (2011, paragraph 7).

The perpetuation of the “sexual savage” stereo-
type continues in recent news stories that depict
Native women victims as less valuable and po-
tentially responsible for their own victimization.
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Newspaper stories about Canadian women mur-
dered and reported missing from Vancouver’s
Downtown Eastside (DTES) consistently char-
acterized them as mostly First Nations drug-ad-
dicted prostitutes, even though many were non-
Native (Jiwani 2009; Jiwani and Young 2006). In
a study comparing news coverage of three White
and three Native DTES victims, none of which
had any history of involvement in drugs or the
sex trade, Gilchrist (2010) found that the White
victims were featured six times as often as the
Native victims. Furthermore, White victims’ sto-
ries were four times longer than those of Native
victims, included praiseworthy details about their
personal lives, and were usually accompanied
by a large picture on the front page. In contrast,
the First Nations women’s stories were in later
sections of the newspaper, had headlines much
less likely to provoke a sympathetic emotional
response, and mentioned only generic positives,
such as “she was nice” (Gilchrist 2010). Jiwani
(2009) found that victim-blaming was especially
evident in Canadian news stories about White
men’s violence against Native women. Male of-
fenders were typically identified and described
with respect to their individual backgrounds
and actions, but the Native victims were con-
stantly described as drug-addicted sex workers

(pp- 8-9).

Jiwani (2009) argued that the media’s empha-
sis on victims’ First Nations status not only made
them appear responsible for their victimization,
but prevented public recognition that their mur-
ders were related to historical patterns of sexual
violence imbedded in the colonization process.
Adriana Rolston (2010) described the media’s
similar disinterest in cases of missing/murdered
Native women along Canada’s Northern high-
ways until Nicole Hoar, a White woman, disap-
peared in 2002:

The first time papers like The Globe and Mail, the
Edmonton Journal and The Vancouver Sun really
covered the Highway of Tears was in 2002, when
Hoar, a 25-year-old Caucasian woman, vanished.
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) did
not disclose the race of the victims in the earlier
cases, but many media outlets assumed they were
aboriginal. Hoar’s disappearance received lots
of media attention and provoked a four-day land
and air volunteer search. A $ 25,000 reward was
offered for any tips leading to Hoar’s whereabouts.
(paragraph 13)

Recent Research on Violence Against
Native Women

Research in the USA and Canada (see Tables 1
and 2) has consistently found Native women to
be the most frequent victims of violent crime

Table 5.1 Summary of US research on violent victimization of Native women

Study focus Data source

Average annual rape/sexual
assault victimization rate, U.S.

1991-2005 National Crime Victim
Survey/NCVS (Bachman et al. 2008)

Key findings for Native women
AI/AN women’s rate: 2.5-3 times that
of White women, more than twice
that of Black women, four or more
times that of Asian women

Experienced lifetime rape, U.S.

2011)

2010 CDC National Intimate Partner
and Sexual Violence Survey (Black et al.

26.9% of AI/AN women 22.0%
of Black women 18.8 % of White
women

Experienced lifetime completed

rape, U.S. 2008)

1995-2005 NCVS (Bachman et al.

40 % of AI/AN women 38 % of Black
women 36 % of White women 30 %
of Asian women

Experienced intimate partner
rape, U.S.
2000a)

National Violence Against Women
(NVAW) Survey (Tjaden and Thoennes

15.9% of AI/AN women 7.4 % of
Black women 7.7 % of White women

Rape on U.S. Indian reservations

2008-2010 tribal law enforcement
reports to the FBI’s Uniform Crime

Rapes represented 15 % of all violent
crimes on reservations

Reports system (Perry 2012)

Homicide mortality rate, Alaska

2004-2007 Alaska Bureau of Vital
Statistics data (Alaska Native
Epidemiology Center 2009)

Alaska Native women’s statewide
rate: 3.8 times the national women’s
rate
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when compared to women of other racial groups,
whether they reside in urban, suburban, or rural
communities (Bachman et al. 2008; Greenfeld
and Smith 1999; Hylton 2002; Proulx and Per-
rault 2000; Rennison 2001). AI/AN woman are
also most likely to experience severe injuries or
death as a result of an assault. Analysis of 1992—
2005 NCVS data found AI/AN women to be 2.5
times more likely than non-Native women to face
an armed rapist and also more likely to sustain
additional serious injuries (Bachman et al. 2008).

Reliance on national data can mask even
higher rates of violence against Native women in
smaller geographic regions, especially those near
poverty-affected Native reserves and reserva-
tions. Women’s advocates from American Indian
reservations and Alaska Native villages have re-
ported that few AI/AN women are able to escape
being raped at some point in their lives (Amnesty
International 2007; Dobie 2011; Williams 2012).
Charon Asetoyer, a women’s health advocate on
the Yankton Sioux reservation in South Dakota,
reported that most young women there consider
rape to be the norm, an inevitable life experience
(Williams 2012).

Bachman et al. (2008) reported that the 1992—
1998 average AI/AN women’s homicide mortal-
ity rate in Bon Homme County, near the Santee
Sioux and Yankton Sioux reservations in South
Dakota, was 555.56 per 100,000, almost 62 times
the national rate (9 per 100,000), and in Bristol
Bay, Alaska, the Native women’s homicide rate
was 18 times the statewide rate for White women.
In Washington state, AI/AN women’s 2008 inti-

mate partner homicide rate was 5.38 times that
of White non-Hispanic women (Fawcett et al.
2008). In Dakota County, Nebraska, which is
located near three reservations, AI/AN women’s
homicide rate was 92.17 per 100,000 (Bachman
et al. 2008).

As Table 5.2 shows, Canada’s Native women
are also disproportionately represented as vic-
tims of severe violence. In 2000 alone, the Al/
AN women’s rape/sexual assault rate was seven
times that of White women, slightly more than 5
times that of African American women, and more
than 35 times that of Asian American women
(Rennison 2002). Native women’s rate of violent
victimization in Canada is two to three times that
of non-Native women, whether the perpetrator
is a spouse, acquaintance, or stranger (Brennan
2011; Statistics Canada 2011). The 1997-2000
homicide rate for Aboriginal women was almost
seven times that of non-Native women (Brzo-
zowski et al. 2006). In 2005, the Native Wom-
en’s Association of Canada (NWAC) created a
database for tracking reported cases of missing
and murdered First Nations women. By March
2010, when government funding for the project
ended, NWAC (2010d) had identified 582 Na-
tive women reported missing or found murdered
since the late 1960s.

In recent years, research has found similarly
disproportional victimization in the sex traf-
ficking of Native girls and women, identifying
it as a serious and growing problem in the USA
and Canadian regions with large populations of
Native peoples affected by poverty. Studies with

Table 5.2 Summary of Canadian research on violent victimization of Native women

Study focus

Rate of violent victimization in
past 5 years, Canada

Rate of violent victimization

in past 12 months, Canadian
Provinces

Rate of non-spousal violent
victimization in past 12 months,
Canadian Provinces

Sexual assault rate, Nunavut Terri-
tory, Canada

Homicide mortality rate, Canada

Data source
2004 Canada General Social Survey
(Brzozowski et al. 2006)

2009 Canada General Social Survey
(Brennan 2011)

2009 Canada General Social Survey
(Brennan 2011)

2002 Department of Justice Canada
(Levan 2003)

2004 Canada General Social Survey
(Brzozowski et al. 2006)

Key findings for Native women
Aboriginal women’s rate 3.6 times that of
non-Native women

Aboriginal women’s rate 2.5 times that of
non-Native women

Aboriginal women’s rate 2.7 times that of
non-Native women

Aboriginal women’s rate 12.3 times the
national rate

Aboriginal women’s rate almost seven
times that of non-Native women
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women and children in street prostitution in Ca-
nadian cities have found that 14-63% of their
samples are First Nations, though First Nations
peoples represented only 1-3 % of the area popu-
lation (Assistant Deputy Minister’s Committee
on Prostitution and Sexual Exploitation of Youth
2001; Benoit and Millar 2001; Cler-Cunningham
and Christensen 2001; Farley and Lynne 2000
cited in Farley and Lynne 2005). In a qualitative
study with 22 Aboriginal communities across
Canada, informants in some areas estimated that
90% of minors in the local sex trade were First
Nations (Canadian Save the Children Fund and
National Aboriginal Consultation Project 2000).

In 2008, the Minnesota Indian Women’s
Resource Center (MIWRC), a social services
agency in Minneapolis, began screening incom-
ing clients for commercial sexual exploitation as
part of its case management/case planning pro-
cess. MIWRC found that more than one-third
(34%) of girls and young women ages 12-21
had already been sold for sex, 42% of whom
had initially been coerced or forced into prosti-
tution at age 15 or younger, and 20% of whom
had first been prostituted when they were age 12
or younger. They were also exposed to the sex
trade on a regular basis: 41 % had one or more
friends in prostitution, 45 % had regular contact
with gang members, and 31 % currently knew a
pimp (Pierce 2009; Pierce 2011).

In 2010, the FBI and the Anchorage Police De-
partment began warning Alaska Native villages
that sex traffickers were targeting Native minor
girls visiting Anchorage for youth conferences,
as well as luring them to Anchorage for purposes
of prostitution (DeMarban 2010; Hopkins 2010;
McBride 2011). Since that time, a rapidly rising
number of domestically trafficked AI/AN girls
have been reported in the larger cities of Alaska,
South Dakota, Minnesota, Oregon, and Washing-
ton, and in North Dakota “fracking” mining and
oil fields (Johnson 2012; Pierce 2011; U.S. At-
torney’s Office, District of North Dakota 2012).

Perhaps the most glaring example of social
indifference to Native women’s safety is the
582 cases of missing and murdered First Na-
tions women identified by the Native Women’s
Association of Canada, most of which remain

unsolved (NWAC 2010b). Human Rights Watch
observed, based on NWAC’s data, that an annual
average of 20 Native women have gone miss-
ing or been found murdered from the 1960s to
2010, and more than one-third (39%) occurred
after 2000 (Human Rights Watch 2013). NWAC
identified 158 murdered First Nations women
and girls from 2000 to 2008 alone, who repre-
sented 10% of all female homicides nationwide
though First Nations women represented only
3% of the nation’s female population (Canadian
Feminist Alliance for International Action 2012;
O’Donnell and Wallace 2011).

The rising number of unsolved cases received
little attention from law enforcement until the
mid-1990s, when the rate at which women were
disappearing from the poorest neighborhood in
all of Canada, Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside
(DTES), provoked human rights activists’ de-
mands that the police launch a full investigation
(Sisterwatch Project and Women’s Memorial
March Committee 2011). Families and commu-
nity members reported having repeatedly asked
local law enforcement and the RCMP to inves-
tigate the disappearances of their loved ones for
more than 20 years, but neither took any mean-
ingful action until advocates, journalists, and
academics pushed the cases into the public eye
(Bennett et al. 2012; Schatz 2010). A particular
point of protest was the low priority given to
homicides of Native women. NWAC argued re-
ported that the 2005 national Canadian homicide
clearance rate (charges laid) was 84 %, but in the
homicides of 393 First Nations women and girls,
charges were laid in only 40 % of cases (NWAC
2010d).

Between August 1998 and late 1999, Vancou-
ver police and the RCMP received compelling in-
formation suggesting that Pickton was the likely
killer, but failed to respond (Sisterwatch Proj-
ect and Women’s Memorial March Committee
2011). By the time a serious investigation began,
69 women had disappeared from DTES alone
(Canadian Feminist Alliance for International
Action 2012; NWAC 2010d). The investigation
eventually found that Robert William Pickton,
owner of a pig farm and a salvage business, fre-
quently cruised the DTES offering drink, drugs,
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and money to entice women to a social club at
his farm (Crime and Investigation Network
2012). It was not until 2002 that police finally
arrested Pickton, after DNA and other evidence
on his farm was linked to 33 victims. Pickton,
who boasted of killing 49 women to an under-
cover police officer, was eventually charged with
27 counts of murder and convicted of six (Ball
2012; Burgmann 2012; Sisterwatch Project and
Women’s Memorial March Committee 2011).

During a government inquiry into the delayed
investigation, a former 911 operator testified that
racial discrimination was pervasive in the Van-
couver Police Department. She said:

I was told to ‘stop being a bleeding heart,” and to

‘grow up, these people are the scum of the earth’.
(Burgmann 2012)

Following Pickton’s trial, human rights ad-
vocates joined Native women’s groups in de-
manding that the Canadian government address
the disproportionate numbers of missing and
murdered Native women all across Canada. Of
the 582 cases in NWAC’s database, 160 (27 %)
had occurred in British Columbia, 79 (14 %)
in Manitoba, and 93 (16%) in Alberta (NWAC
2010a, b, c). In Manitoba, Helen Betty Osborne,
a 19-year-old Cree woman, had been studying to
be a teacher when she was kidnapped, sexually
assaulted, and murdered by four White men in La
Pas, Manitoba (Amnesty International 2004). In
its final report to the Canadian government, the
Aboriginal Justice Implementation Commission
(1999) described non-Native men’s frequent sex-
ual harassment of Native women on the streets of
La Pas, noting that this practice was apparently
well known and ignored by the RCMP. The Com-
mission concluded that Betty Osborne would not
have been killed if she had not been a First Na-
tions woman.

In British Columbia and Alberta, First Na-
tion families and communities demanded that
the RCMP address cases of women who went
missing or were found murdered near Canada’s
northern Highways. Three of these, Highways
16, 97, and 5, run through multiple First Nation
communities (Canadian Feminist Alliance for
International Action 2012; CBC 2013; Rolston
2010). From 1969 to 2006, 18 women disap-

peared while traveling these routes. Most were
young First Nation women and girls. It was
not until 2005 that the RCMP launched Project
E-Pana to investigate similarities between the
cases (Rolston 2010). The Lheidli T’enneh First
Nation et al. (2006) collaborated to publish a re-
port describing their communities’ extreme fear,
frustration, and sorrow that 11 of these victims
were First Nations girls, and their dismay at the
RCMP’s slow response.

By 2012 a total of 40 women and girls had
been murdered or reported missing near High-
way 16 alone, some as young as age 14, and
most from First Nations (Canadian Feminist Al-
liance for International Action 2012). Only one
case had been solved, through analysis of DNA
collected years earlier from a deceased prisoner
who had been imprisoned in the USA for a bru-
tal kidnapping and sexual assault (Rolston 2010).
Human Rights Watch (2013) published a report
criticizing law enforcement’s poor effectiveness
in protecting indigenous women and girls in Brit-
ish Columbia. Human Rights Watch reported sig-
nificant evidence of discrimination, in which law
enforcement often deprioritized reports of sexual
assault against First Nations women, and even
when investigations did occur, victim-blaming
by police officers was a significant problem.

Three days later, the RCMP sparked new out-
rage in Native communities by publicly ques-
tioning the validity of NWAC’s 582 cases. The
RCMP spokesperson argued that of the 118 vic-
tims whose information they had received from
NWAC, 64 were in a police database but 54 could
not be confirmed (CBC 2013). NWAC’s Presi-
dent Audette immediately issued a press release
that the organization was “shocked” at the RC-
MP’s comments, saying:

The high number of missing and murdered Aborig-

inal women and girls that has been documented

was based on accurate secondary source informa-
tion that in many instances came directly from
police reports that had further been corroborated

by NWAC researchers with various police agen-
cies. (NWAC 2013)

Maryanne Pearce (2013), a federal government
worker and doctoral candidate at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa Law School, published findings
from her dissertation titled An Awkward Silence:



84

A. (Sandi) Pierce

Missing and Murdered Vulnerable Women and
the Canadian Justice System. Pearce, who is of
Mohawk and Celtic descent, spent 7 years docu-
menting cases of missing and murdered women
in Canada, cross-referencing news articles, po-
lice websites and reports, court documents, and
other public documents. Using a very conser-
vative approach to coding and validation of po-
tential cases, Pearce confirmed 824 missing and
murdered Aboriginal, First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis women from 1950 to 2013, far more than
the 582 identified by NWAC and challenged by
the RCMP. Furthermore, Pearce found that 80 %
of these victims were not involved in the sex
trade, which significantly contradicts the media
representations described earlier.

Identifying the Primary Perpetrators

Like women of all other racial and ethnic groups,
research has found that Native women are most
frequently victimized by intimate partners. In
the USA, studies have found AI/AN women
significantly over-represented as victims of as-
sault by an intimate partner, and more likely than
women in other racial groups to experience se-
vere, potentially life-threatening intimate part-
ner violence (Bachman et al. 2008; Tjaden and
Thoennes 1998, 2000b; Trainor and Mihorean
2001). In the National Violence Against Women
survey, 37.5% of AI/AN women reported rape,
physical assault, and/or stalking by an intimate
partner, compared to 24.8% of White women,
29.1% of African-American women, and 15%
of Asian/Pacific Islander women (Tjaden and
Thoennes 2000a).

In a report on statistical trends in violence
against women, Statistics Canada (2006) report-
ed that in the 1999 General Social Survey (GSS),
Aboriginal (Native) women in the Canadian
provinces reported spousal assault twice as often
as Aboriginal men and three times as often as ei-
ther non-Aboriginal men or women. The gap be-
tween Aboriginal women and men had narrowed
to some degree in the 2004 GSS, but Aboriginal
women still reported intimate partner violence at
a rate triple that of non-Aboriginal women and

non-Aboriginal men. In the 2009 Canadian GSS
(O’Donnell and Wallace 2011), the gap still re-
mained, with 15% of Aboriginal women report-
ing spousal violence versus 6% of non-Native
women. Furthermore, of the Aboriginal women
that reported spousal violence in the 2009 GSS,
59% were injured by their partner badly enough
to need medical care and 52% feared for their
lives.

It cannot be determined how much of the in-
timate partner violence against Native women
and girls is related to sex trafficking, but recent
research in Minnesota has found that pimps are
establishing intimate relationships with young
Native girls by posing as caring and attentive
“boyfriends,” then using severe physical and
sexual violence, psychological manipulation, and
threats against girls’ mothers, siblings, and chil-
dren to force the girls into prostitution and pre-
vent their escape (Matthews et al. 2011; Pierce
2009).

Native women are also more frequently vic-
timized by strangers than women of other racial
groups. Four studies based on NCVS data found
that AI/AN women more often reported sexual
assault and rape by a stranger than White and
Black women, but less frequently reported rape
or sexual assault by a family member or acquain-
tance (Bachman et al. 2008; Perry 2012; Tjaden
and Thoennes 1998, 2000b). In Canada, First Na-
tions women are twice as likely to be sexually
assaulted by a stranger than non-native women
(Cohen and Maclean 2004; Statistics Canada
20006). A similar pattern is seen in homicide data.
FBI Uniform Crime Report data from 1976 to
2002 indicate that women in general are most
often murdered by an intimate partner. However,
AI/AN women are also much more likely to be
killed by a friend or acquaintance than White
women (Bachman et al. 2008; Perry 2012). In
Canada, 27 % of murdered Aboriginal women are
murdered by a current or former partner, while
35% die at the hands of a nonintimate (Statistics
Canada 2008).

It would seem natural to assume that most of
these perpetrators are Native men, since most
violent crime involves victims and perpetrators
of the same race (Becker 2007; Simmons 2009).
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In fact, AI/AN women in the USA are most often
victimized by men of a different race (Bachman
et al. 2008; Perry 2004). One factor that encour-
ages this assumption is the common belief that
most residents of American Indian reservations
and Alaska Native village residents are Native.
This, too, is untrue. Though there is variation
across different tribal/village lands, the 2010 US
Census found that overall, 77 % of the individu-
als living in American Indian reservation areas
and 32 % of those living in Alaska Native village
statistical areas were non-Natives. Outside Na-
tive lands, American Indians represented an av-
erage 1 % of the population (Perry 2012).

Analyzing 1992-2005 NCVS data, Bachman
et al. (2008) found that 57 % of AI/AN sexual as-
sault victims and 55 % of Native physical assault
victims described the perpetrator as White. In
contrast, 76 % of White women and 88 % of Af-
rican-American women reported that their sexual
assault perpetrators were a man of their own race.
Earlier US studies of crime victimization data
found even higher percentages of White men as
perpetrators of violence against Native women.
Greenfeld and Smith (1999) reported that 75 %
of AI/AN victims of interpersonal violence and
25% of Native female victims of family violence
(including childhood abuse) described the perpe-
trator as a non-Native. Perry (2004) found that
78 % of Native rape and sexual assault victims
ages 12 and older described White assailants. In
the state of Washington, where the homicide rate
for Native women is almost triple that of White
women, more than half of Native women’s mur-
derers are non-Natives (Washington State Coali-
tion Against Domestic Violence 2012).

At round tables conducted by the Minnesota
Indian Women’s Resource Center in Minneapolis
and Duluth, advocates reported that most pimps
trafficking Native girls and women into prosti-
tution were African American gang members,
though some American Indian and Latino gang
members were also involved (Pierce 2009).

In Canada, very little has been published on
the race of the victim in relation to the race of
the perpetrator. The dearth of information about
the perpetrators’ race makes it very difficult to
determine the scope of violence against Native

women that is perpetrated by Native men. First
Nations women’s groups and human rights advo-
cates have been extremely critical of the RCMP’s
incomplete documentation of violent assaults and
homicides, arguing that these missing data pre-
vent an understanding of First Nations women’s
victimization by Native versus non-Native men
(Amnesty International 2004). Of the 582 cases
of missing and murdered First Nations women
in Native Women’s Association of Canada data-
base, 23% of Native women’s murderers were
described as non-Native men while 36% were
described as First Nations men, but police did not
record the perpetrator’s race in 51 % of the cases
(NWAC 2010d). NWAC suggested that the pro-
portion of non-Native perpetrators would prob-
ably be much higher if racial identification had
been documented (NWAC et al. 2012).

In tribal police reports to the FBI Uniform
Crime Report from 2008 to 2010, rape represent-
ed 15% of all violent crime reported on reserva-
tions (Perry 2012). However, FBI reports do not
describe the race of these perpetrators. Bachman
et al. (2008) reported that 36 % of sexual assault
perpetrators of AI/AN women in 1992-2005
NCVS data were “other” race, but this aggregate
category included perpetrators of all races who
were not White or Black, which included Ameri-
can Indians. Perry (2004) described the perpetra-
tors of approximately 60 % of violent crime vic-
tims in 1992-2002 NCVS data as “White,” but
did not report what proportion of the remaining
40% of offenders were AI/AN or men of other
races.

Though perpetrators’ races are not reported,
some research has found high rates of violence
against Native women in areas where most of
the population is Native. In Nunavut, Canada’s
northern Territory, 85% of the population is
Inuit. Nunavat’s sexual assault rate is more than
12 times Canadian women'’s national rate (Levan
2003). A survey conducted by the Alaska Federa-
tion of Natives also found sexual violence rates
up to 12 times the national rate in communities
such as Emmonak, Alaska, where Natives rep-
resent over 90% of the population (Williams
2012). The rate of spousal violence among First
Nations women in Canada’s predominantly
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Native western provinces is also much higher
than Native women’s national rate, which is al-
ready three times that of non-Native women
(Trainor and Mihorean 2001).

Healing the Harms

From the colonial era forward, North America’s
Native women have experienced high levels
of violent victimization by non-Native males.
Today, they are also exposed to significant vio-
lence by Native men. Emma LaRoque (1996)
argued that the colonization process itself is the
major contributor for this dual endangerment:
Racism and sexism found in the colonial process
have served to dramatically undermine the place
and value of women in First Nations cultures, leav-

ing us vulnerable both within and outside our com-
munities. (LaRoque 1996, p. 11)

Yellow Horse Brave Heart and DeBruyn (1998)
asserted that government extermination policies,
religious persecution, forced migration to Indian
reservations, and systematic removal of Native
children to boarding schools caused repeated
exposure to trauma, which impeded Native peo-
ples’ natural grieving process. The two scholars
described a process by any unresolved grief from
past trauma is transferred to the next generation,
over several generations. They defined this as
generational or historical trauma. Andrea Smith
(2007) described this cumulative impact as a
“soul wound” (p. 1).

Native children in boarding schools suffered
high levels of violence and abuse, and also learned
that these were acceptable and effective ways to
control others, which they carried into their lives
as husbands, wives, and parents (Brave Heart-
Jordan 1998; Noriega 1992). This social learn-
ing has been identified as the most critical factor
underlying the high rates of violence in American
Indian, Alaska Native, and First Nations com-
munities today (Gonzales 1999; Smith 2004).
Gonzales (1999) reported that children returning
home from Indian boarding schools were often
alienated within their communities and experi-
enced uncomfortable relationships with guilt-rid-
den parents. According to Gonzales (1999), low
self-esteem and self-hatred were commonplace.

Yellow Horse Brave Heart and DeBruyn (1998)

noted that returning students were also unpre-

pared to be parents themselves, writing:
Spiritually and emotionally, the children were
bereft of culturally integrated behaviors that led to
positive self-esteem, a sense of belonging to family

and community, and a solid American Indian iden-
tity. (p. 63)

A comprehensive study of domestic and family
violence in Canada’s First Nations communities
also concluded that the problem of Native men’s
violence against Native women and children is
most often rooted in intergenerational abuse. The
study found that when abuse occurs in generation
after generation, it is always linked to the need
to heal from trauma that has its roots in Native
peoples’ historical experience (Bopp et al. 2003).
Doka (1989) described “disenfranchised grief,”
which occurs when a dominant society refuses
to recognize a peoples’ grief and losses as legiti-
mate, which has been the case for American In-
dians throughout history. The result in the griev-
ing group, Doka argued, is sadness, anger, and
shame, feeling helpless and powerless, struggles
with feelings of inferiority, and difficulty with
self-identity. Jezierski (2001) added that not only
is disenfranchised grief a significant barrier to the
healing of trauma, but the associated emotions
have been identified as common in male per-
petrators of domestic violence and child abuse.
Poupart (2003) asserted that internalized oppres-
sion may be expressed by American Indian peo-
ples inwardly as self-destructive behaviors, and
outwardly as violence against family and com-
munity members. LaRoque (1994) argued that
Native men internalized White attitudes toward
women and began treating them as inferiors as a
result of assimilation efforts. However, she also
asserted, Native men’s exposure to pornography
and to racist/sexist depictions of Indian men as
violence-crazed savages and Indian women as
debased, sexually loose squaws also led Native
men to internalize those sexual attitudes and be-
haviors.

Ending the transmission of generational trau-
ma and restoring Native women’s safety from
violence will require a two-fold approach: (1) a
reconciliation process in which the majority so-
ciety recognizes, acknowledges, and attempts to
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correct the harms done; and (2) a decolonization
process in which Native communities understand
and heal from historic trauma and its effects on
their lives, particularly on male-female relation-
ships. In regard to the reconciliation process un-
dertaken by the majority society, Hooker and Cza-
jkowski (2012) of Eastern Mennonite University
described four core values of their “Transforming

Historical Harms” (THH) approach, which they

developed to begin healing historical wrongs

such as slavery and Native residential schools.

On page 31 of Hooker and Czajkowski’s train-

ing manual is the following text, which describes

four key values and their strengths:

» Truth establishes a correct account of the
past and present and builds trust. It casts past
events in an accurate light, providing a con-
text for identifying the harms of the past and
how they can be corrected.

* Mercy allows for empathy and an ability to see
the “other” as human, as well as forgive one-
self, creating a possibility for connecting and
building relationships.

* Justice is a commitment to right the wrongs of
the past. It supports equality and respect and
allows people to come into right relationship
with each other. It also creates a standard to
distinguish harmful behaviors from healthful
ones.

* Peace is a structure that allows for all people
to be heard, and provides reassurance that
rights, dignity, and safety will be supported by
all.

If Hooker and Czajkowski’s model were to be

implemented, truth, the first key value in a rec-

onciliation process, would involve churches’
acknowledgment that the Christian ministers
in the British colonies of North American were
responsible for the construction and endorse-
ment of the “sexual savage” stereotype of Native
women. This would include admission that this
stereotype framed Native women as not-human
and not-women, allowing colonial men to assault
them without incurring any moral or religious
obligations. The US and Canadian governments
and the churches that partnered them to oversee

Indian reservations and reserves would concede

that their assimilationist efforts destroyed the

political, economic, and social rights of Native

women that had previously protected them from
violence within their own societies. Christian
churches that controlled residential Indian board-
ing schools would accept responsibility for inves-
tigations into the harms done to Native children
in their schools, and would make their findings
public. And, the US and Canadian governments
would hold themselves accountable for passing
legislation requiring the removal of Native chil-
dren from their families to attend the schools,
providing funding to the churches to operate the
schools, but failing to address the schools’ high
rates of malnutrition, disease, and physical and
sexual abuse.

The second key value in Hooker and Cza-
jkowski’s model, mercy, defined as empathy and
the ability to see the “other” as human, has yet
to be adopted by the majority society of either
country. Consequently, self-forgiveness, the final
component of mercy, cannot occur and therefore
there is no foundation upon which to adopt and
employ justice and peace. Regrettably, lawsuits
have been the most successful strategy for elicit-
ing admission of harm done and a commitment
to right the wrongs of the past. In the Pacific
Northwest and Alaska, an estimated 400 former
students shared a $ 166 million settlement after
suing the Jesuits’ Oregon Province for abuse ex-
perienced at the Indian boarding schools in that
area (Woodward 2011).

In 1990, thousands of former students filed
suit against the Canadian government and the
Christian churches that operated 140 residential
schools. In 2007, the former students received a
$ 1.9 billion settlement and a detailed, sincere,
and public apology by Canada’s Prime Minis-
ter (Perkel 2013). The Presbyterian Church in
Canada (20132013) confessed its role in Indian
residential schools in 1994, announcing its com-
mitment to walking with Aboriginal people on a
journey toward reconciliation and living out the
spirit of the confession. Similar apologies were
made by the Anglican Church in 1993, the Unit-
ed Church of Canada in 1998, and the Episcopal
Church in 2012 (Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission of Canada n.d.a).

In the USA, there has also been only slight
movement toward reconciliation. In 2000, the
Bureau of Indian Affairs publicly apologized to
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Native leaders for its role in harms done to Na-
tive children in boarding schools (Gover 2000,
pp. 2-3). Ironically, Kevin Gover, the BIA Di-
rector making the apology, is himself American
Indian (Johnson and Craven 2000). In a 2002
conference presentation on apologies, Hoopa
leader Lyle Marshall remarked that Gover’s apol-
ogy was inadequate and offensive because it did
not come from the right person, and it was not
followed by any action to right the wrongs that
were described (Barkan and Karn 2006; Tsosie
2006). In December 2009, President Obama
signed a second apology into law, the American
Indian Apology Resolution, but again, Native
peoples protested, due to its insertion deep with-
in the 2010 Defense Appropriations Act and the
absence of any public announcement (Charles
2012; King 2011).

A promising exception is a May 2010 gather-
ing in which priests from two Catholic churches
in Wisconsin apologized to Menominee tribal
members, confessing the Church’s past sins and
formally apologizing for the pain and suffer-
ing that the tribe’s children endured during the
boarding school era (Hickok-Wall 2010).

The decolonization process for Native com-
munities requires a social reformation to restore
balance through a healing process that commu-
nities determine themselves, based on their own
cultural traditions. In a report for the Aboriginal
Healing Foundation of Canada, Archibald (2006)
identified three essential “pillars of healing”
(pp. 15-16):

* Reclaiming history, which includes learn-
ing about the residential school system, its
policy goals and objectives and its impacts on
individuals, families, and communities

» Cultural interventions that engage people in a
process of recovering and reconnecting with
their culture, language, history, spirituality,
traditions, and ceremonies within their com-
munities

* Therapeutic healing, which includes tra-
ditional therapies, often in combination
with Western or alternative therapies, using
approaches that are holistic and culturally
relevant

Many Native communities have already reestab-
lished ceremonies and cultural practices such as
smudging, sweat lodges, the use of the sacred
pipe, fasting, visions quests, and naming cer-
emonies in the interest of reconciliation and heal-
ing (Quinn 2007). Churches that once operated
boarding schools have the capacity to support the
work of Native communities in their healing pro-
cess through public recognition and celebration
of their strengths and capabilities.

Behavioral health and social work practitio-
ners can also be extremely helpful in partnering
with traditional healers identified as such by their
communities. However, non-Native practitioners
must be flexible and accepting of Native peoples’
traditional views of wellness and traditional ther-
apies and grief ceremonies, respecting that these
are sacred and not opportunities for research or
publications. In short, what is needed from the
majority society is a “good heart,” a desire to
partner with Native peoples in reconciliation and
healing that is egalitarian, respectful and collab-
orative in nature.
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Violence Against Women
in the Orthodox Jewish

Community

Raffi Bilek

Community Profile

In order to understand the dynamics of violence
against women in the Orthodox Jewish commu-
nity, it is necessary to first define and understand
what it means to be Jewish and Orthodox. The
lives of the Orthodox revolve around their Jew-
ishness. It would be impossible to provide effec-
tive counseling within an Orthodox community
without at least a basic understanding of the cul-
ture and the way religion not only plays into it
but even defines it. Perhaps the single most sig-
nificant tenet of Orthodox Judaism is the belief
in Torah miSinai—that the Torah! was given to
the Jewish people by G-d at Mount Sinai some
3000 years ago, and that therefore to observe the
Torah is to act in accordance with the will of G-d.
A Jew is considered Orthodox by dint of their be-
lief in, and to a lesser extent their obedience to,
the Torah system. The comprehensive set of laws
spelled out by the Torah is called halacha® (pl.
halachos), and indeed there is no aspect of life
that is not addressed by it.

! “Torah” can refer to a handful of different concepts,
such as the Five Books of Moses, or the whole “Old Testa-
ment,” or even the entire body of Jewish law and philoso-
phy. In this context it refers to the core laws and ideas that
form the foundation of the observant Jewish way of life.

2 “Halacha” likewise can refer either to the body of Jew-
ish law or to a single law.

R. Bilek (D<)
Baltimore Therapy Center, Baltimore, MD, USA
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However, it would be inaccurate to reduce the
concept of “Torah” to nothing more than a legal
text. (A cursory reading of the Bible is enough to
make clear that it is not merely a lawbook.) The
Torah is referred to in various places as “Toras
Chaim”—instructions for life. It is understood
to be a guide for humankind to achieve its high-
est expression in this world, and as such, it runs
much deeper into the human soul than a list of dos
and don’ts—so deep, in fact, that it is described
in traditional writings as the blueprint of the
world. Thus, adherence to the Torah’s directives
involves much more than ritual behaviors. Being
a Torah-observant Jew means to bring oneself in
line with the underlying structure of the universe
and the will of G-d, and to develop a relation-
ship with Him. This is not accomplished, as some
other worldviews propound, via self-effacement;
rather, Jewish thought recognizes that G-d cre-
ated every individual person, every distinct soul
with its different characteristics, strengths and
weaknesses, likes and dislikes. G-d expects us to
use all of these traits in his service. Every human
being is unique; every human being has his or her
own contribution to make to G-d’s creation.

This contribution is sometimes called tikkun
olam, repairing the world. Some interpret tikkun
olam as acts of kindness or social justice. These
are certainly important values in the Jewish sys-
tem, but the Orthodox concept of repairing the
world is primarily a spiritual one, a concept in
which volunteerism and social action play only
a small role out of the nearly infinite range of
human behavior, all of which can and should
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be done with G-d-consciousness. The job of the
human being is to complete the work that G-d
began in creating the universe. It is evident that
G-d left things in a state of incompletion, because
the world is not yet perfect. Having left it incom-
plete, G-d expects us to finish up the job. (See
Genesis 2:3, which is rendered by some as “G-d
blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, for on it
He ceased all His work that he created to do”—
i.e., He created work to be done.)

The work that is expected of the Orthodox
Jew is primarily personal: working on his own
self and character to purify it and make it as
G-dly as possible—after all, what does a person
have more control over than his own self? It is
axiomatic in Orthodoxy that the way in which we
build our relationship with Him is by imitating
His attributes: the more similar we are to Him,
the more we can relate and connect to Him. Thus,
imitatio Dei is an important guiding principle
for the Orthodox Jew. As the Jerusalem Talmud
states (Peah 1:1), “Just as He is merciful and
compassionate, so you be merciful and compas-
sionate.” Likewise in Leviticus 11:44: “You shall
be holy, for I am holy.”

Relationships in Orthodox Judaism

Here, we come to the importance of interpersonal
relationships in this scheme, for the recipients of
your mercy and compassion are none other than
the people around you. In fact, this is one under-
standing of the verse that quotes G-d as saying “it
is not good for man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18):
for a human being on his own has no one else
to give to, no one else to be compassionate to-
wards, and thus has no way to become like G-d.
If man could not imitate his creator by becom-
ing a giver, that certainly could not be consid-
ered “good.” Thus, the ideal “religious” person
in Orthodox Judaism is not a monk, a celibate,
or an ascetic. Interpersonal relationships are an
indispensable part of the system, one of the main
avenues through which we build our relationship
with G-d. And, like everything else in the life of
an Orthodox Jew, interpersonal relationships are
governed by numerous halachos. These are re-

ferred to as halachos bein adam [’chaveiro, laws
regarding the interactions among people. Ex-
amples range from laws concerning business re-
lationships, loans, and torts to the obligations to
honor one’s parents, visit the sick, and avoid de-
rogatory speech. Indeed, the famous line, “Love
your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18) is re-
ferred to by some as “the entirety of the Torah”
(Babylonian Talmud, Shabbos 31a). Note too that
over half of the Ten Commandments relate to our
dealings with other people.

Naturally, the more close and intimate a re-
lationship, the more one is obligated to do in
sustaining and nurturing it. The marital relation-
ship is thus paradigmatic, in many ways, in the
eyes of Orthodox Judaism?®. A person has more
responsibilities to his or her spouse than to any
other person. A commonly cited halacha written
in Maimonides’ Code of Laws (called the Mish-
neh Torah) is that “a man must honor his wife
more than himself and love her as his own body”
(Ishus 15:19). Meanwhile, a wife must “honor
her husband to an extreme and respect him...like
a king” (Ishus 15:20). There are volumes upon
volumes written about marital obligations alone;
of the four sections of the standard codebook of
halacha that is the basis for all modern practice,
one is devoted entirely to this topic.

The implication of this idea—that marriage
is the holiest of interpersonal relationships—is
that sexuality is in Jewish thought of paramount
significance. Far from a concession to human
desires or evil forces, sex is the very heart, the
profoundest expression, of the marital relation-
ship. Celibacy is valued only outside of mar-
riage; within the marital context it is considered
improper and in some cases grounds for divorce.
Halacha in fact places an obligation upon a hus-
band to ensure that his wife is sexually satisfied—
an obligation upon which he signs in accepting
the nuptial contract (called the ketubah)—and
sets guidelines for the minimum frequency with

3 Tt is a given in Orthodox Judaism that a romantic rela-
tionship happens in the context of a marriage between a
man and a woman. Premarital and extramarital liaisons—
as well as same-sex marriages—are not considered ac-
ceptable for reasons outside the scope of this chapter.
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which he must provide intimate encounters based
upon various factors.

Specific examples of the importance of sex-
uality are legion; indeed, as one of the deepest
elements of human relationship, it can be seen
as underlying the entire construct of Jewish phi-
losophy and theology. Thus, the canonical work
Song of Songs, which reads like an erotic letter
between lovers, is referred to in the Talmud as the
“Holy of Holies,” a reference to the most sacred
spot on the planet. The Holy of Holies was a spe-
cific room in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, the
most internal and sanctified room into which the
only person allowed was the High Priest (a posi-
tion which required one to be married), and even
then, only once a year. In this room rested the Ark
of the Covenant, upon which sat two golden cher-
ubim—a male and a female—which according to
tradition would reflect the status of the relation-
ship between G-d and the Jewish people: when
things were rocky and the Jews were disobeying
G-d, the cherubim would look away from each
other; but when the Jewish people were fulfilling
G-d’s will, the cherubim were locked in sexual
embrace.

Thus, it becomes clear that the spousal rela-
tionship is not only vitally important in and of
itself, it is also a metaphor for a person’s relation-
ship to G-d. Human beings are far more attuned
to physical sensations than to spiritual ones (by
G-d’s intentional design, of course). In order for
us to relate to Him properly, “this corresponding
to that did G-d create” (Ecclesiastes 7:14)—G-d
created a physical world that exactly mirrors the
spiritual world. This means that there is a physi-
cal counterpart to every spiritual experience, and
we are to see every physical experience we have
as a metaphor for a spiritual concept. Marriage
between man and woman is thus a metaphor for
the relationship between G-d and the individual,
as expressed in the above examples—the cheru-
bim, the High Priest (to whom a wife in her home
is explicitly compared), Song of Songs (which is
interpreted by commentators as a love letter not
between man and woman but between G-d and
the Jewish people), and others.

Gender

Since our relationship with G-d is embodied
most significantly in our marital life, it follows
that gender roles play an important part in the
Orthodox Jewish system. In relationship be-
tween human and Divine, for which marriage is
the metaphor, G-d generally takes the male role
(hence, we generally refer to G-d with the pro-
noun He) with the Jewish people as His bride*.
This metaphor is not intended to suggest that men
are considered superior and women their subor-
dinates (just as it does not mean to say that men
are omniscient or that women are in fact made up
of hundreds of thousands of people). Rather, its
meaning is that there is a specific relationship be-
tween the two parties in which each has a defined
role. Sometimes, G-d makes a decision, and the
Jewish people listen. Other times, the roles are
actually reversed, as per the adage that “the righ-
teous person decrees and G-d obeys” (cf. Baby-
lonian Talmud, Moed Katan 16b).

What then is the meaning of the male/female
distinction in relationships between man and
man, and between man and G-d? The simplest
answer can be described by once again looking
at the sexual aspect of human relationships, in
which the male gives forth and the female ac-
cepts and receives that which he gives over.
Men’s role in this act of “creation” is limited to
the initial generative input, whereas the woman’s
is much more extensive: she does not merely re-
ceive—she develops, grows, and changes what
she has received, turning it into something far
more significant. So too the relationship between
man and G-d: G-d provided the initial creative
input; thereafter, it is in man’s domain to develop
and elevate that which exists already. Women and
men are intended to be partners in their task, just
as G-d and humankind are partners in the task
of creating and completing the world, each with
a different, complimentary role. In G-d’s eyes,
woman is “kenegdo,” opposite and equivalent to
man (Genesis 2:18); different, but no more or less
valuable.

4 G-d’s also has a feminine aspect, referred to as the
Shechinah, which plays a less visible role in Scripture.
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Yet, as in any culture, the reality and the ideal
do not always match up. Of course there are peo-
ple in the Orthodox Jewish community who hold
sexist beliefs or behave in sexist ways. There is
scarcely a group on the planet that does not have
the problem of sexism (or racism, or any other
form of prejudice) to some degree; few of them,
however, formalize it in the ideals they maintain.
Orthodox Judaism is no different: though men
and women have different roles, both are consid-
ered equally important, worthy, and “religious.”
Men have the role that is more external; women’s
is more internal. (This again is reflected in the
physical world, most bluntly in their very re-
productive organs.) Men form the public face of
the family unit; women are the motor behind it.
The homemaker is accorded tremendous respect
in Jewish thought. There is a psalm of praise of
the “Woman of Valor” recited every week at the
start of the Friday night Sabbath meal, lauding
her for the many ways in which she cares for her
home and family. (There is no such correspond-
ing psalm for “The Nine-to-Five Man” or “The
Diaper-Changing Husband.”) The Torah instructs
us to value both male and female roles equally.

While this explanation sounds apologetic or
just phony to some, the truth is that it is simply
a matter of differing worldviews. For example,
in our Western societies, individual freedom and
expression are paramount values. By contrast, in
many Eastern cultures the needs of the group are
valued above the needs of the individual. While
this perspective may be at odds with our own val-
ues, it is not necessarily any better or worse.

Orthodox Judaism also diverges from “West-
ern” beliefs in many ways. In the Western world,
“success” is usually defined by professional ac-
complishment, public recognition, and dollars
in the bank; a private, nonremunerative role is
considered less-than. If these are the benchmarks
for success, then it is true that Orthodox Juda-
ism does not provide equal access to them. But
Orthodox Judaism has a different set of values.
These, as we have discussed, include holiness,
personal development, and relationship with G-d.
These goals are indeed equally attainable by all,
regardless of gender, and regardless too of race,
ethnicity, national origin, socioeconomic status,

age, or ability. Thus, in Orthodox Judaism there
is nobody who is in the least bit excluded from
reaching the top—it is just a question of where
one thinks the top is located.

These descriptions of gender roles are, of
course, generalizations. There are Orthodox
women who spend all day taking care of the home
and children, and there are those who work in a
variety of professional occupations. Orthodox
men are directed by the Torah to help at home
with raising and educating the children. As in any
ethnic group, there is quite a bit of heterogene-
ity among people and communities. Orthodoxy
comprises many communities which consider
themselves widely disparate, even if they can
be grouped together under the rubric of Ortho-
dox Judaism—Chassidim, Chareidim, Litvaks,
Mizrachis, Modern Orthodox, etc.—and each of
these has its own subgroups. By and large, the
more “traditional” a community is, the more rig-
idly these gender roles are maintained, similar to
many other groups and communities. The more
“progressive” they are, the more variance there is
in gender roles.

Perceptions of Men’s Violence Against
Women

These gender roles obviously have a significant
interplay with the phenomenon of violence’
against women. Men do in some ways have more
power than women, especially, as noted, when it
comes to the public sphere. (As explained above,
this does not make them better or preferred, just
as men’s greater physical power does not indi-
cate their superiority.) This lends itself to possi-
bilities of abuse, as does any form of power, in
ways which will be discussed below. Moreover,
the values described thus far also contribute to
perceptions of violence against women in the
community, from both within and without.

5 The term “violence” throughout this chapter refers not
only to physical violence, but also to any form of aggres-
sion, be it physical, emotional, verbal, sexual, or any other
kind.
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For example, “outsiders,” such as therapists,
child protective workers, and other professionals
who come in contact with the community often
perceive Orthodox Jewish practices as explicitly
sexist. They notice practices in Judaism that bar
women from serving as rabbis or judges, from
counting as one of the ten required to form a
prayer quorum, and from a number of other prac-
tices. They frequently observe women taking the
traditional role of mother and housewife, while
men go out to work or study in the beit midrash
(house of learning). They see strict dress codes
applied to women but not men. An explanation
of these discrepancies is beyond the scope of this
chapter. I refer the reader to one of the classic
works on this topic, Jewish Woman in Jewish
Law, by Rabbi Moshe Meiselman (1978).

Furthermore, individuals who do not observe
halacha often view the entire system as restric-
tive, even oppressive, especially of women. In-
deed, as we stated earlier, there is virtually no as-
pect of life that is not addressed by halacha. A life
full of dos and don’ts strikes many as narrow and
controlled, rather than meaningful and growth
oriented, as it is experienced by its practitioners.
Thus, it is not uncommon for family situations to
be labeled abusive when the reality is that reli-
gious practice might be confusing the issue. (This
is not to say that abuse can be excused when it is
under the rubric of religious practice; however,
family abuse is rarely black and white. There is a
spectrum of healthy and unhealthy behavior; re-
ligious practices that seem excessive or rigid can
make it look like a family with mild problems is
actually suffering from problems that are more
severe.)

Miriam’s therapist is concerned about her patient’s

well-being and self-esteem. Miriam has told her

that she rarely goes to synagogue, preferring to
pray quietly at home. She is a stay-at-home mom
and manages the bulk of the childcare on a shoe-
string, while her husband earns a meager stipend
from the religious institution where he learns

Torah full-time. The therapist feels that Miriam is

dominated at home and lacks assertiveness. While

that might be true, this cannot be inferred by what

Miriam has shared so far; in fact, these aspects of

Miriam’s life are quite normative in the Orthodox

community and do not in themselves imply that
there is a problem.

Seeing things from a Western perspective, as dis-
cussed above, it is not hard to see how the thera-
pist came to her conclusion. Orthodox women
do have less access to many of the goals defined
by Western culture. However, to measure Ortho-
doxy by those standards is to judge one culture
by the values of another and to posit that one’s
own way of life is superior. In the framework
of the values of Orthodox Judaism, however, no
individual is better or worse off than another in
the big picture. Notwithstanding the differences
between men’s and women’s roles, both genders
are valued equally and are given equal opportu-
nity to reach the goal as defined by the Torah. To
combat the perception of sexism, it is necessary
to become acquainted with the Orthodox way of
life and mission (a task which is only begun in
this chapter).

Outside perspectives can also work the other
way, leading people to miss abusive situations
that do in fact exist. In an average consensual re-
lationship, a woman refusing to engage in sexual
relations with her partner for half of every month
might seem unusual, and a husband pushing for
sexual relations might seem understandable (if
unrefined). However, in the context of the prac-
tice of niddah, which prohibits physical contact
between husband and wife for two weeks out of
the month, the woman’s position makes much
more sense, and the husband’s unwillingness to
recognize her religious needs might be problem-
atic. Indeed, forcing their wives to violate the
niddah restrictions is one tactic that Orthodox
abusers commonly use to attack their victims®
psychologically. Such coercion extends beyond
the wife as well, and husbands who decide to
use their children as weapons against their wives
might force them as well to violate the rules of
halacha, or he might violate the rules himself in
front of them. While this can be a deep source of
pain for the victim of abuse, it may go unnoticed
by outside parties. (This situation is common in
families where abuse is present in cases when

® For the sake of simplicity, in this chapter victims will be
referred to as “she” and abusers as “he.” Although there
are certainly female abusers and male victims, the reverse
is statistically far more common.
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child protective services are involved. Child pro-
tection workers sometimes overlook religious
factors in determining what effect certain behav-
iors are having on the children.)

Even within the Orthodox world, abuse can be
missed or overlooked. A number of factors con-
tribute to such misperceptions. One major cause
is the “shanda factor,” referring to the shame that
is brought upon the Jewish people in the eyes of
the world at large. Admitting that abuse exists in
the Orthodox Jewish world would mean admit-
ting that “the People of the Book™ are not really
following the Book very well. The reluctance
to concede such failings affects the willingness
and ability of key players in the Orthodox Jewish
community to see abuse when it happens. Even
those who do recognize that the Orthodox com-
munity is not immune to this problem sometimes
shield themselves by asserting that it is “not in
my backyard.” Community members do not want
to believe it about their neighbors, and commu-
nity leaders do not want to believe it about those
for whom and to whom they are responsible.

Religious factors also play into this denial.
As noted above, Orthodox Judaism places a very
high value on marriage. Although divorce is per-
mitted and much discussed in the halachic litera-
ture, it is still a departure from the ideal. Accord-
ing to the Talmud, “when a man divorces his first
wife, the very altar [in the Holy of Holies] sheds
tears over him” (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin
22b). Rabbis, who are required for officiating di-
vorces, may retain imbalanced views of the rela-
tive importance of Judaism’s various ideals, and
may thus tend to minimize instances of domes-
tic violence as a way of keeping a marriage to-
gether—even when that is not in anybody’s best
interests and not the will of G-d.

Another religious value that affects percep-
tions of violence is the universal call to teshuva,
repentance, in the Orthodox faith. The literal
translation of “feshuva” is actually “return,” re-
ferring to a person’s return to the straight and
narrow from an errant path. The word for sin in
Hebrew, “chet” actually means more specifically
“miss,” as in missing the goal. One who sins has
gone astray and must return to the proper path.

Teshuva is a principle that is mentioned thrice
daily in the order of prayers (some days more), is
celebrated in its own holidays, and is effectively
an ongoing obligation for anyone who sins (i.e.,
everyone). Fundamental and constructive as it
is, it can sometimes cause problems too, such as
when a religious figure sends an abuser to “do
teshuva,” or becomes convinced that the abuser
has already done feshuva and should be given a
“second chance.” Such occurrences have gener-
ally led to little progress and much pain. (This
approach has also been known to be used with,
and to the detriment of, addicts of all shades.)

Esti finally gathered up the courage to speak to her
rabbi about the serious problems in her marriage.
Her husband Moshe had a terrible temper and was
frequently emotionally abusive to her. In addition,
he was very controlling and insisted on having
things his way all the time. She could no longer
live like that and wanted a divorce. The rabbi tried
to calm her down and said he would speak to her
husband. He later called her back to his office and
assured her that Moshe was very remorseful and
had promised to do teshuva. He convinced her
that a divorce was an inappropriate solution. Esti
was uncomfortable but did not know what else she
could do. Moshe’s abusive behaviors decreased for
a short while, but within a few weeks he was as
abusive as he had ever been.

A final point to mention regarding the Orthodox
denial of abuse is that part of the reluctance to
acknowledge it stems from the historical distrust
between the mental health and religious com-
munities. While today these groups often oper-
ate together—indeed, it is the aim of this volume
to facilitate such collaboration—in the past there
has been mutual skepticism and disdain, which
have left an impression until today. Psycholo-
gists looked down on religion as an unscientif-
ic enterprise, a crutch, even a sham. Religious
people viewed them as the enemy, as anti-G-d,
as destroyers of the faith. Thus, when the men-
tal health community tries to address the issue of
abuse among religious groups such as the Ortho-
dox, the latter can sometimes respond as if their
faith is under attack (which, in truth, on some oc-
casions it is). As a result, they pull back farther
and farther into denial as helpers from the outside
push harder and harder to address the issue.



6 Violence Against Women in the Orthodox Jewish Community

105

Values that Contribute to Violence

Despite the idea that “love your neighbor as
yourself” is intended to be a foundational prin-
ciple of the Torah, many abusers nonetheless
manage to twist the Torah’s intent and make it
a tool of their violence. As explained above, the
Torah comprises much more than a single (if very
thick) volume. In fact, Orthodox tradition holds
that the Torah was given partly in written form—
the thick volume—and partly in oral form, which
was transmitted from generation to generation.
The oral Torah was intended to clarify and ex-
pand on the written Torah, which was deliberate-
ly left vague in many instances as a way of ensur-
ing that the oral portion would not be abandoned.
However, as time went on, the clarity that the
Jewish people once had in the oral Torah faded,
and ambiguity crept back into the system.” Thus,
there are often multiple valid approaches to ful-
filling a precept of the Torah; however, this does
not mean that all approaches are valid. It is in
these ambiguous areas that misguided or malevo-
lent people can inject their own perspectives and
biases, leading to a distasteful result that appears
to have roots in the Torah.

For example, there are a number of teachings
that are used to justify male power and control
over women. One such famous teaching is G-d’s
curse to Eve in Genesis 3:16 that “he [your hus-
band] shall rule over you.” Some see this as a
sanction from G-d for men to have absolute
power in the family, to be sole authority in the
house, to effectively control women. Many, how-
ever, point out that this verse is not a directive to
Eve, but rather a curse.® Indeed, we have seen
that over the course of human history it is true
that men, as the holders of public power, have
generally been considered superior and treated
preferentially (and to this day women continue

7 This is a complex topic that is dealt with in many books
and is outside the scope of this chapter.

8 This interpretation is strongly supported by its context.
Few people would suggest that it is a commandment for
men to sweat while they eat (Genesis 3:19) or that an-
esthesia is forbidden during childbirth since women are
required to bring forth children in pain (Genesis 3:16).

to earn less than their male counterparts). None-
theless, we recognize that it is not the ideal. A
rabbinic adage states that “one who comes to de-
file—the way is left open for him” (Babylonian
Talmud, Yoma 38b). The interpretation of this
verse is a case in point: one who wishes to use
this as a support for a sinful position has every
opportunity to do so.

Another source that is commonly misused to
justify men’s violence against women is a rabbin-
ic declaration that “a proper woman does the will
of her husband.” Countless abusive husbands
have used this to “prove” to their wives that the
wife must do whatever the husband requests.
Many women in fact were taught this dictum,
perhaps repeatedly, during their education as
children and teens. They grew up expecting that
they would fulfill this to the fullest extent, be-
lieving that their husbands would only be asking
them perform acts of pure holiness, or, at worst,
quirky requests of personal preference. Rarely
do these women envision having to comply with
demands that are deviant, distasteful to them, or
even forbidden.

Gittel knew that something was wrong in her mar-
riage, but she believed it was her fault and that she
was simply not being a good enough wife. She kept
trying harder to please Yosef. When he asked her to
do things in bed that she wasn’t comfortable with,
she suppressed her misgivings and tried to make
him happy. When he began to insist on sexual rela-
tions even during the niddah period, she assumed
that his halachic justifications were authentic. The
final straw for her only came once they had a baby,
when Yossi punished her for some misdeed by
refusing to let her pick up the baby when it was
screaming, insisting that she was required to do as
he said. The emotional agony of the incident was
more than she could bear: she took her child and
fled to her mother’s house.

In reality, the “proper woman” principle is undis-
putedly limited when it comes to matters forbid-

® This is commonly quoted, though in fact it does not ap-
pear in quite this form anywhere in the extensive Jewish
religious literature. The actual quote, which is admittedly
similar, is found in Tanna d’Bei Rabi Eliyahu Rabbah
(Chap. 9), which is not an authoritative legal source but
a midrashic one, meaning that it is intended to be educa-
tional and metaphorical, but not necessarily halachically
definitive.
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den under the law. More importantly, although it
is a Jewish value that a wife should try to please
her husband as much as possible, the reverse is
also true, as cited above in the Mishneh Torah
above that “a man must honor his wife more than
himself and love her as his own body.” The mes-
sage of the “proper woman” quotation is in fact
quite vague: the context in which it is presented in
the original source is the Biblical story of Yael’s
defeat of Sisera in Judges 4. One who reads the
narrative is hard-pressed to understand what con-
nection it has to the principle people claim it
conveys. Nor is this idea mentioned anywhere
in codified halacha. Regrettably, there are rabbis
who will uphold this perspective and will send
women back to abusive husbands with instruc-
tions to “do her husband’s will” even when the
situation is abusive or intolerable to the woman
(although generally not if he is forcing her to
violate a clear halacha). Part of this problem can
also be attributed to the victim’s ability to present
her case; it is well-known that victims of domes-
tic violence often have trouble demonstrating the
full extent of the abuse in front of a third party;
in Orthodox Jewish circles this often means that
a victim may be unable to explain to a rabbi that
she is being forced to do things that directly con-
travene halacha.

There is, as has been described above, a dif-
ference in the way men and women are treated
by halacha, a difference that nevertheless does
not imply the superiority of one over the other
(just as a rabbi and a psychologist, for example,
each have different requirements before the
law, such as those regarding licensure, confi-
dentiality, and others—yet one is not “better”
than the other). This is often misconstrued. For
instance, the law states that any income earned
by a wife automatically belongs to her husband.
(Note that this inherently indicates that women
are neither assumed nor required to stay in the
home and eschew a career, as many critics be-
lieve.) The implication is that the husband is the
family’s default treasurer. This is not a privilege
but a responsibility: as a result of his position,
he is required by the halacha to feed and clothe
his wife and children. Now, in a case where the
wife is more competent at managing money than

the husband, there is nothing that says he cannot
give the job over to her—though he would still
be held responsible for making sure the family
has its basic needs. More importantly, however,
is the point that this ruling has a corollary that is
often overlooked. There is another arrangement
outlined in halacha in which the wife may keep
her earnings, and the husband is relieved of his
obligation to make sure she is fed and clothed.
Crucially, it is the wife who gets to make this
choice. She may decide whether he is to shoul-
der the burden of her material needs—in which
case her income belongs to him—or she may de-
cide to keep her income—in which case she has
no claim on her husband to provide for her (see
Meiselman, 1978 for further discussion). This is
just one of many examples that appear—not only
to outsiders but sometimes even to community
members themselves—to condone men’s control
of women, where further exploration reveals that
this is not the case at all.

Some Orthodox practices appear even to pro-
mote control of women. One of the most well-
known illustrations of this is the gett, the Jew-
ish document of divorce (Lamm 1991). Halacha
dictates that a getz must be willingly given by the
man to the woman; she cannot unilaterally force
a divorce (Mishneh Torah, Geirushin, 1:1). This
leads in some cases to the phenomenon of the
agunah, the chained woman, who cannot get re-
married because she is still legally married to a
man who refuses to divorce her (Broyde 2001).
This topic is very controversial in Orthodox cir-
cles; a cursory web search will turn up numerous
news stories.

There are many qualifications. A woman may
certainly petition for a divorce if she is not happy
in the marriage. It is when the man refuses to
give a gett that the matter becomes more com-
plicated. Even so, in many cases a man can be
forced to give a gett (such as in clear cases of
domestic abuse, in fact)—according to some
sources, he can even be physically beaten in such
cases until he consents. In other cases where it
is not so clear, other tactics have been used to
dissolve a marriage; however, ultimately there
are still cases where women are chained, unable
to legally extricate themselves from a marriage.
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And there are men who exploit this arrangement
to further abuse their wives.

The issue of the getf has been a target of Jew-
ish liberals of all stripes for decades as a patriar-
chal, chauvinistic practice. Even some Orthodox
circles have in recent times begun campaigns
to change the law. Once again, this issue re-
ally comes down to a matter of perspective. In
Western society, holding the power of the gett
indicates a superior position, because, as noted,
American society values such things as power
and individual choice. In the eyes of one who
holds these values, power means control. By
contrast, in the eyes of one coming from an Or-
thodox perspective, power means responsibility.
In the case of a marriage, responsibility is being
given into the hands of the man. Although some
may dispute this, it is not revolutionary to sug-
gest the idea that men have a tougher time with
monogamy, whether one sees that as a cultural,
biological, or evolutionary phenomenon. By giv-
ing the husband the keys to the marital bond, the
Torah means to instill in him a sense of obliga-
tion and commitment to its continuation. (This is
similar to the elementary school ruse of making
the bully the hall monitor and thus investing him
in the very orderliness he was formerly wont to
disturb.) Since he must become the caretaker of
this union, only he is empowered to authorize its
dissolution.

There is no doubt that this power has been
abused by ill-intentioned husbands; however,
there is no lack of examples from the world out-
side Orthodox Judaism in which abuse is per-
petrated using one tool or another. No one sug-
gests we should get rid of the concept of parental
custody because abusers so often use custody as
a weapon against their spouses. There is no evi-
dence that there is any more abuse in the Ortho-
dox world because of the gett itself; it is just one
of many potential avenues open to those who aim
to cause hurt. “One who comes to defile—the
way is left open for him”—a nasty person will
always find a way to abuse his partner; yet, this
is not the intent of Torah law. Again, the words of
the Mishneh Torah quoted above: “a man must
honor his wife more than himself and love her as
his own body.”

Another more subtle example of Orthodox
practice seeming to promote male dominance can
be found in the simple, routine practices at home.
Before the Sabbath meal, kiddush and hamotzi
(the sanctification of the Sabbath over a cup of
wine and the blessing over bread, respectively)
must be said. In traditional households, this is
generally done by the husband and father. In such
homes, when the father is absent (e.g., hospital-
ized or away on business), the oldest son will
often recite these blessings in his stead. This may
seem to send the message that men are in con-
trol and women are spectators. Indeed, among
other streams of Judaism as well as more liberal
strains of Orthodoxy, there are families in which
the wife is deliberately assigned a portion of the
rituals (often the blessing over bread) in order to
counter this perspective.

No doubt there are among practitioners of the
more traditional approach people who believe
that the purpose is indeed to demonstrate male
superiority. As discussed, however, this is never
the intent of the Torah. Rather, this issue can be
seen as another reinforcement of the idea that the
man has a responsibility towards his family, and
thus, as an expression of this, he is customarily
the one to discharge them of their ritual obliga-
tions. But it can also be seen as a simple technical
matter—for example, the kiddush is often sung,
and men are prohibited to listen to the singing
voice of women to whom they are not related
(which is relevant if there are guests or nonim-
mediate family members). Tznius, modesty, is a
key value for Orthodox Jewish women, and any-
thing which even hints of pride or showiness is
frowned upon; thus, it is considered more proper
for a man to lead the blessings than the woman.

Tznius is actually applicable to both men and
women,; it is just more visibly relevant to women,
who have a stricter dress code than men. This is
simply because women are far more easily able
to attract attention from men with their physical
features than the reverse and thus bidden to main-
tain greater modesty in dress. The practice of
tznius in dress is another major target of criticism
and misunderstanding. Detractors often charac-
terize it as an attempt on the part of men/the rab-
bis to control women and to restrict their free-
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dom. Likewise, the practice of #znius in behavior
is denounced as a mode of deliberately silencing
women’s voices, rather than a way of protecting
their dignity (which, it is argued by proponents,
is at risk when a woman makes herself the center
of attention).

The chief textual substantiation of the impor-
tance of #znius is in Psalms 45:14: “All the glory
of the king’s daughter is inside.” The verse ex-
presses not only the belief that women should not
be gadabouts or prominently public figures, but
also the idea that Jewish women are to recognize
that their greatest value lies within. (Of course,
this is true of men too, but as we stated above,
women carry greater power in their physique
than do men and are thus at greater peril of be-
coming consumed by its upkeep—a phenomenon
that is certainly reflected in today’s society in ev-
erything from the number of women’s magazines
published to the male—female ratio of diagnosed
eating disorders.) Things that are intrinsically
valuable do not need to be decorated. The Mona
Lisa sits in a relatively simple frame; human be-
ings, whose greatest value is what they have in-
side, not what can be seen outside, are similarly
expected to focus on their inner, not outer, quali-
ties—and this is more pronounced, as far as dress
is concerned, for women.

Levi would incessantly criticize and insult Ahuva

about the way she dressed. He wanted her to look

sexy and exciting for him; he claimed all she wore
was frumpy old dresses. Ahuva tried different out-
fits but nothing seemed to help. Finally, he bought
her a dress that she considered far too short and
too low-cut. She refused to wear it at first, but he
berated her so relentlessly that she finally gave in.

She wore the dress for the first time when they

went out to dinner; when they returned home, she

felt so disgusted with herself that she shut herself
up in the bathroom and cried for hours.

In parallel fashion, many of the holiest symbols
and subjects in Judaism are treated with tznius,
shielded from public view rather than showily
adorned. The Ark of the Covenant, which carried
the tablets of the Ten Commandments through
the desert, was located in the “inside of insides”
in the Tabernacle, screened by a curtain, inside
the Tent of Meeting, within the larger complex
of the Tabernacle, which was covered by several

layers. That which is sacred is not left open to ev-
eryone’s peering eyes. So too our bodies are kept
covered to others except for at those moments of
greatest intimacy. And so too do we refrain from
speaking about these subjects in public settings.
Matters of sexuality are generally passed down
in one-to-one situations, from parent to child or
rabbi to student.

While this special treatment of the holiest and
most intimate topics strengthens the sacredness
attributed to them, it can also cause trouble when
it is too rigidly cast. For instance, it is certainly
necessary for a woman who is a victim of sexual
abuse (whether in or out of wedlock) to speak out
and seek help. However, victims sometimes ad-
here to a value that “we don’t talk about these
things” and remain silent. (Often an abuser will
reinforce this message as part of his abuse.) Thus,
we see another case of an appropriate Jewish
teaching being twisted to further silence victims.

The prohibitions of lashon hara and mesir-
ah are two further cases in point. Lashon hara,
translated literally as “evil tongue,” refers to any
form of negative speech about another person,
even, and especially, if the information is in fact
true. Orthodox Jews are forbidden to relate any-
thing negative about others unless it serves a con-
structive purpose. It is this last point that often
gets lost. One unfortunate situation in which this
issue commonly comes up is when someone in
the community is suspected of child molestation:
frequently friends and supporters of the accused
denounce the whistleblowers with lashon hara,
as if the victims have committed the sin and not
the molester. Whistleblowers are also charged
with mesirah, a proscription on turning over a
fellow Jew to secular authorities. This halacha
too has many allowances—such as when a per-
son needs protection or where the fellow Jew is
a danger to the community—but these are fre-
quently, and puzzlingly, ignored, and victims of
abuse are often silenced. Both the prohibitions of
lashon hara and mesirah are meant to protect, not
to harm; where they cause harm, they are being
misused. An excellent compendium of these and
other halachos relevant to the issue of abuse can
be found in Eidensohn and Shulem (2010). Yet
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these principles are unfortunately used some-

times to silence rather than to give voice.
Leah knew that her husband was touching their
children inappropriately. She desperately wanted
to seek help but did not know where to turn. She
was concerned about her children and about other
children in the neighborhood and felt she should
seek help for him; yet the lone friend she had con-
fided in had warned her that if she told anyone
else it would be a big chillul Hashem (desecration
of G-d’s name) and that she would be speaking
lashon hara. She would also be violating the law
against mesirah if she told the police. Leah felt she
was powerless to do anything.

Ultimately, in any ethical system there are innu-
merable rules and principles which can be ma-
nipulated to further the aims of the unscrupulous.
The midrash quotes G-d telling Moses that the
Torah should be written according to the precise
truth, regardless of how people will take it, and
that “he who wishes to err will err” ( Bereshit Rab-
bah 8:8). This is the approach of the Orthodox
Jewish abuser: he mistreats his wife and quotes a
Biblical source for doing it. This happens across
the spectrum of abusive behaviors and blurs the
boundaries between piety and extremism. For
example, there are labels that exist for particu-
larly nasty women (and, of course, men as well).
One such case is the moredes, the “rebellious
woman.” What exactly constitutes rebelliousness
is the subject of some debate; but of course, in the
mind of an abuser, there is no doubt. Whatever
the qualifications are, he is certain that his wife
meets them. Thus, he may be physically violent
with her and claim that he is justified in doing
so because she is a moredes. Or he may be ex-
tremely controlling financially, pointing to the
fact that he is halachically the owner of all their
money and assets (a topic discussed above)—or
he might be more subtle than that, claiming that
he is providing for all her needs, as he is required
by the ketubah, and wants to “relieve her of the
burden” of managing the finances. He may per-
petrate sexual abuse upon her by asserting that
she is obligated by halacha to provide for his
sexual needs (in fact, the Torah is quite explicit
in stating that se must ensure that /ier sexual
needs are being met), or by heaping guilt upon
her that if she does not comply, he will be driven

to masturbate or seek extramarital liaisons (both
prohibited in halacha). He may also force social
isolation upon her by declaring that her friends
and family are not religious enough, that they are
bad influences on the family, and that they must
therefore be distanced.

Another form of abuse that is unique to reli-
gious communities might be termed “spiritual
abuse,” in which an abuser, acting as a gatekeep-
er between the victim and G-d, corrupts the spiri-
tual resources that underlie his victim’s entire
worldview. His attacks are not physical, nor even
necessarily psychological; they are spiritual.

Malka and Yisrael had a very ill son; as a way of

increasing their devoutness and hopefully earning

Divine favor to save their son, Yisrael decided that

they had to become more meticulous about the

observance of the Sabbath. He pressured Malka to
ensure that she and the children would be ready

an hour before sundown Friday evening, when the

Sabbath begins. Finishing preparations by sun-

down is a challenging enough task; demanding it

a full hour earlier is a virtual impossibility. When

Malka inevitably failed to make the new deadline,

he simply looked at her and said, “Well, I guess if

you don’t care about what G-d wants, He probably

doesn’t care about what we want either.”

This man poisoned his wife’s relationship with
G-d, burdening her with tremendous religious
guilt and setting the stage for a lifelong distance
from G-d, especially in the unfortunate result
should their child fail to recover.

Healing

Although there are many sources that determined
people can point to in order to support their mis-
deeds, there are many more that demand upright
and moral behavior in all arenas. Scripture is filled
which such fundamental principles as “love your
fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18), “you shall
do that which is upright and good in G-d’s eyes”
(Deuteronomy 12:28), “do justice, love mercy,
and walk humbly with your G-d” (Micah 6:8).
The Talmud is explicit on how a man should treat
his wife: “a man should be especially careful not
to cause pain to his wife” (Babylonian Talmud,
Bava Metzia 59b); on taking advice from her,
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the Sages say, “if she is short—bend down and
listen” (ibid.). And the halachic and philosophic
pronouncements written in centuries of rabbinic
literature are legion: marital rape is absolutely
forbidden (Mishneh Torah, Ishut 15:17; Shul-
chan Aruch, Even haEzer 25:2; et al.); a man’s
soul is judged in the next world according to how
he treated his wife (Arizal, Shaarei Kedushah);
and “one who beats his wife...should be af-
flicted, ostracized, and punished with all kinds of
torture and force” (Rema, Even haFEzer 154:3)!°,

While it is possible to point to individual opin-
ions over the centuries that have taken a more le-
nient approach to men who are physically violent
to their wives, the vast majority of rabbinical
verdicts, including virtually all the major hala-
chic codifiers of Jewish history, are categorically
against it (some of them powerfully so, as in the
citation from the Rema above). Arming victims
with this knowledge is often an important step in
the healing process, especially in cases where the
abuser has been afflicting the victim’s religious
self and beliefs. Reconnecting her to the G-d who
loves her can be a powerful avenue to regaining
her life and leaving the worldview into which her
abuser constrained her, when he tried convinc-
ing her that she is worthless, or even hated, in
G-d’s eyes. For women whose entire lives re-
volve around their Jewishness—and virtually any
woman who is committed to Orthodox Judaism
falls under this category—helping them redis-
cover the beauty in it, and the relationship with
G-d that it is meant to cultivate, is a necessary
remedy to the resentment and pain with which
the abuser has infected it.

Another important source to bring up deals
with the issue of speaking out. As described
above, victims often feel silenced by rules like
lashon hara and the social pressure that accom-
panies them. It is of great significance that the
verse that begins, “you shall not go as a talebear-
er among your people” (Leviticus 19:16)—the
scriptural source for the prohibition of lashon
hara—concludes with “and do not stand idly by

10 The Shulchan Aruch, and the Rema, which is a gloss
supplementing it, constitutes the central legal text of all
modern halachic observance.

the blood of your fellow.” There is a clear indica-
tion here that, while speaking negatively about
others is frowned upon, it is not to be avoided
absolutely at the expense of someone else’s suf-
fering. There are multiple considerations that
must be taken into account: in the case example
of Leah described above, it would be imperative
for someone to break the silence about the trans-
gressions of her husband. Despite the pressure
she felt from her friend—and probably from her
larger social milieu—the Torah is adamant that
we protect the vulnerable. We are not to stand
idly by while someone else is being victimized.
Even more than an intellectual understand-
ing of the Torah’s view on the abuse of women,
victims need emotional support to recover from
their trauma. The primary agent for the religious
community in this sense is the rabbi, who must be
educated on the topic (many already are) and who
must be able to give her the support she needs.
This includes a simple understanding of where
she is coming from—without judgment, without
an attempt to impose solutions upon her—and an
assurance that he believes her and is prepared to
help. Having someone who believes and supports
her is probably the most important external factor
in a victim’s recovery. In addition to emotional
support, the rabbi can also provide material sup-
port in whatever ways might become necessary:
He can provide financial support (often the rabbi
presides over a congregational fund that is meant
for charity purposes) to pay for transportation,
therapy, even food, and clothes depending on the
severity of the situation. He can be an advocate in
court and the community for the victim or in the
school for the children. He can also help her con-
nect to resources she may require, such as a law-
yer, a therapist, or a shelter as needed. All these
forms of assistance are tremendously significant
when coming from her rabbi as opposed to her
friend: Coming from a friend, they are certainly
meaningful and helpful; but coming from the
rabbi, they express the support of the entire com-
munity, the entire religion, and often even G-d
Himself. (Although a rabbi is not an intermediary
to or messenger from G-d, many people do relate
to their congregational rabbi as a representative
of the religion as a whole, especially those who
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frequently turn to their rabbi for halachic or theo-
logical guidance. It is for this reason that being
rejected by the rabbi can have enormous conse-
quences for the victim, who may subsequently
feel distanced even from G-d.)
Ritual is most useful in the healing process as
a way of returning to that which is normal and
comfortable. Every morning begins with wash-
ing one’s hands in the designated manner and
ends with the recitation of “the Shma,” a key Bib-
lical passage (Deuteronomy 6). In between are
numerous anchoring prayers, utterances, and ac-
tions that connect the Orthodox Jew to the Torah
and the will of G-d continuously throughout the
day (see Grinvald 2000 for a broad compendi-
um of Jewish ritual and law). For many victims,
being able to practice these rituals without the
influence and control of the abuser is a reliev-
ing and empowering experience. Moreover, as a
victim comes to experience the warmth and joy
of her relationship with G-d, unmediated by a
domineering third party, she can begin to undo
the harm he has done to her sense of spirituality
and her sense of self.
When Shifra left her husband Dov after 8 years of
verbal and emotional abuse, she felt like a com-
plete nobody. She didn’t know who she was any-
more. But the Jewish observances that had been
part of her daily routine for her entire life kept
her going, one step at a time. The first time she
went grocery shopping without having to call Dov
to let him know exactly what she was purchasing
and to ask him whether this or that kosher certi-
fication was still valid, she felt like a weight had
been lifted off her shoulders. She made herself a
delicious meal that evening from the groceries she
bought; it had been a long time since she said the

blessings over food with as much devotion as she
said them that night.

While Jewish practice is replete with rituals and
observances, few of them are devoted specifical-
ly to situations of violence. There are prayers for
healing, blessings of gratitude for one’s life hav-
ing been saved, and other practices that can cer-
tainly be relevant to victims of violence; but Or-
thodoxy is a conservative way of life that is very
meticulous about the process of change. In other,
more liberal streams of Judaism, reinterpreting

or redesignating ritual practices is common and
encouraged as a way of connecting them to our
present situations. In Orthodoxy, the belief is that
these practices that have been in place for millen-
nia are already relevant to all situations and do
not need to be significantly modified. One can
find solace and guidance in the ancient words of
the Psalms and practices of our forebears.

This does not mean that a victim has to go it
alone. Community is a vital part of the Jewish
experience. The classic, millennia-old Ethics of
Our Fathers instructs us to “acquire for yourself
a friend” (Avot 1:6) and “do not separate from
the community” (ibid. 2:5). When it comes to the
trauma of violence in the home, community is
a vital part of the healing process. The rabbi, as
noted, can be an important part of this; as well,
the support of friends and neighbors is of tremen-
dous help (and to this end certainly more commu-
nity education is called for). Many Jewish com-
munities house family service agencies which, in
addition to providing counseling for victims, can
offer support groups which are of great value for
victims of abuse. These agencies are also likely
the places where community education will orig-
inate.

Education can also take place on a smaller
scale. In Orthodox communities, when men and
women get engaged they usually engage the ser-
vices of a chassan (groom) teacher or a kallah
(bride) teacher to instruct them in the halachos
relevant to marriage which they have not yet
had call to study in depth (such as the laws of
niddah), and frequently also to convey to them
a philosophy of Jewish marriage. Teaching kal-
lah teachers about abuse is an important initiative
that is beginning to take off in Orthodox com-
munities. These women are taught to recognize
signs of abuse in their students, and to teach their
students in turn what to look out for and what to
do in case their husbands turn to violent behavior.

Similarly, chassan teachers should be taught
how to discuss abuse with their grooms-to-be,
instructing them on how to treat one’s wife, to
avoid controlling behavior, to express anger, and
to deal with conflict. While this may not prevent
all cases of abuse, it will certainly help in some
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cases where men turn to violent behavior out of
ignorance and misunderstanding of Jewish doc-
trine, and out of lack of better coping and rela-
tionship skills.

Educating men obviously needs to begin much
earlier. From a young age, Orthodox boys need to
be hearing about the esteem in which the Torah
and the Sages hold women and about how they
are expected to treat women (as well as others in
general). As they grow to marriageable age, the
subject of violence against women needs to be
discussed explicitly: They should be shown the
long list of poskim (halachic decisors) forbid-
ding it, as well as the text of the ketubah which
obligates the husband to “serve, honor, feed, and
provide for” his wife. These are halachic obliga-
tions, and they are unconditional, meaning, for
example, that a husband may not refuse to buy
his wife clothes she needs as a way of punishing
or controlling her.

Abusive men should be confronted with these
same texts, ideally by their own rabbi. Every Or-
thodox man is ideally to have a single, primary
rabbinical mentor (called a rav, the Hebrew term
for rabbi which specifically denotes the one rabbi
who acts as a person’s guide), or at the most a
handful of rabbis who are his established go-to
people for guidance in halacha and in life. When
a person does have a single rav whom he has ac-
cepted upon himself, that rabbi is in the best posi-
tion to reprove and help correct that individual’s
behavior. Unfortunately, this is often difficult
with abusers because it is common for these men
to purposefully ignore the responsibility to have
a primary rabbi. Instead, they are disparaging of
any rabbi who tries to confront them and will
jump from rabbi to rabbi as needed so that no one
can ever pin him down.

In such a case the best recourse is to seek out
a gadol, literally a “great man,” referring to one
of the small number of scholars acknowledged as
leaders of the Orthodox world. There are stories
of men who had been abusing their wives who
after a single, often brief meeting with a gadol
entirely ceased their abusive behaviors. (Of
course, there are many stories as well of men who
do not change so easily.) Reaching such a leader
is certainly not an easy task, and even then, it is
no guarantee; but it is an avenue that can be tried

with abusive men, who are known to be reluctant
clients.

Often, community influence is needed to help
confront perpetrators. For example, social isola-
tion is a strategy that has helped influence these
men; similarly, communities that wish to help ad-
dress the situation can decide to refuse to give
abusers an aliyah, the honor of being called to
recite blessings over the reading of the Torah in
the synagogue. Some synagogues even refuse en-
trance to known abusers. Such tactics are often
used to pressure men who refuse to give their
wives a gett to complete a divorce. In Israel, the
government even has the power to jail them, to
freeze their bank accounts, and to pressure them
in other ways. (Though there are halachic com-
plications to address in using such approaches,
they are not insurmountable.) Given the rate
at which such powers are used and the rate at
which we know domestic violence to occur, it
would seem that this approach is not used nearly
enough. For more information on this particular
issue, see Breitowitz (1993).

Both within and outside of Israel, many sec-
tors of the Orthodox community are still a long
way from being ready to execute the tactics at
their disposal. Especially in very right-wing com-
munities, the problem of violence against women
is hardly recognized and sometimes outright
denied—and this even in the manifest cases of
physical abuse, to say nothing of the less-visible
and less-recognized issues of emotional or psy-
chological abuse. Much education is needed for
these communities to be able to grow to a place
where they can see and act against abuse. The
verse “do not stand idly by the blood of your fel-
low” is one that needs to be taken out of the cellar
and acted upon.

Implications for Professional Practice

The truth is that it is rare for professionals outside
the Orthodox Jewish community to find them-
selves dealing with domestic violence issues in
the community. Orthodox victims struggle with
all the same hesitations and barriers that other
victims do, and they have other considerations
to boot, such as concern for how it would re-
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flect on the Jewish community as a whole if the
abuse were to be discovered, or how the revela-
tion of the abuse would affect the prospects of
other family members in shidduchim, the match-
making system that young men and women go
through to get married. (In some cases this con-
cern is exaggerated; in others, unfortunately, it is
true that siblings or children of abused women—
to say nothing of the victim herself—are treated
as “damaged goods.”) There are also social pres-
sures, as we saw above, not to discuss the issue
with anyone, let alone outsiders, and to maintain
proper family appearances.

Ruti had been living with a physically and verbally

abusive man for 13 years. One evening he beat her

so badly she had to get stitches in two places. She

had been seeing a counselor for some time who

discussed with her calling the police. She agreed

to do so, but only the following week—the annual

synagogue dinner was coming up, and she abso-

lutely refused to report him before that: showing

up at the dinner without her husband was simply
not an option.

Among professionals outside the Orthodox com-
munity, the police are the ones most likely to in-
teract with the perpetrators and victims of abuse.
Even then, the rate is much lower than one might
expect: one precinct in an area with a significant
Orthodox population stated that in the past 10
years they had fielded only two calls for a “do-
mestic” involving Jewish residents.

That said, the numbers of Orthodox Jews
seeking help, both within and outside of the com-
munity, is increasing, largely due to increased
awareness and acceptance of the problem. As
should be clear from all the above, cultural com-
petence is crucial in dealing with this population,
especially for clinicians who wish to build and
maintain a relationship with victims. Firstly, a
counselor must recognize what it means for a
victim to seek help outside the community. If an
Orthodox Jewish person is reaching out to non-
Jewish resources, it is almost certain that the situ-
ation is already very bad, and that the resources
in the community have already failed her. She
has likely spoken to her rabbi already, a friend
in the neighborhood, perhaps a family member,
and found them unable or unwilling to help. It

should be noted that it is not necessarily a wari-
ness of the non-Jewish community that holds a
victim back from seeking outside help (although
that is a possibility); it is just as likely that the
thought simply never occurred to her, because,
generally speaking, all her needs can be met
within the community. The very act of coming to
a non-Orthodox professional is an act of courage
and resourcefulness.

Counselors who work with victims of domestic
violence are generally aware that it is not within
their role, or their ability, to “liberate” the victim
from her predicament. A key element of the heal-
ing process is giving her back her individuality,
her self-determination, her independence. When
working with the Orthodox population, this idea
has another important manifestation: the coun-
selor should also not try to “liberate” the victim
from her religious beliefs and rules. This goes
not only for issues directly related to the violence
and the relationship with her abuser, but also for
general issues such as the gender roles described
above, or the restrictions of the Sabbath (which
can be quite stringent). For example, it is forbid-
den to use the telephone on the Sabbath. It would
not be unusual at all for a woman to refuse to call
the police on the Sabbath, unless it was a situa-
tion of life and death (in which case virtually all
halachos can and must be abrogated). It is un-
likely that any professional working with such a
victim would be able to convince her otherwise,
and indeed, it would be counterproductive to try.
Work with the victim must proceed within the
victim’s own framework, in which Aalacha is in-
violable except in life-and-death cases.

This is one reason why a counselor working
with an Orthodox Jewish victim would be wise
to reach out to the victim’s rabbi as soon as vi-
able. The counselor must ask her if she has a rav,
and also whether she would be comfortable with
the counselor reaching out to him. If she is not
comfortable at first, the question can be brought
up again over time as work progresses. Having
the rabbi involved at some point is a significant
aid to the recovery process, as described above,
assuring her that Judaism does not support the
abuse she has been suffering, and pointing out
specific source material that roots his conten-
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tions in mesorah (tradition). Furthermore, he can
be of decisive assistance should halachic ques-
tions arise, which they inevitably do in the thorny
situations that domestic violence creates. He is
also able, as a neutral party, to hear and accept
advice and recommendations from the counselor
and help pass it along to the victim, who is likely
to be much more trusting of her rabbi than of the
counselor (at least at first).

The rabbi can also be a critical player in cir-
cumstances where a counselor might have reason
to challenge the views of the victim. This might
come about in a situation where the victim re-
fuses to take the necessary steps to protect her
life, citing halacha as prohibiting it (for instance,
calling the police on the Sabbath when her life is
in danger), or where the counselor feels that the
views being espoused by the victim are untenable
and damaging (such as a victim who believes she
must do anything her husband says since “a prop-
er wife does the will of her husband”). In such
cases, the only viable approach is to bring the
rabbi into the discussion to help clarify that she
must call the police if her life is at stake, or that
she is forbidden to listen to her husband if his de-
mands violate halacha. It is doubtful that an Or-
thodox victim would be able to accept a position
set forth by a non-Jewish or even non-Orthodox
counselor that contradicts what she believes is
the official Orthodox position.

There are some cases, however, where turning
to the rabbi might be ineffective. For example,
if the counselor feels that the victim’s beliefs
about gender roles are overly rigid and that she
is inappropriately submissive to her husband, the
counselor may be unpleasantly surprised to find
that the rabbi agrees with the victim’s position,
despite it being clearly harmful to the victim!
These occurrences are happening less and less as
education about abuse spreads; however, in the
case where this were to happen, the best solu-
tion would be to find an Orthodox practitioner
to refer the victim to. It is highly unlikely that
the counselor will be able to change the victim’s
perspective on her religion, especially when she
has the rabbi supporting her. An Orthodox pro-
fessional would have a much greater chance of
breaking through such a religiously based obsta-

cle. It should be remembered that Orthodox indi-
viduals have been observant of the religious code
for their entire lives, or else they took it upon
themselves willingly after significant contempla-
tion and a major life upheaval; in either case, it
is common for them to hold onto their beliefs,
whether or not such beliefs are authentically Jew-
ish, at almost any cost.

Looking Forward

If dealing with abuse and violence against
women is difficult, it is doubly so when work-
ing in an insular, ritually oriented group such as
the Orthodox Jewish community. The truth is that
little hard data exists about abuse in this commu-
nity—its prevalence, its manifestations, its dif-
ferences from abuse in the world at large. This is
due to the fact that Orthodox Jews have centuries
of institutional history that has ingrained in them
the importance of family togetherness, the reluc-
tance to reveal internal problems to the outside
world, the aversion to turning a fellow Jew in to
the secular authorities, and many other commu-
nity values which preclude them from discussing
the problem openly. Regarding intimate matters
specifically, it was noted above how these are
considered a matter to be kept as private as pos-
sible, sometimes to a fault. Thus, no survey has
ever successfully assessed the rate of violence
against women in the Orthodox community, and
nobody has anything more than anecdotal evi-
dence to make any claims about it (although there
is certainly no lack of anecdotal evidence). As the
problem of abuse becomes more and more open-
ly acknowledged, perhaps we will see research
succeed further where before it has not, so that
help can be better targeted to and better designed
for those who need it.

In addition to seeking an understanding of the
problem, we must also raise awareness of it. It
is vital that rabbis and other community leaders
be taught about the issue of domestic violence—
what it looks like, how it manifests in Orthodox
communities, and, most importantly, what their
role is in helping victims. This education has
been increasingly disseminated in recent years,
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but is still much needed, especially in the most
insular sectors of the Orthodox community.
Community education is also critically needed
for all segments of the population.

It is most painful that this problem is so preva-
lent, in any community. That the problem is so
prevalent within the Orthodox community is a
particular source of pain to all Orthodox Jews.
Regrettably, being a “religious” person does not
prevent one from also being a violent person. Ad-
dressing this important social issue will take the
work of an entire society together—religious and
nonreligious, Orthodox and non-Orthodox, rab-
bis and therapists, victims and bystanders. Let us
hope that this chapter is one more step in the right
direction.
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A Conservative Jewish
Approach to Family Violence

Elliot N. Dorff

Sex and family life do not always correspond to
the ideals described in Jewish sources. Some-
times people’s behavior is at the opposite end of
the spectrum, where meanness, cruelty, and inhu-
manity reign. Examples of that are the subjects
of this essay—namely, physical abuse, sexual
abuse, and verbal abuse of family members.

As a Conservative rabbi, my approach will
be that of the Conservative Movement, the mid-
dle movement in Judaism that is called Masorti
(traditional) outside the USA and Canada. Like
the Orthodox to our right, Conservative Juda-
ism holds that Jewish law is binding. Unlike the
Orthodox, however, we see Jewish law as evolv-
ing over time. That is because, like the Reform
movement to the left, Conservative Jews study
the Jewish tradition using not only traditional
commentaries but also the full panoply of schol-
arly methods to understand and apply our tradi-
tion. These include archacology, cross-cultural
studies, linguistic comparisons, and the like.
When one studies Judaism in that way, one finds
that from its very earliest sources to our own day,
Jewish thought and practice has evolved as Jews
lived among a variety of peoples and learned
from them, and as conditions changed. The Re-
form approach, however, emphasizes the auton-
omy of each individual to decide which elements
of the Jewish tradition to adopt, while Conserva-
tive Judaism sees that as a communal decision

E. N. Dorff (P<))
American Jewish University, Bel-Air, CA, USA
e-mail: edorff@aju.edu

A. J. Johnson (ed.), Religion and Men's Violence Against Women,

to be determined by the interaction between how
rabbis interpret the tradition in each generation
and what the people do in their lives. This makes
Conservative Judaism harder to describe and de-
fine, for instead of just asking its members either
to follow traditional practices (the Orthodox way)
or decide for themselves what parts of Judaism
they want to incorporate in their lives (Reform),
Conservative Judaism requires judgment about
how to integrate tradition and modernity as it
embraces both seriously. In doing so, however, it
seeks to be historically authentic to that tradition,
honest about its past and present, and, ultimately,
wise. Thus, in what follows, readers will see a
heavy dose of traditional materials intertwined
with modern scientific and sociological insights
into family violence as well as guidelines on how
to prevent it if possible or recognize and respond
to it when it happens.

This chapter summarizes a much larger treat-
ment of this topic that began as a rabbinic ruling
for the Conservative Movement’s Committee on
Jewish Law and Standards, adopted in 1995, and
then became a chapter in my book, Love Your
Neighbor and Yourself: A Jewish Approach to
Modern Personal Ethics (Dorff 2003, Chap. 5).
Readers who want to follow up on any of the top-
ics below should consult that volume.
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The Importance of the Conservative
Legal Method to These Issues

In some ways, it would seem absolutely obvious
that Judaism would not allow individuals to beat
others, especially a family member. After all, in
its opening chapters the Torah already tells us
that we are all created in the image of God (Gen-
esis 1:26-27; 9:6). That fundamental tenet would
seem to require that, at a very minimum, we do
not physically abuse others. The classical Rabbis
of the Jewish tradition certainly understood that
to be the case, for they assume that we do not
have the right to strike others when they specify
five sorts of compensation for personal injuries.
Specifically, assailants must pay their victims for
their lost capital value, their time lost from work,
their pain and suffering, their medical expenses,
and the embarrassment they suffered (M. Bava
Kamma 8:1 and the Talmud thereon). Courts may
impose lashes for trespasses of the law, but in
doing so even they had to take due care to pre-
serve the dignity of God and of the culprit, who
is, still, God’s human creature.! Nowadays, when
Jews live under the jurisdiction of national legal
systems that treat Jews as equal citizens and do
not carve out separate civil and criminal author-
ity for Jewish courts over Jews, even Jewish
courts no longer have the authority to impose
corporal punishment; individuals have even less
authorization to beat others. Indeed, the Rabbis
took the notion of the integrity of the individual
so far as to say that those who slander others (and

! Thus the Torah (Deuteronomy 21:22-23) demands that
even someone executed on court order for cause be buried
the same day to preserve a degree of respect for God’s cre-
ation (“for an impaled body is an affront to God”), and the
Torah (Deuteronomy 25:3) similarly restricts the number
of lashes a court may inflict to forty “lest being flogged
further, to excess, your brother be degraded before your
eyes.” The Rabbis, in fact, diminished the number further
on these grounds; cf. M. Makkot 3:10-11; B. Makkot 22a;
M.T. Sanhedrin, Chap. 17. For a summary of the use and
restrictions of flogging as a penalty, see “Flogging,” En-
cyclopedia Judaica 6:1348-1351. Such flogging, though,
was restricted to courts and was not given to individuals to
impose on others. Since the Enlightenment, Jewish courts
in the Diaspora no longer have had the authority to inflict
lashes, and the Israeli system of justice does not include
such a penalty either.

certainly those who cause them physical injury)
are as though they had denied the existence of
God (Jerusalem Talmud, Pe’ah 1:1). Conversely,
Rabbi Eliezer said, “Let your fellow’s honor be
as dear to you as your own” (M. Avot 2:15).

Given these underlying principles, one would
expect that any family violence that occurred
within the Jewish community would be based on
misinformation about the Jewish tradition, ne-
glect of it, or simply the foibles of individuals.
Surprisingly and unfortunately, when we probe
the sources, we find that some rabbis permitted
forms of family violence, and some actually en-
couraged it. Consequently, before I address this
subject directly, it is critical to remind readers
of a core methodological conviction of Conser-
vative Judaism: We must understand sources
within their historical context and make judg-
ments about when and how to use them that are
appropriate to our own time and our moral and
theological convictions.

One other factor must be mentioned at the
outset. Jews expect their tradition to give them
guidance beyond the demands of civil law, for we
aspire to holiness. We certainly cannot interpret
Jewish law to allow us to be less moral than what
civil law requires.? Since civil law in most areas
of the Western world now prohibits most forms
of family violence, Jews must eschew it for that
reason in addition to the grounds afforded by the
Jewish tradition.

2 One might argue that Jews must avoid family violence
because we are bound by civil law under the dictum, “the
law of the land is the law” (dina de 'malkhuta dina). That
may well be true, but it is not as clear as one might think,
for that dictum was usually restricted to commercial mat-
ters. For a discussion of the scope and rationales of “the
law of the land is the law,” see Elliot N. Dorff and Arthur
Rosett, A Living Tree: The Roots and Growth of Jewish
Law (Albany: State University Press of New York, 1988),
pp. 515-523. For a discussion of sanctification of God’s
name (and avoiding desecration of God’s name) and holi-
ness as reasons to obey Jewish law, see Elliot N. Dorff,
For the Love of God and People: A Philosophy of Jew-
ish Law (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2007),
pp. 157-160. For the demand that Jews be at least as
moral as non-Jews, see, for example, David Novak, The
Image of the Non-Jew in Judaism (New York: Edwin Mel-
len, 1983), pp. 90-93; and “Kiddush Ha-Shem,” Encyclo-
pedia Judaica 10:979-980.
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Acknowledging Family Violence
Within Our Community

Family violence is not only an unpleasant mem-
ory from sources of the past, it afflicts contem-
porary Jewish families as well. That has not been
part of the Jewish community’s self-image; it is
only in recent years, in fact, that Jewish commu-
nal institutions and individual Jews are openly
admitting that family violence occurs within our
midst. Somehow Jews were supposed to be im-
mune to such behavior; that was, our sources
assure us, what non-Jews did, not how Jews be-
have.

We have no good statistics to know whether
Jews engage in family violence to the same de-
gree as do other groups within the general popu-
lation. The disturbingly frequent cases of family
violence brought to Jewish Family Service agen-
cies across North America and to similar insti-
tutions in Israel, however, afford good evidence
that Jews suffer from all modes of this malady
and that the problem is not confined to isolated
cases.

Abuse of Husbands, Children,
and Parents

This book, and this chapter within it, will focus
on violence against women. It should be noted,
though, that family violence occurs against other
members of the family as well. Spousal abuse
against husbands is even less likely to be reported
to authorities because of the shame of being bat-
tered by a woman, but it is no less real. Children,
who seek the support, security, and love of their
parents, often think that they are at fault if they
are being abused and do not know how to extri-
cate themselves from it until their teens, if then.
Elderly parents are often incapable of fending off
the abuse of their adult children. Furthermore, as
described below with regard to women, the forms
of abuse that occur to all these family members
are not only physical, but sexual and verbal.
Those interested in these forms of family vio-
lence with regard to these other family members
should consult Dorff (2003). Suffice it to say

here, however, that, as will be discussed below
with regard to women, the duties that Jewish law
imposes on us toward those in our family and the
protections against assault and insult that it ar-
ticulates for all people, but most especially the
members of our family, make all these forms of
family violence prohibited, whoever the victim
or perpetrator is.

A) The Types and the Jewish Legal
Status of Abuse

Beating Wives

In this area of family violence as in all the areas
that I will discuss below, we must be careful to
distinguish acceptable forms of physical contact
from abuse. Affectionate or supportive forms of
touching between spouses are certainly not in-
cluded in the category of abuse; they are easily
differentiated from objectionable behavior by
their motive, the willingness and even eagerness
of the partner to be touched in that way, and the
lack of physical and emotional wounds that nor-
mally result from violent behavior. Even a one-
time slap in anger, while not pleasant or ideal,
does not constitute abuse. When I speak in this
section of beating a spouse, then [ am referring to
repetitive blows delivered out of anger, a desire
to control, or some other motive inimical to the
welfare of the victim, that often at least temporar-
ily inflict bleeding or a bruise.

Naomi Graetz (1998) wrote a book on rab-
binic rulings about wifebeating through the ages.
She divides the rulings into five categories:

1. Acceptance. This group of rabbis knows that
some Jewish husbands beat their wives, and
they permit it. They justify such blows either
as a means for the husband to educate his wife
in proper behavior when she fails to perform
the duties required of her by Jewish law or
when she violates prohibitions in the law, such
as cursing her parents (7Zerumat Hadeshen,
Sect. 218). A variation on this approach per-
mitted a husband to beat his wife if she had
hurt him, presumably so that after he vents his
anger in this way, domestic harmony would
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return (M.T. Laws of Marriage 21:10; cf.

21:3. Rashba, Responsa, Part 1V, Sect. 113;

Part V, Sect. 264; Part VII, Sect. 477. S.A.

Even Haezer 154:3 (gloss). See also Moses

Isserles, Darkhei Moshe to the Tur, Even Ha-

Ezer 154:15).

2. Denial. Some medieval rabbis deny altogether
that Jewish husbands beat their wives. One,
for example, claims that that “is a Gentile
form of behavior,” (Isserles, Darkhei Moshe
to the Tur, Even Ha-Ezer 154:15) and another
says of Jews, “I have never heard of women
being scourged with a rod” (see his comment
on M.T. Laws of Marriage 21:10).

3. Apologetics. Another group of rabbis seek
to defend the honor of the Jewish commu-
nity by either marginalizing the phenomenon,
stating that Jews who engage in wifebeating
do so less frequently and less violently than
non-Jews do, or by justifying such behavior,
maintaining that Jews who actually engage in
such behavior do not really hurt their wives or
do so for a good reason. Yet another approach
that falls within this rubric is the one of those
rabbis who displace the blame by shifting it to
the surrounding culture (Hertz 1938, p. 935).

4. Rejection. These rabbis declare that wifebeat-
ing is unconditionally unacceptable. This is
the strain of rabbinic rulings most in keeping
with our own modern point of view.3

5. Evasiveness. This group of rabbis recognize
that wifebeating is wrong, but they maintain
that they are powerless to do anything about
it4

In sum, then, the sources are not as unified in

their stance against wifebeating as we probably

would have expected and certainly would have
hoped.

In addition to this variation in historical prec-
edents, there is an important legal institution
underlying whatever permission exists in some
sources for a husband to beat his wife, namely,

3 R. Simhah in Or Zarua, Piskei Bava Kamma, Sect. 161.
Joseph Karo, Bet Yosef to the Tur, Even Ha-Ezer 154:15.
Maharam, Responsa of the Maharam (Prague edition),
Sect. 81.

4 Rashba, Responsa, Part VII, #477. Radbaz, Responsa,
Part 3, #447, Part 4, #157.

that Jewish law assumes that the husband owns
his wife. The Mishnah and Talmud went very far
to protect the rights of the woman, but, after all
is said and done, the very language for betrothal
in classical Jewish law is that a man “acquires”
(koneh) his wife.® It is precisely this aspect of
Jewish marriage law that Naomi Graetz (1998),
Rachel Adler (1998), and others suggest that we
change to uproot the underlying legal context that
sets the stage for the permission of wife-beating.

Even those Conservative Jews who do not
want to go that far in altering institutions from the
past no longer think of marriage as the husband’s
acquisition of the wife, despite the fact that that
terminology (kinyan) is still used in our mar-
riage rituals. Husbands in our day have no more
right to discipline their wives than wives have
to discipline their husbands. In our times, then,
the opinions of Maimonides and Isserles on this
issue, among others, must be set aside as no lon-
ger applicable. Instead, relying on opinions like
those of the Rabbis Simha, Meir of Rothenburg,
and Perez b. Elijah of Corbeil, as well as our own
judgment, the Conservative Movements Com-
mittee on Jewish Law and Standards has unani-
mously declared that wife-beating is prohibited
by Jewish law. Indeed, in traditional Jewish mari-
tal law, when a husband “acquires” his wife, he
thereby takes on a number of binding legal and
moral obligations to her, and, as the Conserva-
tive Movement interprets them, wife-beating is
not only inconsistent with, but contrary to those
duties.

Moreover, in cases where wife-beating occurs
and cannot be corrected through therapy for the
husband, the Conservative rabbinate has devised
ways consistent with traditional Jewish law to
help the woman free herself from the marriage.
This includes counseling to help her make the de-
cision to extricate herself from the abusive situa-
tion, referrals to Jewish Family Service or other
such agencies that can facilitate that process and
show her how to protect herself (and her children)
from further harassment, guidance (if necessary)
in obtaining legal help to dissolve the marriage
in civil law, and then appropriate actions within

5 M. Kiddushin 1:1.
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Jewish law to dissolve the marriage by a formal
Jewish writ of divorce (gef), if possible, or by an
annulment (hafqa’at kiddushin), if necessary. A
commitment to the life and health of the woman
demands no less.

Sexual Abuse

Among adults, sexual abuse is any nonconsen-
sual sexual act or behavior. This definition as-
sumes that we fully acknowledge the well-known
ambiguities of some expressions of agreement or
refusal, but it asserts that such ambiguity does
not affect all or even most expressions of one’s
desires. Sexual abuse demeans and humiliates,
making one feel shameful and exposed.

Some forms of sexual molestation leave physi-
cal wounds, including permanent ones that preclude
the victim’s future ability to procreate. Even those
attacks that do not leave such wounds fall under the
category of physical abuse, for they represent un-
wanted and often violent invasions of one’s body.
Consequently, all of the objections described above
to beating a family member or anyone else, for that
matter, would also apply to sexual assault.

Sexual violation, however, is objectionable
on other grounds as well. First, it represents the
exact opposite of the holiness that we are to as-
pire to achieve. Thus, with regard to sexual abuse
of family members, the Torah states unequivo-
cally, “None of you shall come near anyone of his
own flesh to uncover nakedness: I am the Lord.”
After a long list of such forbidden relationships,
it then states that such were the abhorrent prac-
tices of the nations that occupied the Promised
Land before the Israelites. The land thus became
defiled and is now spewing them out—almost
as if the land had gotten an upset stomach from
toxic food. The Israelites themselves may remain
in the Holy Land only if they eschew such prac-
tices and act as a holy People. Furthermore,

All who do any of those abhorrent things shall be

cut off from their people. You shall keep My charge

not to engage in any of the abhorrent practices that

were carried on before you, and you shall not defile
yourselves through them: I the Lord am your God.°

© The two cited verses are Leviticus 18:6 and 18:29-30.

Part of what it means to be a People chosen by
God as a model for others, then, is that Jews must
not engage in incest or sexual abuse. To do so
violates the standards by which a holy People
covenanted to God should live and warrants ex-
communication from the People Israel. Jews are
expected to behave better than that.

Why does the Torah speak of incest and sex-
ual abuse as “defilement” and “abomination” in
addition to its usual language of transgression?
In part, it is because the Promised Land was it-
self seen as alive and violated by such conduct,
but surely the words refer to the human beings
involved too. One’s bodily integrity is com-
promised when one is sexually abused. Sexual
abuse is experienced not only as an assault upon
one’s body but also—and usually more devastat-
ingly—as an onslaught upon one’s person. One
has lost one’s integrity—not only in body, but in
soul. One no longer feels safe in the world; at
any moment, one can be invaded in the most in-
timate of ways. The abuse is thus indeed a defile-
ment—what was sacred and whole before is now
desecrated and broken.”

Sexual abuse is also the source of much em-
barrassment. The Torah makes this exceedingly
clear: “If two men get into a fight with each other,
and the wife of one comes up to save her hus-
band from his antagonist and puts out her hand
and seizes him by his genitals, you shall cut off
her hand; show no pity.”® Despite the special jus-
tification the woman had for shaming her hus-
band’s assailant, the Torah demands drastic steps
in retribution for the degradation she caused—al-
though the Rabbis transformed this to a monetary
payment that she must pay.’ (Incidentally, note
that, as the Torah recognized, feelings of shame

7 The Torah’s words “abomination” and “defilement”
aptly apply to the kind of sexual abuse of which we
are speaking. Whether this biblical language applies as
aptly—or, for that matter, at all—with regard to its pro-
hibition against homosexuality is, to put it mildly, a mat-
ter of dispute. Even those who would permit homosexual
relations, though, would definitely apply that language to
coercive sex (be it homosexual or heterosexual), and that
is the subject here.

8 Deuteronomy 25:11-12.

9 Sifre on Deuteronomy 25:12; cf. M. Bava Kamma 8:1;
B. Bava Kamma 83a, 86a-b, 28a, etc.
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and embarrassment are experienced by men who
are sexually abused just as much as they are by
women.) The Talmud, when determining the pay-
ment to be exacted for the shame involved when-
ever one person assaults another, uses this case as
the paradigm for what embarrassment means. We
are humiliated when we are sexually abused—
even just touched in our private parts against our
will—for we feel that our sense of self has been
invaded, that we are vulnerable even in our most
intimate parts, and that our honor has been com-
promised in the most fundamental way possible.

Verbal Abuse

Verbal abuse of either one’s spouse or one’s chil-
dren is not treated as an offense special and apart
from the offense of verbally abusing any other
person, but it certainly is included within the lat-
ter, more general prohibition. By “verbal abuse”
we commonly mean comments that degrade
a person, especially if they are said constantly.
“You never get it right,” “You are simply stupid,”
and “How could anyone like you?” are examples
of such abuse. Overly harsh criticism, name call-
ing, and intimidating speech are also included in
the category of verbal abuse. (Sexual harassment
may include elements of verbal abuse and, in
some cases, job discrimination as well.)

Some call this “emotional abuse” or “psy-
chological abuse,” and psychological literature
includes definitions that point to a number of
identifying dysfunctions (e.g., see Briere 1992,
pp. 8—12). I hesitate to use either of those terms,
however, for fear that some will understand them
to include any instance in which someone makes
someone else feel bad.

One must also distinguish justifiable rebuke
for errors from verbal abuse. Verbal abuse is
constant, uncontrolled, and unprovoked, while a
warranted reprimand occurs only when an error
is made and when the reproach is proportionate
to the error. At their best, negative evaluations
are also constructive, with appropriate sugges-
tions for change, a factor that is always absent in
cases of verbal abuse, which is instead intended
to embarrass, humiliate, or harm the other in

some way, perhaps as part of making oneself feel
superior.

The Talmud treats verbal abuse under the cat-
egory of ona’at devarim, oppression by means of
words.!? As illustrations of the latter, the Rabbis
say that one may not remind repentant sinners of
their past sins, or converts of their previous, non-
Jewish lives. Similarly, one may not call people
by an opprobrious nickname, even if the people
so named say they do not mind, and one may not
taunt people about their illnesses or the loss of
their children.

In addition to these general interdictions of
verbal abuse, Jewish sources tell a man to be es-
pecially careful not to abuse his wife verbally,
“for since she cries easily, it is all too easy to
oppress her.”!! Similarly, the Talmud says that a
man’s wife is given to him so that he might real-
ize life’s plan together with her; he certainly does
not have the right to vex or grieve her continually
and without cause. “Vex her not, for God notes
her tears.”'?> These commands are derived, in
part, from the promise that the man is required
to make in the wedding contract to honor his
wife. Indeed, “He who loves his wife as himself
and honors her more than himself is granted the
Scriptural promise, ‘You shall know that your
tent is in peace.””!> Contemporary readers may
be justifiably offended by the sexism of some of
these remarks, but that modern sensitivity should
lead us to argue that wives as well as husbands
are duty-bound to avoid verbally abusing their
spouses, for husbands, too, can and do feel hurt
by such shaming.'4

19 The Rabbis in B. Bava Mezia 58b apply Leviticus
25:14 to monetary oppression and Leviticus 25:17 to ver-
bal oppression.

' B. Bava Mezia 59a. Literally, “for since her tears are
common, her oppression is near.” Rav, whose comment
this is, does not limit his remark to verbal abuse, but the
context is discussing the prohibition of oppressing people
by means of words.

12 B. Ketubbot 61a.

13 B. Yevamot 62b; the verse cited is Job 5:24.

14 Robert Bly is perhaps most well-known for making
this point in a number of his books, from /ron John on.

Whether due to nature or nurture or both, boys and men
are, in his analysis, particularly sensitive to shaming, es-
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Moreover, the sexism in some of these rab-
binic comments should not blind us to the power
they gain from the theological basis they explic-
itly invoke: Verbal abuse violates not only the
relationship among the human beings involved
but also that between the individual and God,
for God commands us not to oppress others. One
honors God and the Jewish people (kiddush ha-
Shem) when one honors others; conversely, one
dishonors God and desecrates God’s people (4il-
lul ha-Shem) when one verbally abuses a human
being created in the divine image.

B) Witnesses to the Act or Results
of Abuse

The Talmud interprets the Torah’s command not
to stand idly by the blood of our neighbor (Le-
viticus 19:16) to mean that we must take positive
steps to save people’s lives. Furthermore, the To-
rah’s command to come forward with testimony
(Leviticus 5:1-6) would make it seem obvious
that Jews who witness abuse or its results must
testify to it and help people extricate themselves
from it. Four commands within Judaism, though,
are sometimes misinterpreted to prevent wit-
nesses to abuse from testifying to government of-
ficials or to others in authority about an abusive
situation: the prohibitions against (1) defaming
another human being (lashon ha-ra), (2) sham-
ing someone else (boshet), (3) handing a Jew

over to non-Jewish authorities (mesirah), and (4)

desecrating God (hillul ha-Shem). In addition,

(5) some worry that informing the authorities

will subject children to the custody of the abusive

parent, even if not exclusively.

1. Defaming another human being. The Jewish
tradition forbids several kinds of speech: lies
(sheker); truths that it is nobody’s business to
know (rekhilut, or gossip); and truths that, for
all their truth, are defamatory (lashon ha-ra). It
is this last prohibition that some people invoke
to claim that Judaism prohibits witnesses to
abuse from informing authorities. Because com-

pecially when it is done by someone close to the particular
male involved and even more when it is done in public.

plaints about the abuse, the argument goes, will

inevitably defame the abuser, witnesses may not

describe to others what is going on.
Defamatory speech is an important thing to avoid
as much as possible, but there are some very clear
exceptions to the prohibition. One exception oc-
curs when failure to defame the person will result
in harm to someone else. Thus, when failure to
disclose the abuse to the proper authorities will
result in continued abuse, the abused person and
anyone who notices the abuse are obliged to
reveal the abusive facts. Even though that will
inevitably defame the abuser, such action is not
only permissible, but mandatory when it is done
in an effort to prevent harm to oneself or some-
one else.!> As Maimonides writes,

Anyone who can save [someone’s life] and does
not do so transgresses “You shall not stand idly
by the blood of your neighbor” (Leviticus 19:16).
Similarly, if one sees his brother drowning in the
sea, accosted by robbers, or attacked by wild ani-
mals and can save him personally or can hire others
to save him, and does not save him, or he heard
non-Jews or informers plotting evil or attempting
to entrap another and he does not inform him...
transgresses “You shall not stand idly by the blood
of your neighbor.”®

One who has information to report and fails to
do so also violates Leviticus 5:1, “If he does not

5 B. Bava Kamma 56a; S.A. Hoshen Mishpat 28:1,
gloss. In B. Pesahim 113b, Rav Papa has a man named
Zigud punished for testifying alone against another man
named Tuvya on the ground that the testimony of a single
witness is inadmissible and so Zigud, knowing that he was
the only witness, was effectively spreading defamatory
information (motzi shem ra) about Tuvya. That, however,
was when the act had already occurred; the requirement
in the sources in B. Bava Kamma and in the comment of
Isserles cited at the beginning of this note to testify even
singly in all cases in which there is a benefit, including
preventing another person from sinning, refers to a future
gain. See also Hafetz Hayyim, Laws of Slurs (Lashon
Ha-ra) 6:2-3 and Chap. 10, and Hafetz Hayyim, Laws of
Gossip (Rekhilut) 9. Both are available at http://torah.org/
learning/halashon.html (accessed 9/3/12).

16 M.T. Laws of Murder 1:14. In 1:15, Maimonides adds
both affirmative and negative injunctions to this obliga-
tion based on Deuteronomy 25:12, “And you shall cut off
her hand [being applied here to the abuser]; your eye shall
have no pity.” See also Rashi, B. Sanhedrin 73a, s.v. lo
ta’amod.
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come forth with his information, then he shall be
subject to punishment.”!” In monetary affairs the
witness may wait until summoned, but in other
matters, such as abuse, the witness must come
forward voluntarily in order to “destroy the evil
from your midst.”'® For that matter, even suspi-
cions of abuse must be reported to the authorities,
for Jewish law maintains that Jewish law, includ-
ing the law against defamation, must be violated
even when the threat to someone’s life is not cer-
tain (safek nefashot)."

2. Shaming another. Similar remarks apply to the
issue of shame. Judaism certainly prohibits
embarrassing someone else publicly. Indeed,
rabbinic statements compare public shaming of a
person to killing him or her, for one Hebrew way
of saying “shaming another” is malbin p’nai
havero b’rabbim, literally, “making his friend’s
face white in public”—just as it becomes white
in death. The Torah prohibits even shaming the
executed body of a murderer by demanding that
we not let it remain unburied overnight.2’ More-
over, as mentioned earlier, one of the remedies
for which an assailant must pay is the embar-
rassment involved in being injured. The Talmud
engages in a sophisticated discussion of the
nature of shame, asking whether the heart of it
is the degradation in the victim’s own sense of
self-worth, in that of the family, or in the pub-
lic’s esteem.?! These sources within the tradition
that proscribe shaming others are all corollaries
to the underlying theological principle of Juda-

17 ML.T. Laws of Testimony 1:1.

18 Kesef Mishneh to M.T. Laws of Testimony 1:1; Rosh to
Makkot, Chap. 1, #11. “Destroy the evil from your midst”
occurs a number of times in the Torah as a general purpose
of the law: Deuteronomy 13:6, 17:7, 19:19, 21:21, 22:21,
24:7; cf. also 17:12 and 22:22.

19 M. Yoma 8:6; B. Yoma 83a; M.T. Laws of the Sabbath
2:1; S.A. Orah Hayyim 328:10.

20 Deuteronomy 21:23.

21 B. Bava Mezia 58b. The legal remedy for embarrass-
ment in personal injury cases is discussed in the Mishnah
Bava Kamma 8:1 and 8:6 and in the Talmud at B. Bava
Kamma 86a-b and 91a, where the discussion of the es-
sence of shame also appears.

ism that human beings are worthy of respect as
creatures of God created in the divine image.?

Some things, though, take priority over this pro-
hibition. Specifically, when shaming another
is not done out of meanness or indifference but
rather is motivated by a practical or moral neces-
sity, it is justified, permitted, and, in some cases,
even required. Identifying an abuser will inevita-
bly cause him or her shame, and we should not do
that any more than necessary. We are, however,
not only permitted, but required to override our
concern for embarrassing the perpetrator to stop
the abuse and to get help for the victims.

3. Informing civil authorities: the issue of mesirah.
Traditional Jewish law forbids mesirah, turning
Jews over to non-Jewish courts for judgment.??
This prohibition undoubtedly arose out of two
concerns. First, rampant discrimination against
Jews in society generally made it unlikely that
Jewish litigants would get a fair hearing. On the
contrary, a dispute among Jews aired in a gen-
tile court might provide the excuse for punish-
ing both Jewish litigants and perhaps the entire
Jewish community. Better that we Jews not call
attention to ourselves altogether.

Moreover, rabbis over the generations wanted

to make sure that Jewish law remained authori-

tative. In some times and places and for some
purposes, especially in commercial matters, Jews
were forced to use non-Jewish law and courts. In
all other matters, though, Jews were supposed to
use rabbinic courts. How, then, can a Jew in good
conscience inform civil authorities about another

Jew who is apparently abusing his or her family

member, a child, or someone else?

Since the advent of the Enlightenment, a
number of rabbis have ruled that the laws of me-

22 Genesis 1:27; 5:1. For a discussion of this principle,
see Elliot N. Dorff, Matters of Life and Death: A Jewish
Approach to Modern Medical Ethics (Philadelphia: Jew-
ish Publication Society,1998), pp. 18-20.

23 B. Gittin 88b; M.T. Laws of Courts (Sanhedrin) 26:7.
See Elliot N. Dorff and Arthur Rosett, 4 Living Tree: The
Roots and Growth of Jewish Law (Albany, NY: State Uni-
versity of New York Press,1988), pp. 320-324, 515-539.
See also Herschel Schachter, “Dina deMalchusa Dina,”
Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society 1:1, and
Simcha Krauss, “Litigation in Secular Courts,” Journal of
Halacha and Contemporary Society 11:1.
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sirah no longer apply. Some, like the Arukh Ha-
Shulhan, have maintained that using non-Jewish
courts was prohibited only when they were un-
fair to Jews (and perhaps to others as well), and
when the prosecution of a Jew in a non-Jewish
court would be the occasion for persecution of
the entire Jewish community. Because neither of
these factors characterizes courts in Western de-
mocracies nowadays, Jews may use non-Jewish
courts.?*

Even if one maintains that the prohibition
of using non-Jewish courts still holds, it would
not apply to criminal matters, where Jewish
courts have no jurisdiction or power to punish.
Furthermore, Rabbi Joseph Karo, author of the
Shulhan Arukh, an important sixteenth-century
code of Jewish law, asserts that when there is a
meitzar ha-tzibbur, a menace to the community
as a whole, mesirah is permissible. In our time,
that is unfortunately the case, for abusers make
people feel unsafe and, if they are Jews, taint the
reputation of the entire Jewish community. The
Conservative Movement’s Committee on Jew-
ish Law and Standards has accordingly ruled that
witnesses to abuse should inform the police so
that victims can avail themselves of the remedies
and protections that civil law affords.?

Rabbis who witness abuse present a special
case, for American law recognizes a clergy-
congregant (usually called “priest-penitent™)
privilege. Thus, if a Jew in the course of counsel-
ing with his/her rabbi disclosed that she/he had
engaged in spousal abuse, American law would
protect the confidentiality of that disclosure un-
less the counselee waived that right or indicated
his/her intention to engage in future abuse of the
same kind. Absent either of those conditions, the
rabbi might be successfully sued for breaching
the counselee’s privacy by reporting the past

24 Arukh Ha-Shulhan, Hoshen Mishpat 388:7.

25 S.A. Hoshen Mishpat 388:12, according to the text
quoted by Shakh at that place, comment #59, and by the
Gaon of Vilna (Gra), #71.

26 This was openly declared as its ruling in my respon-
sum, “Family Violence,” validated unanimously in 1995,
on which much of this chapter is based, and reprinted in
Dorff (2003), Love Your Neighbor and Yourself; Chap. 5.

abuse to civil authorities.?’ Suffice it to say, then,
that the provisions in Jewish law demanding that
we save life and limb would require those who
know about an abusive situation to report it to the
civil authorities so that it might end, and, from
the perspective of Jewish law, that would apply
to rabbis no less than to any other Jew. Rabbis
who become aware of an abusive situation in a
counseling setting, however, should consult with
an attorney to determine whether civil law in
their jurisdiction grants them the right to report
the matter in the specific case before them; if not,
they should seek to end the abusive situation in
some other way.

4. Defamation of God. Sometimes Jews’ objec-
tions to reporting abuse to the civil authorities
are based on concerns about Aillul ha-Shem, the
prohibition of defaming the reputation of God
and, by extension, of God’s chosen people. Even
if fair treatment can be assured in the courts of

2?7 The exception to the clergy/client privilege was estab-
lished in the case of Tarasoff vs. Board of Regents of the
University of California 529 P. 2d 553 (Cal. 1974); modi-
fied 551 P. 2d 334 ( 1976), which also affirmed the general
privilege itself. The California Evidence Code, Article 8,
Sect. 1033, states: “Subject to Section 912, a penitent,
whether or not a party [i.e., litigant in the case before the
court], has a privilege to refuse to disclose, and to prevent
another from disclosing, a penitential communication if
he claims the privilege”; and Sect. 1034 states: “Subject
to Section 912, a clergyman, whether or not a party, has a
privilege to refuse to disclose a penitential communication
if he claims the privilege.” The parallel Arkansas statute,
for another example, reads: “No minister of the gospel or
priest of any denomination shall be compelled to testify in
relation to any confession made to him in his professional
character, in the course of discipline by the rule of prac-
tice of such denomination.” New York and Michigan, like
California, substitute “allowed” for “compelled,” thus
giving the penitent the right to prevent the clergyperson
from revealing the confession made in his or her capacity
as a member of the clergy. This “seal of the confessional”
has been generally recognized by the civil courts even in
those states that do not have such a privilege written into
their evidence codes, even though common law does not
consider confessions privileged from disclosure. New
York is possibly the first of all English-speaking states
from the time of the Reformation to grant this protection,
for it is documented in a decision De Witt Clinton made
in June, 1813. See Louisell, Kaplan, and Waltz, Cases and
Materials on Evidence, 3rd edition (Mineola, NY: Foun-
dation Press, 1976), pp. 666—667. 1 would like to thank
Rabbi Ben Zion Bergman for these references.
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modern, Western democracies, the argument
goes, reporting to governmental authorities that
some Jews abuse their family members and thus
making that fact public reflects poorly on the
entire Jewish community and may even become
the excuse for acts of anti-Semitism.

Hillul ha-Shem, though, cuts both ways. The

Mishnah already cautions us that attempting to

sequester a hillul ha-Shem will always be un-

successful: “Whoever desecrates the name of

Heaven in private will ultimately be punished

in public; whether the desecration was commit-

ted unintentionally or intentionally, it is all the
same when God’s name is profaned.”?® That is
especially so when civil law requires reporting
abuse, for then Jews trying to hide the abuse will
be correctly perceived as engaged in illegal, cov-
er-up activities as well as unwise and uncaring
conduct. This would be an even greater defama-
tion of God’s reputation (hillul ha-Shem) and, in
addition, a threat to the welfare of the community

(meitzar ha-tzibbur).

The Jewish community, like all other human
communities, is not perfect. What gains respect
is the honesty, sensitivity, and energy that a com-
munity shows in squarely facing instances of
abuse within its midst by making sure that justice
is done and that safety is assured within a context
of human healing and repair for all concerned.

5. Custody of the children. Some worry about
informing authorities because they may award
custody of the children to the abusive parent
at least part of the time without the other par-
ent present to protect them. Custody of children,
however, is not automatically a parental right in
Jewish law. It depends upon the welfare of the
child.?’ In our case, if the child is in any dan-
ger of physical or sexual abuse, the welfare of
the child would certainly supersede any parental

28 M. Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 4:5.

29 See Eliav Schochetman, “On the Nature of the Rules
Governing Custody of Children in Jewish Law,” The
Jewish Law Annual, Vol. X (Philadelphia: Harwood Aca-
demic Publishers, 1992), pp. 115-158; Michael J. Broyde,
“Child Custody in Jewish Law: A Pure Law Analysis,”
Jewish Law Association Studies VII: The Paris Confer-
ence Volume, S. M. Passamaneck and M. Finley, eds. (At-
lanta: Scholars Press, 1994), pp. 1-20.

claim to custody. The same is true in American
law. Witnesses to abuse need to trust that gov-
ernmental authorities will do their job in setting
the custody arrangements with the protection of
the children in mind.
The upshot of this section, then, is that Jews must
report both abuse of themselves and of others to
the civil authorities. None of the concerns for
failing to do that stands up under legal exami-
nation, for saving one’s own life and safety and
those of others supersedes all of these concerns
and requires that we report the abuse of ourselves
or others so as to extricate victims from life-
threatening situations.

C) The Abused Party: Making One’s
Way Out of an Abusive Situation

Victims of abuse in large percentages keep the
abuse to themselves. With both women and chil-
dren, several factors make this happen. Often
they are economically dependent upon their abus-
ers and therefore worry that they will not be able
to sustain themselves if they take steps to leave
an abusive husband and father. Many times they
feel attached to the abuser and therefore hope
that their lives together can continue but without
the abuse. Sometimes they feel at least partly to
blame for the abuse themselves, however unwar-
ranted that feeling may be.

Although all these reasons for remaining in an
abusive situation are understandable, the abused
party has an even stronger duty in Jewish law to
disclose the abuse than other people do. “Avoid-
ing danger is a stronger obligation than any prohi-
bition,” the Talmud says.>* As I have noted, sav-
ing a life supersedes all commandments save the
prohibitions against murder, idolatry, and incest
or adultery; saving your own life is even more
compulsory, for if you can save only your own
life or that of someone else, the Talmud rules that
“your life takes precedence.”3! This imperative

30 B. Hullin 10a; see S.A. Orah Hayyim 173:2; Yoreh
De’ah 116:5 gloss.

31 The three exceptions of murder, idolatry, and adultery/
incest, for which you are supposed to sacrifice your own
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to extricate oneself from abuse applies even to
cases where the issue is not physical or sexual
harm, but the victim is constantly subjected to
verbal abuse.??

These Jewish legal principles together mean
that abused adults have a positive obligation to
ignore all the issues discussed in the previous
section—the prohibitions of defaming or sham-
ing another, of handing someone over to govern-
mental authorities, and of desecrating God—in
order to save their own lives. Indeed, their duty
to report an abuser to save their own lives is even
greater than their responsibility to help others
suffering abuse.

D) The Abuser
Investigating an Allegation of Abuse

Until now, we have assumed that it is clear that
a given person has abused another. Although
physical evidence and/or admission by the cul-
prit make that so in many cases, the claim is not
always undisputed.

In Jewish law, even more than in American
law, a person is innocent until proven guilty. Thus,
while American law accepts confession as proof
in all matters, in Jewish law self-incrimination is
“like a hundred witnesses” in civil matters, but
in criminal matters it is not accepted as a ground

life rather than commit these acts, are specified in B. San-
hedrin 74a. That saving your own life takes precedence
over saving the lives of others is established in B. Bava
Mezia 62a.

32 B. Kiddushin 31b; M.T. Laws of Rebels 6:10. Radbaz
on that passage points out that this may be best for the
parent, for the child is forbidden from striking the parent,
but others may do so if that is in the parent’s best interests,
“for there are incidents every day” in which striking per-
sons can retrieve them from their insanity (or, presumably,
at least from the behavioral effects of it).

3 B. Kiddushin 65b; B. Bava Mezia 3b; etc.

for court action.>* Furthermore, falsely accusing
someone brings severe penalties.®

When people come forward with claims of
abuse, probably the key things for rabbis and
other Jewish professionals to understand is that
they should not immediately assume a legal pos-
ture and endeavor to determine whether the claim
is true or not, and they definitely should not deny
the claim outright or become defensive. Without
prejudging the accuracy of the person’s claims,
then, the rabbi, family member, teacher, counsel-
or, or friend is better advised to accept the accu-
sation at face value, leaving it to the legal author-
ities to determine its truth later, and immediately
help the person extricate herself or himself from
the abuse. In diagnosing abuse and in discerning
an appropriate response, Jewish Family Service
and other such agencies with expertise in these
matters can be of immense help.

Making Amends

When a fair hearing determines that there is suf-
ficient evidence that a given person has abused
another, in addition to whatever civil or criminal
penalties apply, Jewish families and communi-
ties need to take steps to ensure that the offender
cannot continue the abuse. This may mean, for a
woman or family, moving out of the quarters oc-
cupied by the abuser or forcing him to move out
of theirs, and it may even mean ostracizing the
abuser from the community.

At the same time, the Jewish tradition puts
great faith in the ability of those who do wrong to
make amends and correct their behavior. It never
expects us to be perfect: Jewish liturgy, after all,
has us say three times each day, “Forgive us, our
Father, for we have sinned,” and at the close of

34 B. Sanhedrin 9b, 10a, 25a; B. Ketubbot 18b; B. Yeva-
mot 25b. See also T. Sanhedrin 11:1; B. Ketubbot 27a;
B. Bava Kamma 72b. Cf. Aaron Kirschenbaum, Self-
Incrimination in Jewish Law (New York: Burning Bush
Press, 1970); and “Confession,” Encyclopedia Judaica
5:877-878.

35 B. Bava Kamma 46a. See, for example, how the fol-
lowing use this authority in our case: R. Asher b. Jehiel
(“ROSH”), Responsa, #101. Hoshen Mishpat 420:38.
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every Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) we know
full well that next year we will be back trying to
cleanse our souls once again. The date is already
scheduled! This does not mean, however, that ef-
forts to improve oneself are fruitless and that we
therefore have no duty to try. Quite the contrary,
Judaism imposes a positive obligation on us to
do teshuvah, to take steps to return to the proper
path, and it assumes that we can do so if we re-
ally try.

What are those steps? Although I describe
them in some detail elsewhere, together with the
philosophical and moral rationales for teshuvah,
suffice it to say here that the process includes:
(1) acknowledgment of the wrong, (2) remorse,
(3) public confession, (4) asking for forgiveness
from the aggrieved party, (5) restitution to the ex-
tent that that is possible, and (6) refraining from
committing the wrongful act the next time the
opportunity arises (Dorff 2003, Chap. 6). The fa-
mous 12-step programs used to help people with
addictions of various sorts have strong echoes
with these traditional steps in Judaism; that is
why Jewish forms of those programs have quite
naturally emerged.3¢

It is critical for synagogues to accept the steps
of teshuvah as making the person worthy of rein-
statement into the community as a whole. Teshu-
vah, after all, is very difficult, especially when it
involves deeply rooted behavior patterns such as
the ones we are discussing. No wonder, then, that
the Talmud says that fully righteous people (zad-
dikim) cannot stand in the same place as those
who have repented, for the strength needed to re-
pent is much greater than the strength needed to
be good in the first place.?’

If one succeeds in reversing a history of abuse,
one attains the status of a person who has re-

36 For an explicit application of Jewish sources to the 12-
step programs, see Rabbi Kerry M. Olitzky and Stuart A.
Copans, M.D., Twelve Jewish Steps to Recovery (Wood-
stock, VT: Jewish Lights 1991).

37 B. Sanhedrin 99a, and see Rashi’s comment there. See
Graetz, Silence Is Deadly for further discussion of when
and how the safety of the synagogue can be helpful for
airing matters of human intimacy, including areas of vul-
nerability such as being a victim or perpetrator of abuse.

turned (ba ‘al teshuvah). The law in many Ameri-
can states makes convicts who have served their
sentence indicate thei