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Preface                      

Renate Klein                  

In the early 1990s, I moved from Germany to the United States. One conse-
quence of this move was a change in my perspective on European research
on Violence Against Women (VAW). As long as I had been in Germany dif-
ferences between European countries had stood out but viewed from the U.S.
they receded into the background. Instead, now the whole of Europe came
into clearer relief as a large, complex, and diverse entity. I became increas-
ingly interested in a European voice on VAW and began to organize a net-
work of like-minded scholars and practitioners. It was during meetings of
this European Network on Conflict, Gender, and Violence that I met the
editors of this book and many of its contributors. They bring to this volume
knowledge, awareness, and integrity.

The 1990s were a period of intense international and European network-
ing related to VAW, by researchers and practitioners alike; it was infused
with energy by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the unprecedented opening and
subsequent integration of Europe, punctuated by the large women-focused
UN conferences – 1993 in Vienna, 1995 in Beijing – and reflected in the
VAW-related initiatives over the past two decades by the Council of Europe
and the European Union.

Networking thrives on the discovery of shared interests and concerns and
the ability to join forces in the pursuit of a common goal. In terms of practice
this was perhaps most obvious in the development of Europe-wide standards
for intervention in VAW, led by the WAVE network out of Vienna. In terms
of research, the Co-ordination Action on Human Rights Violations out of the
University Osnabrück pushed the integration of European prevalence and
evaluation research to a new level. Networking also reveals topics that have
received less attention than they deserve. The role of ethnicity in VAW is
one of these areas. It is to the great credit of the editors of this book to pres-
ent, to an international readership, the first comprehensive Reader on VAW
and ethnicity in Europe. They are exceptionally well-suited to do this.

Established scholars in their respective disciplines, the editors have as-
sembled an excellent group of authors. Working in different European coun-
tries, the contributors approach ethnicity and VAW in Europe within a broad
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and comprehensive framework. Ethnicity and VAW is not a homogenous
phenomenon. Women from ethnic and racial minorities face different legal,
cultural, and economic circumstances depending on which European country
they live in. Public debates about women, gender, ethnicity and violence are
shaped by national discourses about citizenship. For instance, while the no-
tion (in Britain) of multi-culturalism emphasizes the presence of multiple
cultural identities within a British nation state, the emphasis in France is on
the integration within a French nation of individual citizens sharing French
citizenship and identity.

Public and scholarly debates also reflect different histories. In the U.S.
the category of race is predominantly and inextricably linked to the system of
slavery and the civil rights movement, whereas ethnicity appears more often
in relation to immigration, and Native Americans tend to be ignored in either
discourse. In Europe, categories of ethnicity and race are linked to different
histories again. They include the legacies of colonialism and the Nazi dicta-
torship. They also include the contemporary immigration and migration of
people across Europe and the treatment of Roma, Sinti, and other tradition-
ally nomadic groups.

A thoughtful analysis of VAW within these complex contexts presents a
major challenge, which the editors and their authors have taken up with
gusto. Empirical accounts of diverse experiences of VAW are balanced with
analyses of similar structural problems. Underlying this balancing act is rec-
ognition that VAW reflects compound vulnerabilities in terms of how
women suffer and how they seek help and redress. This is also a matter of
how societies construct this suffering and help-seeking and how researchers
can move to intellectually honest accounts of the diversity of VAW. The
book offers a much needed broadening of intersectional approaches from the
early focus on race, class, and gender to accounts that incorporate the chal-
lenges of cultural relativism and national security discourses.

These analyses have been lacking until now. The book is essential read-
ing for anybody interested in a fuller story of VAW, one that neither ex-
cludes ethnic minority women nor simplifies or exoticizes their stories. The
book’s unique contribution is that it addresses issues of ethnicity and VAW
within and across national contexts, and thus makes visible how ethnicity and
VAW are at once situated and discursively constructed in these. In doing so,
the book also breaks through the habit of framing VAW as something that
can happen to any woman. While this may be true in theory, in practice some
women are more vulnerable than others, some have more money, political
and social clout than others, and some live in precarious circumstances at the
margin of society.
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As I am writing this, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, former head of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and potential contender for the French presidency in
2012, is under house arrest in New York City for alleged sex crimes against a
hotel maid. Strauss-Kahn is a wealthy white male and, until his resignation a
couple of days ago, held one of the world economy’s most influential posts.
The maid is a low-paid black immigrant from West Africa holding one of the
world’s countless dead-end jobs. Regardless of the outcomes of the case, the
press coverage about it already is a case study of how VAW reporting is
entwined with sexist discourses about women, men, and national character.
In order to move beyond simplistic accounts, we need careful and accessible
scholarship. Within the cacophony of blogs and tweets this book sounds a
reasoned voice for the thinking person.

Newburgh, Maine, May 2011
Professor in Applied Social Sciences, London Metropolitan University
Associate Professor in Human Development & Family Studies,
University of Maine





Introduction                       

Ravi K. Thiara, Stephanie Condon and Monika Schröttle

This Reader, the first ever to bring together research and writing on issues of
violence against women (VAW) and ethnicity across Europe, was born out of
conversations that began between the editors during the pan-European proj-
ect entitled Co-ordination Action on Human Rights and Violence (CAHRV)
in 2005. At this time, academic and policy work on VAW and ethnicity in
many European countries was still in its infancy or marginal to wider discus-
sions on gendered violence. Hence, this volume was motivated by a concern
about the lack of visibility of VAW and minority ethnic and migrant (MEM)
women’s issues and the absence of MEM women articulating these issues
within European conferences and events on VAW.

As has been established by extensive research and policy development,
VAW is extremely widespread, and costs health, welfare and criminal justice
services billions each year. More pronounced than even the economic costs
are the human costs of the problem, which range from chronic physical
health issues, severe injury, mental and emotional distress, and death. The
recognition of VAW as an enduring problem, its costs to society, concerted
activism by women’s movements, as well as international developments,
within the United Nations (UN) in particular, began to shape responses to the
issue across Europe. The recognition of VAW as a human rights concern
within the UN, in the early 1990s, following after CEDAW, and the adoption
of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women culmi-
nated in the creation of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence
Against Women (UNSRVAW) to monitor VAW worldwide (UN SRVAW
2009). Not without its challenges, the Special Rapporteur mandate estab-
lished in 1994 has provided the necessary push and a momentum in the re-
quirement of national governments to address VAW, the definition and scope
of which has evolved over the years. In addition to these developments, the
Council of Europe, since the Ministerial Conference in Rome in 1993, has
explicitly recognized that the elimination of VAW is central to ensuring de-
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mocracy and human rights. In general, although VAW is now no longer re-
garded as a private family affair, it remains an intractable problem, despite
important developments and progress in addressing it across many countries,
including in Europe.

While ethnicity and gender are not reducible to either minority ethnic
groups or women, in this Reader our concern with ethnicity and VAW is fo-
cused on issues for MEM women experiencing gendered violence. Since the
Reader is the first of its kind, bringing together much of the existing work on
this issue, it presents a challenge to the hitherto absence and marginality and
the fragmentary knowledge base about MEM women within academic, pol-
icy, and practice debates across much of Europe.

Migration and ethnicity

Migration of people from MEM communities is common across much of
Europe where the presence of a younger generation of minority ethnic groups
who are European citizens, along with more recent migrations, are now an
established fact. There are, of course, important differences in terms of peri-
ods of migration and the range of minority ethnic groups that have migrated
and settled in each national context. This trajectory of migration is influ-
enced, among other factors, by historical links between colonial powers and
the colonized, which saw the movement of people from ex-colonies to colo-
nial centres. Women’s role within these migration processes has not always
received extensive academic and research attention even though the femini-
zation of migration to many countries in Europe has been highlighted since
the early 1980s (Morokvasic 1984; Phizaclea 1983; 2003; Andall 2003).

Just as the migration and settlement of minority ethnic groups across
Europe has differed, so have policy and political discourses about their in-
corporation into the host society, frequently dominated by the assimila-
tion/integration versus multi-culturalism argument, and the reception given to
them by the majority community (Favell 1998). The structural location of
MEM groups has in turn shaped their own responses in terms of self organi-
zation and activism to challenge their marginality. For instance, in the UK,
drawing on their experiences of anti-colonial struggles, black migrants began
very early on to self organize and set up political organizations that provided
a challenge to their discriminatory treatment. Within this movement, black
feminists also began to forge their own autonomous organizations from the
1970s onwards, a few of which continue to exist even today and have been a
crucial part of the challenge to VAW within MEM communities. Across
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many European countries, however, organization by MEM has not been as
strong as in the UK and issues have remained rather marginalized. Despite
such important differences, many similarities can also be seen in the con-
struction of the immigrant as ‘other’ and related discourses.

Gender, ethnicity and violence against women

With few exceptions, theoretical and empirical separation in the study of
gender and ethnicity across Europe has been noted by numerous researchers1.
There has been some important work on gender and ethnicity, influenced by
theoretical developments in ‘race’ and ethnic studies and post colonial femi-
nism, which has sought to challenge the negative and homogenous construc-
tion of MEM women (see Lutz 1997). Within the wider scholarship on eth-
nicity and on gender across much of Europe, despite extensive literature on
immigration and ethnicity, the links between gender, ethnicity and VAW has
been a particularly marked absence (Condon 2005).

VAW, not always so termed, has been at the forefront of feminist strug-
gles across Europe since the 1970s. However, the form this has taken has
varied, shaped as it was by local and international impetus, as has the content
and goals of VAW and women’s movements. Developments, including leg-
islation, legal and support measures, to address VAW also vary across Euro-
pean countries where the main focus has been on domestic violence (see
Martinez and Schröttle et al., CAHRV Reports 2006–2007). Interventions to
support victims of VAW vary across countries. For instance, in Austria and
Germany intervention centres for survivors of domestic violence are run by
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) but are funded by the Federal Min-
istries of the Interior, Social and Family Affairs. In the Netherlands, victims
are supported through general Victim Support Centres within which special-
ist domestic violence support is provided. In the UK, Women’s Aid, a fed-
eration of local independent refuge and other domestic violence support
services, along with Refuge, a national organization with local services, re-
main the largest providers of support (Humphreys and Carter et al. 2006,
CAHRV Reports: 11). Rather than being concerned with the details of VAW
and immigration responses across Europe, however, this Reader is concerned
with the impact of these at both symbolic and material levels on MEM
women experiencing VAW in all its forms.
                                                          
1 See Lloyd, 2000; and Andall’s book on gender, ethnicity and migration provided an impor-

tant early contribution to linking these issues by giving recognition to minority ethnic
women’s social, cultural and political experiences in Europe.
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There are numerous studies across Europe that focus on issues of VAW
in different European national contexts and provide an important insight (see
Martinez and Schröttle et al., CAHRV Reports 2006–2007). Much of these,
with few exceptions (see chapter by Condon, Lesne and Schröttle in this
Reader), do not substantively address the location of MEM women within
these debates and developments. The Daphne Programme, which has funded
numerous research initiatives on domestic violence and VAW, also provides
some useful information (European Commission 2009). Overall, in much of
the debates about ethnicity and immigration as well as gender and VAW,
MEM women have either been absent and marginal or more recently con-
structed and represented in particular ways. It is only recently that some re-
searchers have begun to focus on the particular issues encountered by MEM
women facing gendered violence, work that has resulted in publications that
have begun to foreground these linkages and intersections (Hovarth and
Kelly 2007; Sokoloff and Pratt 2005; Thiara and Gill 2010). Indeed, it is true
to say that, with the exception of those in this Reader, there is extremely lim-
ited research and information available across Europe, making the knowl-
edge base across different contexts very uneven. What is available often fo-
cuses on women’s experiences of culturally specific forms of harm or con-
structs VAW as an issue of culture rather than gender. The UK, where the
history of settlement and activism is longer for MEM women, perhaps pro-
vides a richer source of information and knowledge.

In addressing VAW across different groups and national contexts, the
SRVAW has been significant in expanding and nuancing the debate about
the causes and consequences of VAW and the accountability of states to ad-
dress its wide ranging effects on different groups of women. For instance, in
challenging the public/private divide and ‘expanding state accountability2

beyond private actors for private acts of violence’, the SRVAW has asked
states to address the external pressures that exacerbate domestic violence for
particular groups, including racism, socio-economic marginalization and re-
strictive immigration policies (UNSRVAW 2009: 12). This has led to a call
for countries such as Sweden, with established gender-equality policies, to
address the remaining gaps in terms of gender inequality as well as protec-
tion gaps for particular groups of women, including immigrant, refugee or

                                                          
2 The due diligence standard has been central to developing state responsibility for violence

perpetrated by private actors in public and private arenas. It imposes on the state the
responsibility for illegal acts that are not directly committed by the state or its agents but by
private actors on account of state failure to take sufficient steps to prevent the illegal acts
from occurring. Equally, once an illegal act has occurred, the state’s inaction and failure to
investigate, prosecute or punish the act perpetrated by a private actor amounts to neglect of
the state obligation to be duly diligent (UNSRVAW 2009: 25).
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asylum seeking. In the Netherlands, attention has been drawn not only to
gender-neutral state responses (as part of gender mainstreaming) but the
‘cultural essentialist responses’ (p.13) to violence in migrant communities. In
general, it is underlined that effective responses to VAW require ‘multifac-
eted strategies’ to tackle multiple violence forms, including addressing laws
that exclude women from accessing support and protection because of their
immigration status (UNSRVAW 2009; Roy 2008; Thiara and Gill 2010).

The Reader integrates parallel discourses on VAW and ethnicity in
Europe to examine the particular issue for MEM women. Although some
countries have a stronger evidence base than others, in selecting contribu-
tions attempts were made to give voice to all countries, though some dispar-
ity may still remain. Consequently, debates differ and in some countries the
experiences of MEM are only starting to be highlighted whilst in others de-
bate is inextricably linked with wider critiques of politics, policy and practice
– both mainstream and within the VAW sector. Although research evidence
is extremely limited on MEM women’s experiences of VAW and their access
to legal and other support, research shows that they experience greater exclu-
sion and vastly reduced access to legal solutions for violence when compared
with women who have secure immigration status. An Austrian study shows
that immigrant women are often unable to contact the police because they do
not speak the language or are afraid of involving authorities (see Humphreys
and Carter et al. 2006). Consequently, many MEM seek assistance from ref-
uges or women’s shelters, where they are often over-represented (see chapter
by Creazzo et al. in this Reader). This has led some to argue that this over-
representation means that MEM women face few barriers to accessing help.
However, such arguments ignore that majority (white) European women
have often more recourse to other actions and measures when compared with
MEM women, who are socially and economically marginalized, with greater
dependency on men and families, and whose options are likely to be reduced.
Thus, immigration status, or lack of citizenship, continues to be a major
cause of unequal access to protection for women experiencing VAW across
Europe. Different laws and legislations exist across the countries to shape
this. For instance, the CAHRV study viewed immigration as a fourth planet
in determining women’s access to justice and protection (Humphreys and
Carter et al. 2006). Indeed, immigration status breaches human rights and
fails to offer women protection against violence. Moreover, in the name of
protecting women from actual or potential violence, including forced mar-
riage, government responses have been to restrict immigration (Bredal 2005).

However, there is still no European wide study documenting the range
and nature of responses to MEM women. Without this, it is hard to say, with
any certainty, if the support and protection needs of such women are being
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met adequately. Even in those countries that provide some insight into effec-
tive responses to some MEM groups, recent developments suggest that these
are being eroded rather than being strengthened. The aim of this Reader is to
provide a more cohesive knowledge base about the intersection of ethnicity,
gender and VAW whilst aiming to give primacy to MEM women’s specific-
ity within VAW discourses. It further seeks to foreground the complexity and
interconnections between different categories of VAW. The contributions to
this Reader also highlight the current absence of MEM women themselves
writing about these issues across many countries in Europe. Whilst gaps re-
main and there is much more research to be done to explore the specificity of
MEM women’s experiences of VAW, along with the responses to this, this
Reader provides some insight into the particular aspects of a number of
European contexts in constructing discourses around VAW and ethnicity.
Discourses have taken distinct forms across Europe, though there is also
some commonality, and more recently the intersectional discrimination
which compounds risks for women from marginalized or racialised commu-
nities has increasingly been emphasized, albeit in essentialist ways.

Violence against women and ethnicity

The intersection of VAW and ethnicity has generated interesting debate in
recent years. VAW within MEM communities and especially violence expe-
rienced by MEM women and their descendents has become a significant is-
sue in politics, policy, and media debates. Much of this has been critiqued for
essentialising minority/migrant cultures and communities and for seeing
them as inherently violent (see chapter by Manier in this volume). Indeed, the
SRVAW has problematised this approach arguing that

The particularization of domestic violence among non-Western immigrants as a
cultural problem…[is] problematic, as it discounted the relationship of socio-
economic disadvantage and restrictive immigrant policies to domestic violence.
(UNSRVAW 2009: 13).

The growth of religious fundamentalism and ‘Muslim terrorism’ with its ac-
companying security agenda since 9/11 and the conservative political trends
fuelled by this has added a particular angle to debates about violence against
MEM women. The greater polarization between countries and communities
created after 9/11 has provided fertile ground for cultural discourses, which
pose a serious challenge to gender equality and MEM women’s rights, both
from within their communities and from external nationalist discourses (see
Patel and Siddiqui in this volume). Thus, discourses on ‘harmful traditional
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practices’, such as forced marriage, honour-based violence, and female
genital mutilation, have at times become parallel discourses to that of VAW
in some national contexts, despite the attempts by many MEM and other
feminists to resist this and conceptualise these practices as gendered violence
where the intersection of culture and gender are given primacy (Bredal 2005;
2011; Gill and Anitha 2011).

Two trends within cultural discourses can be discerned and have been
problematised (see Chantler and Gangoli in this volume; Welchmann and
Hossain 2005). On the one hand are arguments, underpinned by cultural
relativism, which reject universal human rights and undermine women’s
equality (articulated from within cultural communities). On the other hand
are cultural essentialist approaches which, in the process of ‘othering’, view
some cultures, communities and countries as inherently and uniformly toxic
for women, a view that has taken a stranglehold in the popular imagination
across much of Europe. It also serves to view violence in majority societies
as individualized aberrations (see Chantler and Gangoli in this volume). Both
place MEM women, subjectively and structurally, in extremely difficult and
contradictory positions. Moreover, such responses have failed to improve the
situation for MEM women, who frequently find themselves having to negate
the valued aspects of their traditions and cultures to be constructed as victims
of traditional and patriarchal violence. This leaves women with restricted op-
tions as many want to be protected against male violence without making the
choice of ‘exit’ from their communities (see Gill and Mitra-Khan 2010). To-
gether, both perspectives fail to address the underlying causes of VAW. To
make connections within and between different women and VAW, the im-
portance of exposing patterns of domination within rather than differences
between cultures, interrogating hegemonic interpretations of culture, and ad-
dressing the patriarchal socio-economic and political interests within and out-
side that benefit from such interpretations has been emphasised. In some coun-
tries, MEM have carved out a third space for their voices and indeed were the
first critics of the increasing move towards religious fundamentalism (as in the
UK through the Women Against Fundamentalism group).

Thus, cultural discourses (cultural relativists and cultural essentialists) re-
sist women’s rights and uphold patriarchal order, on the one hand, and ‘fix’,
through homogenizing constructions, cultural communities, on the other.
This is further explored in ‘their’ culture, ‘our’ honour section of the Reader.
Indeed, as can be seen from a number of countries in Europe, cultural essen-
tialism serves to justify state action or inaction on VAW against MEM
women. By highlighting discourses that reinforce a view of MEM as experi-
encing greater levels of VAW, some European state responses to addressing
violence against MEM women have involved the tightening of immigration
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controls which have been couched as protecting MEM women and outlining
requirements for social and cultural integration, but which fail to address
their socio-economic and political marginality (see Hester et al. 2008).

Culture versus gender

As noted above, the utilisation of ‘culture’ by particular religious-cultural
political projects, where cultural justifications are used to limit women’s
rights, has been increasingly documented and critiqued. Of particular concern
to feminist writers has been the acceptance by government and political play-
ers, and sometimes feminists, of not only the dominant patriarchal voices
within communities which marginalize women’s (dissenting) voices but a
viewpoint which privileges culture in justifying violence against MEM
women (as in the UK for instance; see Patel and Siddiqui in this volume). In-
deed, the importance and value of foregrounding women’s voices as a coun-
ter narrative, which highlight the contestation within communities and dis-
rupt homogenizing explanations of culture, to hegemonic interpretations of
culture and identity and which serve to limit secular spaces, has been urged
(Patel and Siddiqui 2010). Such competing narratives from women highlight
the fact that: the threat to women’s human rights comes from the monopoly
over the interpretation and representation of culture by the powerful few
rather than from culture per se’. (UNSRVAW 2009: 29)

Writers have for some time now pointed to the role that women play as
cultural entrepreneurs in their constant negotiation and renegotiation of cul-
tural norms and values which leads, in migration settings, to hybrid or syn-
cretic cultural forms. This has highlighted the importance of seeing culture
not as a static but as a constantly evolving, contested and re/negotiated terrain.
To only see MEM women as ‘victims’ of their cultures, a view widely chal-
lenged, then is to do a disservice to the positive role that culture also plays in
many MEM women’s lives. Moreover, the simplistic view of women as vic-
tims of their cultures from which they need protection, a logical outcome of
the acceptance of the ‘harmful traditional practices’ argument, has been
widely challenged, as essentialising MEM communities as backward and un-
civilised. For these reasons, for instance, the SRVAW rejected the term
‘harmful traditional practices’ in favour of ‘harmful practices’ in relation to
cultural practices that erode women’s rights (see UNSRVAW 2009).

To only see VAW as a facet of cultural communities is also to separate
VAW from structural inequalities underpinning ‘race’, class, and gender
systems and results in inadequate conceptual explanations. At an interna-



Introduction 25

tional level, the emphasis placed on addressing the causes and consequences
of VAW through the UN has enabled emphasis to be placed on gender ine-
quality and an interrogation of approaches that de-link VAW from the over-
all subordination of women. Thus, when VAW is viewed as an outcome of
gender discrimination it becomes an inevitable outcome of unequal socio-
economic, cultural and political structures. This perspective enables us to see
women not simply as vulnerable victims in need of protection but VAW as
an outcome of a gendered order, frequently challenged at individual and col-
lective levels, that privileges male violence, individual and collective, which
is used to ensure women’s compliance. This is further compounded for MEM
women who are located at the intersection of multiple axes of oppression and
discrimination. However, discourses on honour-based violence and forced
marriage, as highlighted by a number of contributions to this volume, have
tended to privilege culture rather than gender in explanations which draw on
essentialized notions of culture and tradition and serve to stigmatise MEM
women and their communities. Such discourses have created a binary of the
emancipated white woman and the oppressed MEM woman, both of which
serve to normalize the violence and discrimination of white women and to
marginalize MEM women (UNSRVAW 2009: 36).

Honour-based violence as an explanation for the high levels of control
and violence in MEM women’s lives has become commonplace in recent
years. The potency of the forced marriage/honour-based violence discourse is
evident when practitioners and policy makers are found to use ‘honour’ to
explain what would have been termed as domestic violence not so long ago.
This re-packaging of the range of violence experiences of MEM women can
serve to de-link their experiences from wider VAW issues and ghettoize
them into their ‘cultural and traditional practices’ enclaves. As a counter to
such cultural explanations, honour-based violence and its links to control
over women’s sexuality has been pointed out by several writers, who have
highlighted the ways in which religious and cultural arguments view women
as markers and custodians of community honour, thereby coercing women to
conform to notions of the ideal/honourable woman and avoid male violence
through any sexual transgressions (Sen 2005; Welchmann and Hossain
2005). It has thus been argued that gender has to feature large in any expla-
nation of such forms of VAW. Although there are some differences, this
form of control is not just specific to MEM women as most forms of VAW
are often used as an instrument to control and regulate women’s sexual be-
haviour. This is reflected in much of the research on domestic violence where
women frequently speak of sexual jealousy as being a root cause or justifica-
tion for men’s violence.
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Intersectionality

being oppressed….is always constructed and intermeshed in other social divisions
(Yuval-Davis 2006: 195).

Whilst critiques of those who use culture as an explanation/justification for
VAW help us to shift attention towards gender as the dominant explanation,
intersectionality allows for the particularity of violence against MEM women
to be understood as well as shape responses. The importance of using an
intersectional approach to identify and to address the effects of the simulta-
neous operation of multiple systems of oppression/discrimination rather than
addressing each in isolation has been underlined by several writers (Sauer
2011; Thiara and Gill 2010; Verloo 2006; Yuval-Davis 2006). Whilst there
has been a rich debate about intersectionality among feminist writers, it is not
our purpose here to rehearse this. However, we, along with several con-
tributors to this volume, utilize the concept of intersectionality as our pre-
ferred explanatory tool for unpacking the complexity of VAW issues as they
impact on the lives and experiences of MEM women who are located within
overlapping and interconnected structures of discrimination and power.

In short, ‘intersectionality’ or an intersectional analysis suggests that in a
society based on multiple systems of domination, individual experiences are not
shaped by single identities/locations (as a woman or a minority ethnic person).
Thus, it recognises that some women’s experiences are marked by multiple
forms of oppression and subject positions, and that individual social categories
can be further broken down so that ‘women’ can be situated in powerful/less
ways to one another (Crenshaw 1991). This involves looking at how power is
inscribed within individual systems of oppression and between them (Razack
1998; Thiara and Gill 2010), and which can create both oppression and oppor-
tunity (Collins 1990; Zin and Dill 1996). Intersectionality or intersectional
analysis has recently been used to examine VAW in the UK, US and Canada
(see Sokoloff and Pratt 2005), although debate about whether some of this re-
produces additive notions of oppression, especially when used in a limited way
within political mobilisation, still remains rife (Yuval-Davis 2006).

Whereas many explanations of VAW or ethnicity and gender either ho-
mogenize the diverse experiences of women or fragment the experience of
violence of individual women, intersectionality allows for the universality of
VAW without losing these particularities in women’s experiences, whether
individual or collective. Through its focus on intersecting social divisions
and multiple systems of domination/oppression, intersectionality has the po-
tential to explain complexity and difference without resorting to essentialist
explanations (Phoenix and Pattynama 2006).
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A note on translation and terminology

Given the complexity of streamlining terms and definitions – of ethnicity and
of violence against women – across the Reader and to avoid imposing our
definitions and academic disciplines, a first decision made was to allow
authors to speak for themselves in the terms used in the national contexts in
which they are writing and using their local policy and political frames. This
has resulted in a volume that includes contributions from activists and re-
searchers rooted in various social science disciplines which is invariably re-
flected in concepts and terms used. It also lends to a more nuanced and richer
insight into current debates about VAW and MEM women across the differ-
ent European contexts.

Second, a belief in the necessity of bringing these writings on MEM
women and VAW closer to people working in the field of violence preven-
tion and victim support, as well as to academics, led us to the idea of pro-
ducing the volume in the three main European languages, French, German
and English. Authors were invited to write in the language with which they
felt most comfortable. This was to raise various challenges, not only for the
co-ordination and funding of the translation work but also in terms of agree-
ing equivalent terms for concepts and categories socially and politically lo-
cated in specific national contexts. Collaboration within the CAHRV pro-
gramme had made us aware of semantic issues involved when comparing re-
search findings and also of the complexities of translating terms into English.
The question of which ‘English‘ also arose, as many European researchers
outside the UK publish in English whilst not necessarily using terms used by
researchers writing in the UK. Knowing the various standpoints in Europe on
how to categorize im/migrants and their descendents, we had anticipated that
the translation of chapters written in French or in German would throw up a
number of problems. We opted against generalizing the use of a single termi-
nology, such as ethnic minorites, for instance, which not only does not corre-
spond to academic or political conceptualisations of integration and referring
to immigrants and their descendants but is also inappropriate in contexts such
as Germany, where many im/migrants from Eastern Europe or Russia are
considered to be ‘German ethnics‘.
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Organisation of the Reader

Our invitation to colleagues who responded to the call for contributions was
to focus on a particular aspect of gender violence against women and its in-
tersections with ethnicity or racism and to set it within a national context.
The Reader aimed to reflect the growing body of knowledge and thinking on
these politically sensitive issues. After much discussion among the editors,
four themes were identified for the Reader and when the call for contribu-
tions was made, potential contributors were asked to indicate which theme
their papers would address. Although some modifications took place when
we became clearer about the range of research that was in existence and the
continuing gaps, these themes are reflected in the four sections of the Reader.

In seeking to share knowledge about VAW in Europe, the first section
outlines the progress made in addressing VAW and the challenges that re-
main in tackling this complex issue across all countries. The second section,
making the links, discusses the ways in which the inter-connections between
gender, ethnicity and violence can be conceptualized (through the concept of
intersectionality for example) and outlines the different forms of violence
against minority women (as a continuum for example). The forms and effects
of gender-based violence, the third section, includes writing about the ways
in which racialised and gendered processes generate and influence different
forms of violence against women. In the fourth section, responses to gender-
based violence, contributors look critically at different responses to the issue
of ethnicity and violence against women in the different contexts and exam-
ine legal reform and policy responses, support services, NGO/community re-
sponses and autonomous organization by women from MEM communities.
How these link with debates on integration, multi-culturalism and cohesion
are also explored as is the role of the state in the construction and representa-
tion of minority communities and ‘culture’. The ways in which MEM women
are figured into these debates and what implications this has for practice re-
sponses to gender-based violence are some further issues considered by the
authors. The final section, is it a question of (their) ‘culture’ and (our) ‘hon-
our’, looks critically at some of the debates that use ‘culture’ to justify non-
intervention or greater scrutiny of communities as well as discourses that use
‘honour’ to argue for or against intervention in issues of VAW. How differ-
ent players use both ‘culture’ and ‘honour’ to justify a particular position and
how these arguments impact on the situation of MEM women affected by
gender-based violence is also considered.

This Reader is an important initial step in synthesizing writing and debate
on ethnicity, racism and VAW across Europe. We hope that it will be used
by researchers, policy makers and practitioners to inform the future devel-
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opment of effective responses to MEM affected by gender-based violence.
Beyond this, we hope that it will act as an inspiration for others to continue
the process, begun here, of exploring these complex mechanisms and proc-
esses and their effects at individual, collective, and societal levels.
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Part 1:
Building and Sharing Knowledge
about Violence Against Women in
Europe





Violence Against Women: Still a Political
Problem Throughout Europe

Rosa Logar               

It is incumbent upon those of us who already have power and prestige to shoulder
the responsibility of expanding models, examining our practices, and giving voice
to those who are silenced among us. This cannot be done without fear and dis-
couragement: those of us who live in safe contexts experience the risk of speaking
out, and we understand more clearly how in the lives of the invisible, the mar-
ginal, and the disenfranchised, every move toward safety entails risk and may in-
tensify danger. It is sobering and distressing to realize that, although anti-
domestic violence work has promoted greater safety for some individuals, many
remain in a position as dangerous and vulnerable as ever (Richie 1996). The
words of the Jewish Talmud remind us: It is not your job to finish the work, but
you are not free to walk away from it. (Bograd 2007:34)

Introduction

Violence against women, which was made an issue of public discussion by the
second wave women’s movement in the early 1970s, continues to be a severe
problem in Europe. According to a prevalence study carried out in Germany,
one out of four women have experienced physical or sexual violence (or both)
by current or former intimate partners and this is mirrored across much of
Europe (Schröttle and Müller 2004a: 7). In particular, immigrant women of
Turkish origin are suffering physical and sexual violence significantly more
often than the average female population (Schröttle and Müller 2004b: 27).
Violence has massive effects on health, which is already in a poor state among
a section of immigrant women, apparently in connection with their difficult
social situation, characterised by low wages as well as inadequate and insecure
occupational integration (Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008: 19f).

The purpose of this article is to highlight that while it has been possible,
to a certain extent, to raise the awareness of violence against women as an is-
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sue of social relevance, many problems still remain and not all groups of
women benefit from the measures taken so far. Immigrants and minority eth-
nic women face multiple discrimination, and in recent years they have also
been confronted with cultural relativism: violence is perceived as a part of
their culture, and thus as a normal occurrence. Parallel to this, increasing at-
tention has been given to violence in immigrant/ethnic minority communi-
ties, in particular forms of violence that are attributed to certain cultures such
as honour killings or forced marriage. Batsleer et al. 2002 (cited in Thiara
2008: 144) have pointed out that violence for ‘cultural’ reasons either tends
to be ignored (homogenised absence) or overemphasised (pathologised pres-
ence). As a result of such contradictory discourses on culture and violence,
immigrant and minority ethnic women are becoming stigmatised, they are in-
adequately protected against violence, and have to overcome considerable
barriers in order to find help.

The women’s movement has identified violence against women as part of
inequality and an indication of men’s dominance over women. Although their
approach encompassed all forms of violence against women, in practice the
women’s movement has tended to focus on domestic violence against women
and sexual violence in the public sphere. Establishing women’s shelters to
which women abused by their husbands or partners may turn with their chil-
dren, as well as phone hotlines for women who have become victims of rape,
have been among the first steps taken by the women’s movement to respond to
the issue of violence against women. Other forms of violence such as traffick-
ing in women, female genital mutilation, sex determination and abortion of fe-
male foetuses, violence against women during and after wars and armed con-
flicts, or violence in the form of forced marriage and dowry murders were put
on the agenda of the women’s movement only at a much later stage. The
Women’s Rights are Human Rights campaign, launched by the international
women’s movement which reached its apex at the United Nations Human
Rights Conference in 1993, played an essential role in this respect (see
Bunch/Reilly 1994). The views predominant until then were also shaken when
rape of women was systematically used as a military technique during the wars
in former Yugoslavia in the 1990s (Nikolic-Ristanovic 1999).

Violence against BAMER1 women has always been a significant issue in
the women’s movement against violence: in some European contexts it is

                                                          
1 In this article, the term BAMER will be used to refer to immigrant women, minority ethnic

women, black women, refugees and asylum seekers. Using one single term for these women
should not lead to the assumption, however, that they form a homogeneous group. This is
not the case: the term BAMER includes different groups in different historical, social and
political contexts, and also within the individual groups, diversity is found: for instance, it
makes a considerable difference whether an immigrant woman has a secure residence status
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evident that these women disproportionately often flee to women’s shelters,
because they have fewer options, compared to dominant ethnic women. Still,
the main discourse continues to underline that women of any ethnic and so-
cial origin, of any class and any age, may suffer violence committed by men.
On the one hand, this has been important in order to position the issue of
violence against women in the political mainstream, but on the other, such a
homogenising approach includes the risk of obscuring and ignoring the eth-
nic and social dimension of violence against women (Crenshaw 1994; Bur-
man and Chantler 2005). Lehman (2008: 85) states that Germany still lacks a
systematic intersectional perspective of domestic violence against women
which recognises that gender is always linked to other distinguishing catego-
ries such as class or ethnic origin (see Thiara and Gill 2010). This applies to
both theoretical and practical approaches, and most likely to the entire Euro-
pean region. It is imperative to revise current approaches to ensure that issues
for all groups of women affected by violence are addressed. As Bograd em-
phasises, this is not an abstract discussion of high-brow concepts such as in-
tersectionality but it has very real, life-threatening consequences if the
trauma of violence is further aggravated by other forms of discrimination and
violence (Bograd 2007: 32). At the end of this article two cases will be de-
scribed to illustrate how racist prejudice may exclude BAMER women and
their children from protection against violence.

Other developments in the discussion of the theme of violence against
women give reason for concern, too: the past decade has seen a pronounced
shift of the discourse away from violence against women towards domestic
violence. This might be read as a positive sign and as extending protection to
include other groups of people, and also in the sense of intersectionality, so
that victims are no longer solely defined along gender lines, i.e. it is not only
women who are affected by violence but also men and other criteria such as
age, disability, etc. are also taken into account. Still, this development entails
the problem that violence against women is ignored or qualified (‘women
may also commit violence’), and even the need for support services targeting
women is questioned (see, for instance, the campaign to abolish women’s
shelters initiated by a male sociologist and published via the WELT Online
website2). The present tendencies may well be expressions of a new upsurge
                                                                                                                            

or has not been granted a residence permit. Women ‘without papers’ are among the group of
people whose situation is extremely vulnerable, and thus their risk of suffering all possible
forms of violence or exploitation is particularly high. In the UK, apart from BAMER (Black,
Asian, Minority Ethnic and Refugee; see IMKAAN 2009), the abbreviation BME (Black
and Minority Ethnic women) is also used; it especially refers to South-Asian, African and
African-Caribbean communities (see Thiara 2008).

2 Welt Online: http://debatte.welt.de/kommentare/146073/wir+brauchen+frauenhaeuser, 30
July 2009 (text in German)

http://debatte.welt.de/kommentare/146073/wir+brauchen+frauenhaeuser
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of family values, accompanied by a disregard for women’s rights: it is held
that the family should be protected, not women as individuals. Even repre-
sentatives of women’s organisations have started to contribute to the gender-
neutral approaches to the problem and tend to use terms such as domestic
violence or violence in families instead of violence against women in the
hope of finding greater acceptance and of obtaining financial support more
easily.

As a result, the category of gender is made invisible, and violence against
women as a specific form of violence is denied. This tendency is contrary to
agreements under international law which underlines that violence against
women is a violation of human rights and that states have to take measures to
prevent, investigate and punish it (United Nations 1992: para 9).3 In its gen-
eral recommendations, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW Committee) adopts a clear position, stating that
‘the definition of discrimination includes gender-based violence, that is, vio-
lence that is directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects
women disproportionately’ (United Nations 1992: para 6). This definition
explicitly characterises violence against women as a specific form of vio-
lence which women suffer because of their gender and by which women are
affected especially often. It is an important definition which, regrettably, is
not observed to an appropriate extent at national level and is rarely used to
explain why violence against women differs from other forms of violence
and why specific interventions are needed in order to eliminate violence
against women. Its weakness is that it is one-dimensional and presents gen-
der as the sole reason for violence while disregarding other mechanisms of
discrimination and oppression. Still, there are other developments in interna-
tional law that increasingly take into account the complexity of multiple dis-
crimination and violence. For instance, the CEDAW Committee’s General
Recommendation 26 on women migrant workers adopted in 2008 addresses
the problem of specific and multiple discriminations that labour migrants
face (United Nations 2008). The Committee’s recommendations relate to
both the political and economic empowerment of migrant workers and their
protection against violence and access to justice, and the states that have rati-
fied CEDAW are obliged to implement these recommendations.

In other words, the point is not to abandon the approach of gender-related
violence but to expand it. Women experience violence and discrimination
because they are women, but at the same time also because they are immi-
                                                          
3 CEDAW Committee General Recommendation 19, para 9: ‘Under general international law

and specific human rights covenants, States may also be responsible for private acts if they
fail to act with due diligence to prevent violations of rights or to investigate and punish acts
of violence, and for providing compensation’.
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grants, or minority ethnic women, or because they are poor, or for other rea-
sons. Such multiple discrimination results in very specific forms of discrimi-
nation and oppression which have to be identified, pointed out and changed.
In particular, it is important to ask one question again and again: ‘Who is ex-
cluded and why?’ (see Kanuha 1996, quoted in Bograd 2007: 33).

New interventions to respond to violence against
women: who benefits and who is excluded

In the past two decades, many European countries have increased their ef-
forts to prevent violence against women and in particular domestic violence
(European Commission 2008; Hagemann-White 2008; Council of Europe
2008b; Federal Chancellery and Federal Ministry for Women 2008). These
have included, for example: the Zero Tolerance campaign was launched in
1992 in Scotland and has continually been advanced and also specifically
addresses young people (Federal Chancellery 2008: 263ff.); in 1997 Austria
adopted an act under which the police is obliged, in cases of imminent dan-
ger, to make a perpetrator leave the home immediately and to prohibit his
return to the flat and its neighbourhood for a period of seven days4 (Logar
2000); in Spain an act covering a wide range of provisions took effect in
2004 and includes women’s protection against violence (Organic Law 2004,
quoted in: Council of Europe 2007b: 163); in 2005 Bulgaria saw the adop-
tion of an act on the protection against domestic violence, according to which
victims may apply for civil law protection orders under which perpetrators
must keep away from certain places (Council of Europe 2007a: 97); in 2007
Germany’s Federal Government adopted the second Action Plan on Violence
against Women, which also includes interventions to respond to violence
against immigrant women and women with disabilities (Bundesministerium
für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend 2007); in Sweden, the new offence
of gross violation of a woman’s integrity was defined in 1998, under which
repeated acts of violence against a partner are punished more severely than
individual acts (Council of Europe 2007: 177).

This small number of examples is not sufficient by far to illustrate the
numerous changes and improvements in the prevention of violence against
women that have taken place. Regarding assistance and support to women
                                                          
4 The act has seen several amendments so far and when the second Act on Protection Against

Violence entered into force in June 2009 the period of eviction under orders issued by the
police was extended to two weeks. The new act also includes a number of other relevant im-
provements regarding protection against violence; see Logar 2009.
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and their children, many new centres have been established and new pro-
grammes implemented which include, for instance, national women’s tele-
phone helplines, proactive counselling by intervention centres, mobile sup-
port or independent domestic violence advisors. The women’s movement
against violence has succeeded in counteracting the marginalisation of this
issue and helped to integrate it in political programmes and legislation. Re-
search activities focusing on violence against women have also increased,
although research at university level is lagging behind and there are very few
university institutes and chairs that focus on gender and violence.

In recent years, international organisations such as the Council of Europe
have also intensified their activities in this field. For instance, the United Na-
tions published a study on violence against women (United Nations 2006).
The Council of Europe launched the campaign Stop domestic violence
against women, which was implemented from 2006 to 2008, and at present,
the Council is discussing the introduction of a legally binding Draft Conven-
tion on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic
violence (CAHVIO 2009). At the level of the European Union, legislation
aimed at preventing gender-related violence exists only in individual areas
such as sexual harassment at work or trafficking in women, but there are nu-
merous activities and recommendations (soft law) that reflect an intensified
commitment and the European Union’s triggering function in this regard
(Kantola 2006; Krizsan and Popa 2009).

Progress has thus been made in a number of fields regarding the preven-
tion of violence against women and domestic violence. Still, it must not be
overlooked that the extent of violence against women continues to be high
and that it has not been possible so far to reduce, let alone eliminate, violence
against women. In the absence of systematic evaluation and monitoring, it is
difficult or impossible to derive statements on the effects of measures taken.

Who then benefits from the new measures and who might be excluded?
Below, this question will be discussed with regard to BAMER women, and it
will be shown that they benefit from the new measures to a small extent only
and that new tendencies and discourses such as cultural relativism or the mi-
noritisation of violence (Burman and Chantler 2005) involve risks for these
women. Problems have been identified in the following areas: 1) The protec-
tion of BAMER women has hardly been considered in political programmes
and measures such as plans of action, which primarily focus on domestic
violence; 2) New measures are found especially with regard to protection
against violence under civil law and criminal law, while social and economic
rights, which are necessary to be able to leave a violent relationship, have
hardly been considered; 3) Restrictive alien laws and discrimination of
BAMER women contribute to their dependence on violent perpetrators and
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this especially affects women who have no legal residence status; 4) There
are gaps in the support system, and for BAMER women these gaps are espe-
cially wide since their access to support is often difficult, and they are ex-
cluded from several types of assistance; 5) As a result of the tendency to-
wards and the discussion of the cultural relativism of violence, combined
with the existing prejudice against BAMER women, government authorities
that are in charge of protecting women against violence do not take adequate
protection measures and thus BAMER women do not get as much protection
as women from the majority population.

It is not possible in the context of this article to address problem areas
such as insufficient or non-existent laws on protection against violence, lack
of or inadequate implementation and evaluation, as well as the continuing
problem, underlined again and again, that violence against women is not
punished in a large number of cases (see, e.g., Hester 2003, quoted in Hum-
phreys and Charter et al. 2006; Kelly, Lovett and Seith 2009).

National plans of action lack comprehensive measures
to prevent violence against BAMER women

A study conducted on behalf of the Council of Europe which investigated the
implementation of Recommendation 2002–5 on the protection of women
against violence has shown that an increasing number of states have adopted
plans of action on violence against women in recent years (Hagemann-White
2008). The quality of the plans of action and their implementation cannot be
analysed in detail here, but there is reason for doubt about the effectiveness
of many action plans which often are just noble words. In this chapter, the
extent to which plans of action take account of the situation of BAMER
women will be discussed. What is typical of the majority of action plans is
that they are still focused on the areas of domestic violence and sexual vio-
lence (Hagemann-White 2008: 9), with only very few also dealing with other
forms of violence mentioned in the Council of Europe Recommendation
(2002: 5): violence in institutions, forced marriage, violence in situations of
conflict, murder in the name of honour, female genital mutilation and failure
to respect freedom of choice with regard to reproduction. This indicates a
trend towards marginalisation of forms of violence that are regarded as typi-
cal of other cultures and it is a questionable contradiction to the overriding
emphasis on violence in BAMER communities that is often found but does
not lead to what might be expected, namely intensified measures against
violence laid down in plans of action. This may be the result of an attitude
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that sees violence as an inherent characteristic of certain cultures, which thus
cannot be changed. And it points to the view that the women concerned are
passively putting up with violence so that interventions would be useless
anyway (Burman and Chantler 2005: 63). Such attitudes are a form of dis-
crimination as a result of which support and assistance are not made avail-
able.

Even where the situation of BAMER women is discussed and included in
action plans it is interesting to note the ways in which this is done. For in-
stance, an analysis of Germany’s second Plan of Action to combat violence
against women acknowledges the fact that especially women of Turkish and
East European origin are suffering physical and sexual violence considerably
more often, and in more severe forms, than the average German female
population and that these women are also affected by specific forms of vio-
lence, such as forced marriage (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren,
Frauen und Jugend 2007: 7). It is also pointed out that there is a greater need
for support and a number of model projects are listed. The necessity of inte-
gration is frequently pointed out and the wish that immigrants should inte-
grate themselves through learning German is also evident. Experience of
violence, however, tends to be regarded as an individual phenomenon or is
linked to certain cultures. The Plan of Action does not mention structural
problems and discrimination or racist prejudice against immigrants, which
are additional barriers when they are seeking protection and support. Fur-
thermore, the barriers created by lack of residence rights or lack of social and
economic security are not addressed, and the chapter on support services
does not mention the need for specific centres for immigrant women affected
by violence.

It has to be conceded as a positive point of Germany’s Plan of Action,
however, that the situation of immigrant women suffering violence has in
fact been recognised as a focal issue. Still, the way in which this area is
treated is less than perfect. The Plan pursues an individualised approach and
does not see the problem in all its aspects and only certain fragments are cov-
ered. The focus is placed on individual deficits, while deficits in the system
are hardly made visible. It is implied that immigrants have to change, not the
system. Pursuing such approaches certainly is not limited to Germany, as the
analysis by Roggebrand and Verloo (2007) of the Netherlands’ immigration
policy shows.

Similar problems can be found in the UK’s new National strategy to end
violence against women and girls. Imkaan, a second tier organisation repre-
senting minority ethnic domestic violence support services in the UK, wel-
comes the National strategy which encompasses many fields but also has
concerns: while the strategy mentions problems such as forced marriage and
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honour-based violence it lacks reference to the extremely vulnerable situation
of BAMER women who want to leave a violent relationship and have no re-
course to public funds (Imkaan 2009: 2).

Thus, the national action plans and policies lack comprehensive ap-
proaches to the situation of BAMER women. The intersectional aspects of
experience – of discrimination and violence – are insufficiently taken into
account, which may result in inadequate measures and lack of support for
BAMER women and their children. Therefore it is of vital importance to in-
tegrate in national plans of action and other policy documents comprehensive
measures for BAMER women and their children who have suffered violence,
and to orient them towards the specific needs of different groups (immigrant
women with precarious residence status, refugee and asylum seekers immi-
grant women without residence permits). For the latter group the barriers to
seeking help are high because when they turn to government authorities they
may be identified as people who live in the country illegally and eventually
be deported.

Gaps in the statutory protection against violence

In recent years, many European countries have adopted laws on protection
against violence that include measures under civil and criminal law such as
civil law injunctions and barring orders against perpetrators, or defining
marital rape and stalking as criminal offences. This undoubtedly is a positive
development and shows that domestic violence against women is no longer
considered a private matter but its prevention is regarded as a duty of the
State. The process of adopting statutory protection measures has not yet been
concluded and deficits regarding statutory regulations and their implementa-
tion can still be seen in many countries (Council of Europe 2007c; European
Commission 2008; Council of Europe 2008a).

Measures under civil law and criminal law aimed at protection against
violence are absolutely necessary but prevention has to go beyond that.
Complementary measures are needed so that the women affected and their
children actually have access to these rights and may benefit from them. In-
tervention centres that support victims, mobile counselling services or inde-
pendent domestic violence advisors have proved to be essential in order to
enable women to make use of their rights. However, support services such as
those mentioned above are not available in many countries and regions be-
cause the corresponding laws were passed without ensuring the financial
means needed for implementation.
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Another problem is that statutory measures are not harmonised and may
even be contradictory. This may be the case with regard to the protection
of children against domestic violence. Hester (2006) developed the Three
Planet Model (Planet A: violence against the partner; Planet B: violence
against children; Planet C: fathers’ rights) to illustrate this situation. This
shows that if the three areas dealing with the problem of domestic violence
are treated as separate issues, as a result children, because of family law
provisions, may insufficiently be protected after the mother has separated
from a violent partner and may be exposed to further violence. Therefore,
it is essential for protecting children against violence that statutory meas-
ures are aligned and that, in accordance with the 1989 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the rights of children to physical
and mental health should supersede the father’s right to have contact with
his children.

Thus, comprehensive, well-aligned statutory measures are needed to en-
sure effective protection against violence (see United Nations 2008; Council
of Europe Task Force 2008). In addition, thorough implementation, secure
access to law, and regular evaluation of measures are important elements to
ensure that laws are more than fig leaves, adopted to have something to show
when reports have to be written.

Residence laws versus anti-violence laws

To what extent do BAMER women and their children actually benefit from
the new measures of protection against violence? This primarily depends on
their status of residence: the less secure it is or the less information on this
aspect of their situation women have, the less likely it is that BAMER
women will turn to the police or justice authorities to seek protection.
Women who do not have a legal residence title are almost always reluctant to
contact authorities because they cannot expect protection but may face sanc-
tions and deportation. Because of the provisions of alien law, women may
become (more) dependent on the abuser if they are not granted residence
rights independent of their partners, and recently, the corresponding regula-
tions have become more restrictive in many countries.

A few examples will illustrate the situation: the UK applied the one-year
rule for many years- women entering the country had to remain in marriage
with their spouse for at least one year before they could apply to stay in the
UK permanently and thus divorce him without having to leave the country.
This also applied when a woman was abused by her husband. Women’s or-
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ganisations such as Southall Black Sisters5 repeatedly pointed to the detri-
mental effects of this regulation for women depending on their partners with
regard to their leave to remain in the UK. Eventually a few concessions were
introduced from which women suffering violence could benefit under certain
conditions. However, it was not possible to prevent the extension to two
years of this regulation in 2003. In addition, under the no recourse to public
funds requirement, persons coming to the UK have to be supported by their
spouses and are not entitled to social benefits, which makes it very difficult
or impossible for women in violent relationships to leave their violent part-
ners (Kelly and Sen 2007).

In Germany also women have to live with their husbands for two years
before they may apply for an independent residence permit, which at first
grants residence for one year only.6 For women suffering violence a hardship
regulation was introduced. However, it includes the requirement that massive
acts of violence must have been committed and that they must have been re-
ported to the police.

In Austria, the residence status of immigrant women who have no suffi-
cient income of their own depends on their husbands for five years.7 Excep-
tions applying to women suffering violence are also granted in Austria but
the requirements for this are strict and cannot easily be met. For instance,
women must have applied for an interim injunction because of the violence
committed. The chances of being granted an interim injunction are good es-
pecially in those cases in which eviction orders have previously been issued
by the police. However, many immigrant women are reluctant to turn to the
police and rather resort to relatives, friends or a women’s shelter. This sig-
nificantly reduces their chances of obtaining an interim injunction.

In order to be granted an independent residence permit for Austria,
women have to overcome other obstacles as well. Their stay in the country
must not involve expenses for the state, and therefore they cannot take up
state financial support. In addition, they have to prove an accommodation in
accordance with local custom as well as a minimum monthly income of EUR
770 for themselves. As many immigrant women do not have employment or
(have to) work in low-wage jobs it is difficult to prove such an income.
Childcare duties are not taken into account and immigrant women thus have
to prove an income at the required level independent of the question of how
old their children are, if childcare services are available and whether the

                                                          
5 Southal Black Sisters http://www.southallblacksisters.org.uk/campaign_oneyearrrule.html

31 July 2009
6 Section 31 of the Act on Residence
7 Section 27 of the Act on Settlement and Residence

http://www.southallblacksisters.org.uk/campaign_oneyearrrule.html
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woman in question will find employment at all. Here immigrants face multi-
ple discriminations: as women, as mothers and because of their origin.

Asylum seekers have no access to the labour market in Austria, and they
are not entitled to welfare assistance either. As the laws have been restricted
also in Austria in order to prevent ‘immigration by marriage’, not even asy-
lum seekers who have married an Austrian are granted residence permits
following the marriage. They have to leave Austria and apply for a residence
permit in their country of origin. This is in fact impossible for asylum seek-
ers, and when they are in a violent marriage they are forced to continue living
with their husbands because it is not possible for them to ensure their exis-
tence independently.

These examples illustrate that many BAMER women who suffer violence
have no choice but to stay with the abuser, as they would otherwise risk their
very existence, especially if they are asylum seekers or depend on their hus-
bands or have no legal residence status because the laws on residence and
asylum are getting increasingly restrictive. A study carried out in Scandina-
via, which interviewed immigrant women living in women’s shelters, arrived
at the same conclusions:

In this report, we have used the women’s narratives to illustrate how abused for-
eign women are literally trapped between law and life, as the report title indicates.
The women can either choose to stay in violent marriages until becoming eligible
for permanent residence. Or they can leave their abusive husbands and hope to be
among the few elected who are granted residence permits – both potentially life-
threatening options. If the women stay in the violent marriage, they expose them-
selves and their children to great danger, as most women in the report talk of
brutal violence. If they leave their husbands, they risk expulsion and possibly ex-
posing themselves to violence and, in the extreme, honour killing by their own or
their husband’s families. Alternatively, they risk ending up in prostitution or be-
ing married off to old men and/or generally having to live in wretched circum-
stances, unable to support themselves. In other words, the women are locked in a
no-win situation, and the Nordic countries’ legislative provisions fail to offer the
necessary protection.’ (The Danish Research Centre on Gender Equality 2005: 63)

A violent man may use the insecure residence status of his partner to put her
under pressure and to intimidate her. He may threaten to inform the authori-
ties and in this way makes her keep quiet about the violence committed. And
if women make public the fact that they are suffering violence, violence
committed by a partner may be replaced by violence on the part of the state.
A group of British researchers conclude that violence against women is toler-
ated by the state in order to control access to citizenship – ‘what this illus-
trates is that what is most important to the state is to regulate citizenship even
at the expense of terrible abuse to women. In this sense, the state can be seen



Violence Against Women 47

to be an active partner in the violence against women’ (Burman and Chantler
2005: 65).

This approach by the state is a violation of the obligation under interna-
tional law to protect all women who have suffered violence and to make pos-
sible for them a life free of violence. The current Council of Europe activities
to draft a legally binding Convention on preventing and combating violence
against women recognizes BAMER women’s right to a life free of violence.
The Interim Report reads:

Thus women and children of foreign nationality who have been, or who are, vic-
tims of such violence could be granted a specific legal status in their host country,
particularly in respect of the right of residence and the right to work, so as to en-
able them to lead a life free of violence (Council of Europe 2009: para 45).

It will be of great importance over the coming two years that women’s and
human rights organisations engage in lobbying to ensure that not only the
Interim Report but also the final text of the Convention will definitely oblige
states to grant to women and children affected by violence residence rights
that are independent of those of the perpetrator, and as well as rights that se-
cure their livelihood so that they are indeed in a position to lead lives free of
violence and without having to fear for their existence.

Lack of social and economic rights

As has already been mentioned, anti-violence laws alone are not enough, nor
are new regulations for residence permits, if women are not granted social
and economic rights that permit them and their children a life under their
own control. The Council of Europe Recommendation 2002–5 says that the
member states shall take necessary measures ‘to ensure that women are able
to exercise freely and effectively their economic and social rights’ (Council
of Europe 2002: para II).

In recent years, numerous legal reforms have taken place, but only in few
cases have they included social and economic rights for women who have
become victims of violence. Frequently, provisions have not been harmo-
nised, and while women may turn to the courts and apply for orders under
which their violent partner has to leave their home immediately, the legal
processes that are necessary to obtain maintenance take weeks or months.
Interim injunctions and eviction orders do not feed women and children,
therefore it is essential to include in the anti-violence laws also provisions
that ensure immediate maintenance payments and grant those concerned non-
bureaucratic access to welfare assistance until maintenance is paid. Spain’s
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legislation (Organic Law 2004, quoted in: Council of Europe 2007b: 163) is
a good practice example in this regard. It defines special courts for cases of
violence against women, which are competent not only for ordering protec-
tion measures but also for settling maintenance claims. Other provisions of
the act prevent discrimination at work of women experiencing violence and
guarantees them labour rights as well as financial support.

The majority of recent new acts also lack provisions under which women
affected by violence and their children are granted the right to affordable
housing. Being unable to find adequate, affordable housing is the most fre-
quent reason why women stay in shelters for longer periods or return to pre-
carious living conditions after they stay in the shelters. Violence often means
losing one’s home, therefore many women are forced to go on living with the
perpetrator, also after a separation (Council of Europe 2007c: 25).

In other words, what BAMER women and their children need to live free
of violence is not only laws that protect them against violence but also laws
that ensure their existence including housing, easier access to the labour
market, education and training as well as childcare. In addition, there must be
labour laws which guarantee that women who have become victims of vio-
lence will not lose their work, and eventually also other social and economic
rights are required.

Massive gaps in the network of support services

In Europe, as of the 1970s – in Central and Eastern Europe as of the 1990s,
after the collapse of Communism – women’s organisations have opened
women’s shelters, provided advice by phone as well as other services for
women and their children who have become victims of male violence, and
the women’s organisations have fought for obtaining government funds to fi-
nance these services. A network of support services was thus built, but in
many countries and regions this network has massive gaps (European Com-
mission 2008; WAVE 2008; Kelly and Dubois 2008). The deficits that show
are both quantitative (insufficient number of support centres) and qualitative
(no specific services, e.g. for women who have become victims of sexual
violence), and this does not apply to Eastern Europe only but also to other
countries of the European Union.

A number of studies drawn up on behalf of the Council of Europe have
revealed that many countries cannot even say precisely how many women’s
shelters they have (Council of Europe 2008), and moreover, the figures given
by governments differ from those communicated by women’s organisations.
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For instance, in the 2007 report, the Czech Republic indicated a capacity of
1 147 places in women’s shelters, while women’s organisation said that only
27 places existed (OSI/Network Women’s Program 2007). In Slovakia, the
figures the Government gave for the 2008 report mentioned 517 available
places (Council of Europe 2008: 16), while women’s organisations said that
46 places existed and 539 places were lacking (WAVE 2008). The Council
of Europe Task Force recommends a minimum standard of one family place8

in a women’s shelter per 10 000 of population (Council of Europe 2008b: 84).
According to the countries’ own information, this standard of supply has so
far been met by few of the 33 countries that took part in the survey (Luxem-
bourg, Norway, Andorra, Ireland and Liechtenstein). Many countries have
less than half the number of places in women’s shelters that would be neces-
sary, and there are states where the number of places in shelters is so small
that one cannot at all speak of adequate supply (Italy, Cyprus, Hungary, Ro-
mania, Georgia, Turkey, Bulgaria).

Women’s shelters are essential for protecting women and children against
violence. A lack of shelters brings about a very difficult situation, as many
countries do not have effective legal measures of protection against violence
and many women have little confidence in government authorities. Often,
there are no other service providers, such as counselling centres for women
affected by sexual violence either, and only a minority of countries operate
cost-free 24-hour phone helplines for women which the Council of Europe
Task Force indicates as part of the minimum standards for the support of
victims. A report prepared for the Council of Europe on minimum standards
for support services mentions one counselling centre for victims of sexual
violence per 200 000 women and one counselling centre per 50 000 women
where various services such as court assistance or outreach are provided
(Kelly and Dubois 2008: 38). A central function of support services for
women is to help women suffering violence and their children get access to
justice. The obligation under international law for states to protect women
against violence and to prevent violence includes the right to support and ac-
cess to justice. At present, these rights are available to a small number of
women affected only, indicating an urgent need for action on the part of po-
litical decision-makers.

In addition to quantitative gaps, problems in the quality of support serv-
ices have also been shown. It is widely recognised among experts that
women who suffer violence need specific support services for women, pro-
vided by staff with a specialised knowledge and skill base for counselling
and support services for women and their children and who act in the inter-

                                                          
8 Family place = a bed space for the mother and her children
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ests of their clients (WAVE 2004; Kelly and Dubois 2008). The goal of these
services is to empower women and enable them to gain autonomy, i.e., take
control of their lives, and to prevent them from further violence as well as
new traumatisation resulting from inappropriate interventions by state agen-
cies and institutions.

Many countries and regions have no specialised support centres and gen-
eral social service providers, such as social welfare departments, are hardly
in a position to provide adequate support. As a rule, they cannot ensure ad-
vocacy, i.e., acting in the interests of victims, and many of them even have
power and control over victims, for instance, the power to remove children
from the family or to control financial support. Therefore they cannot pursue
the aim of empowering the victim, which has to be focused on helping vic-
tims lead independent lives. It is important to have social service providers
that are trained in the field of violence against women, but they cannot re-
place specialised, autonomous women’s organisations. Children also need
independent support and advocacy, which, regrettably, is also lacking in
many cases (Eriksson 2005; Kavemann and Kreyssig 2005).

So, what is the situation of BAMER women and their children with re-
gard to support services? There are many indications of marginalisation and
manifold barriers making it difficult to get support, in a network of services
providers that is inadequate as such. There are studies pointing out that
BAMER women tend to have little information on support services (Schröt-
tle and Khelaifat 2008) and that they turn to support centres less often than
women in general (Batsleer et al 2002, quoted in Thiara 2008). In other
words, they are a target group that is not, or insufficiently, addressed. This is
a contradiction to the Council of Europe report according to which 24 out of
38 governments have stated that information on rights and support services
for women are available in all relevant languages (Council of Europe
2008a: 38). The survey does not specify the criteria for defining languages as
relevant, but obviously it is safe to assume that the views of the governments
may have been overly optimistic.

Apart from access to information, there are also other, hard barriers that
BAMER women are facing with regard to access to services, especially if,
apart from the problem of violence, their residence titles are insecure as
well. This particularly affects women and children who have no legal
status of residence or who risk losing their right of residence. They are
hardly welcomed by providers of support services because their cases in-
volve much more work or because support centres do not feel competent to
handle such cases: they regard themselves as specialists in violence prob-
lems, not in residence problems. Here, the lack of intersectional ap-
proaches results in the exclusion of BAMER women and their children.
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They are ‘the wrong target group’, and the problem of violence tends to be
ignored or not given priority.

Shelters that admit BAMER women whose residence status is insecure or
who have no residence title, often face the problem that they cannot take up
public funds for these women and their children because they are not entitled
to social benefits (Burman and Chantler 2005). Fund-raising among private
sponsors is necessary to be able to ensure the protection of these women and
their children in the women’s shelter, which in turn requires much time and
effort. There is the risk that support centres make BAMER women feel that
they are ‘a burden’, and they are personally made responsible for this, while
it is in fact the system and racist as well as sexist discrimination that cause
additional work. This divides the women concerned, which in turn has nega-
tive effects on BAMER women and their children due to the prejudice they
face. There is reason to assume that BAMER women and their children are
refused help by support centres in Europe and also in the European Union
every day because they have no, or no secure, residence titles. Women living
in shelters are not safe from deportation either, and regulations according to
which women without residence titles may not be admitted are frequent.
There are no exact figures and studies at European level that link the resi-
dence status of BAMER women who suffer violence to possible conse-
quences with regard to access to justice and to service provision. Research in
this field would be of great importance.

Support services that are specifically oriented towards BAMER women
and their children, such as Southall Black Sisters in London or Berlin’s
emergency shelter of Interkulturelle Initiative, are the exception rather than
the rule and are usually found only in larger cities. This is another consider-
able gap in the support system, as research has shown that BAMER women
are very positive about being able to talk to a worker from a similar back-
ground who speaks her language (Thiara 2008: 147; Parmar et al 2005). In
spite of this fact, support centres that specialise in services for BAMER
women frequently face the danger of being closed down and cannot be ex-
panded either, and a typical reason given is that such a specialisation would
not be desirable as it prevents integration. This is contrary to the needs and
wishes of many BAMER women, which unfortunately is not deemed to be
relevant by many policy makers.

In sum, BAMER women and their children whose stay in the country is
not based on a legal residence title form the low end of society: they have no
rights and as a result have no access to adequate protection and support. This
does not conform to international law, which, as mentioned above, obliges
states to ensure effective protection against violence of all women, irrespec-
tive of their origin, nationality, ethnic group, etc. It will be imperative in the
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future to defend and implement the right to adequate support as well as ac-
cess to support for all women, also BAMER women. Political players are
called upon to adopt measures to this end and to provide the resources
needed.

Lack of protection against violence

As described at the outset, racist prejudice and cultural relativism in the field
of prevention may be a danger to the life, health and freedom of women. To
illustrate this, two cases will be described in more detail. In 2002 and 2003,
respectively, Şahide und Fatma, two women of Turkish origin who lived in
Austria, were killed after many years of suffering abuse by their husbands
(Citak 2008). Both women had been clients of the Domestic Abuse Interven-
tion Centre of Vienna, a support centre that provides services to victims of
domestic violence after eviction orders have been issued against the perpe-
trators. The staff of the Intervention Centre were shocked and upset about the
murder of the two women, and in their opinion, the state authorities had
failed to act with due diligence and had not done everything in their power to
protect the lives of the two women. In 2005, the Intervention Centre and the
Association of Women’s Access to Justice submitted a complaint to the
CEDAW Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women of
the United Nations9 (United Nations CEDAW Committee 2007 a, b; Logar
2009).

The authors of the complaint underlined that the murders of Şahide und
Fatma were two tragic examples of the fact that violence against immigrant
women in Austria still was not taken seriously enough by state authorities
and institutions, that the criminal law system, especially Public Prosecutors
and judges, continued to regard violence against women as a social or do-
mestic problem of little importance, found only in certain social classes and
cultures, that criminal law provisions were not applied because violence
against women was not taken seriously and the victim’s fear was ignored by
the criminal law authorities. In both cases, the perpetrators had not been de-
tained in spite of repeated threats of murder.

In its comments on the complaint regarding the case of Şahide, Austria
used an argument that was explicitly racist in order to justify why the Public
Prosecutors had withdrawn the charges of making criminal dangerous threats
                                                          
9 The CEDAW Committee monitors the implementation of the 1979 UN Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, a major agreement under inter-
national law.
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of murder. Austria submitted that ‘it could not be proved with sufficient cer-
tainty that Mustafa was guilty of making criminal dangerous threats against
his wife that went beyond the harsh statements resulting from his back-
ground’ (United Nations CEDAW Committee 2007a). In other words, it was
doubted whether the threats of murder actually were ‘real’ or rather came
from the perpetrator’s ‘background’, i.e., his Turkish origin, suggesting that
such threats were normal occurrences in this culture and might be regarded
as rude but did not violate any law. Thus, a certain cultural background is as-
sumed as a reason for qualifying an act that is punishable under the applica-
ble law (which is a discrimination), and double standards are thus introduced:
threats made in this culture have to be judged in a different way to threats
made in an ‘Austrian’ culture. As a consequence of this reasoning, victims
are refused protection against such a threat as they are no longer regarded as
victims.

The CEDAW Committee did not follow the view of the Republic of
Austria, and in 2007, it decided that Austria had violated the rights of the two
women to protection of their lives and physical and mental integrity accord-
ing to the CEDAW Convention. The Committee considered that there had
been sufficient indications of the danger of the perpetrators to which the
authorities had not reacted by taking all appropriate protection measures.

In both cases, the CEDAW Committee acknowledged that Austria had
established a comprehensive model to address domestic violence but also
stated that this was not enough:

In order for the individual woman victim of domestic violence to enjoy the practi-
cal realization of the principle of equality of men and women and of her human
rights and fundamental freedoms, the political will that is expressed in the afore-
mentioned comprehensive system of Austria must be supported by State actors,
who adhere to the State party’s due diligence obligations (CEDAW 2007a and
b: para 12.1.2).

In other words, it is not enough to have good laws; they also have to be prac-
tised in each case and by all actors.

Austria also maintained that detention would have been disproportionate
because it would have been too massive an interference in the perpetrator’s
basic rights and fundamental freedoms. The Committee stated in both cases
that the perpetrators’ rights cannot supersede women’s human rights to life
and to physical and mental integrity (CEDAW 2007a: para 12.1.5 and
CEDAW 2007b: para 12.1.5). It was recommended that Austria adopt a se-
ries of measures in order to ensure that the state and its actors act with due
diligence to prevent and respond to violence against women and adequately
provide for sanctions for the failure to do so (CEDAW 2007a and b: para
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12.3 a–d). These two decisions are of great relevance for all states that have
ratified CEDAW and may directly be applied in national law. Women’s and
human rights organisations can use these decisions for lobbying at national
level in order to improve the protection of women, in particular BAMER
women, and to point to gaps in legal and support structures. In this way, in-
ternational rights may become an effective instrument that is more than noble
words but has practical relevance for the realisation of women’s rights.

Conclusions

This article has shown that in spite of what has been achieved in the past four
decades to improve the prevention of gender-related violence against women,
there continue to be massive gaps in the legal and support structures which,
due to sexist and racist prejudice, primarily affect immigrant and minority
ethnic women, and refugees and asylum seekers. As the intersection of si-
multaneous multiple forms of discrimination, in theory and in practice, be-
cause of gender and ethnic and social origin, has not been analysed properly,
the situation of the women concerned remains invisible. In this way, they are
marginalised and experience further discrimination. In order to respond to
this, intersectional perspectives have to be included in political programmes
such as national plans of action, based on the question of who is in danger of
being excluded and why, and how the groups of women affected can be inte-
grated in the relevant measures.

The majority of new measures aimed at the protection against violence
that have been adopted in recent decades concern protection orders under
civil law and criminal law. There is no doubt that these are important instru-
ments but they do not cover everything that is necessary as they are based on
individualised approaches and ignore the structural causes of why women
live in violent relationships which can be difficult for them to leave. Future
activities need to focus on improving the social and economic rights of
women experiencing violence, in particular, the right to housing of their own,
the right to financial independence and access to the labour market as well as
education and training. Laws that discriminate BAMER women and force
them to continue to live in dependence on violent partners are highly dubious
from an ethical point of view because the state thus acts as an accomplice of
perpetrators. Such laws should be abolished. BAMER women whose resi-
dence status has become illegal because of violence suffered or discrimina-
tion by law should be granted residence permits for humanitarian reasons and
should not face the risk of deportation.
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Another cause for concern is discrimination and marginalisation of
BAMER women in support service provision: they are denied support, and
the barriers preventing access to help are growing. An essential point in this
regard is to implement the principle to grant support and assistance to all
women and their children, independent of origin and status, and not to refuse
any woman access to women’s shelters or other support centres or provide
unrestricted support. Furthermore, it is necessary to establish and expand
specialised centres for BAMER women in order to ensure adequate support.
Public relations activities have to be intensified in order to inform all com-
munities of the right to support and assistance. Eventually, it is of vital im-
portance that the state agencies in charge of protecting women against vio-
lence are aware of possible discrimination and prejudice with regard to
BAMER communities and take steps to change this so that their actions are
not guided by discrimination and prejudice.

Under international law, such as the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women, as well as the decisions by the
Committee in charge of monitoring the implementation of the Convention, it
definitely is a task of states to act with due diligence to protect all women
against violence. It is essential to propagate these two decisions, which are
milestones in the field of preventing violence, and to use them as arguments
in favour of initiatives aimed at closing the gaps in the support system and
with regard to the protection of immigrant and minority ethnic women, refu-
gees and asylum seekers as well as their children.
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What Do We Know About Gendered Violence
and Ethnicity Across Europe From Surveys?  

Stephanie Condon, Maud Lesné and Monika Schröttle   

In recent years, political and academic debate on VAW in Europe has been
appropriated by an almost obsessive focus on immigrants and their descen-
dants. The media have played a key role in relaying statements by politicians
and reports of sexual harassment and rape, murder, forced marriage and hon-
our crimes, and female genital mutilation. In the spotlight have been the vic-
tims: young women of immigrant parentage, born in Western Europe or
having arrived there during childhood or adolescence, living very often in
metropolitan housing estates. Most often, their assigned ‘origins’ (resulting
from their parents’ migration histories) are North or Sub-Saharan African,
Turkish or South Asian. Meanwhile, in the near background are, on the one
hand, the perpetrators of the violence – generally understood to be the men of
‘their’ groups – and, on the other hand, ‘their culture’. The chapters in this
Reader investigate the reasons for the sudden focus on these populations, and
on the ‘specific’ forms of violence seen to be socially acceptable by their
communities, as well as the consequences of such perceptions and represen-
tations. In many ways, the beliefs and assumptions underpinning discourse –
and much social practice and policy – have established themselves without
recourse to representative data. Local and national governments have sought
scientific validation for their policies by requesting ‘hard’, statistical (i.e.
‘reliable’) data. Yet these requests are usually made with little knowledge
about how prevalence is measured, how population statistics are compiled or
how relationships between various factors, characteristics and acts are in-
ferred. There are also assumptions regarding the boundaries of immigrant or
ethnic minority categories.

A certain number of European prevalence studies have attempted to take
on board these issues. Very often, the reports indicate that, whilst violence
against women is a universal social problem that concerns women of all so-
cial backgrounds, ethnic groups and age groups, migrant women and black
and ethnic minority women are at higher risk of experiencing violence within
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and outside partner and family relationships (Jaspard et al. 2003; Müller and
Schröttle 2004; CAHRV 2006). The studies conclude that this greater vul-
nerability is linked to women’s less favourable socio-economic situations in
relation to most of the majority population in the countries in which they
live, racism, discrimination and social isolation. Since they are designed to
analyse prevalence, using indicators describing the current situation of
women, these surveys contain very little information on the migration tra-
jectories or background of the women, or on cultural practices. Using exam-
ples of results from the major prevalence surveys, this chapter investigates
the specificity or universality of different forms of violence, gives a critical
viewpoint of statistical measurement of risks facing some groups of women
and discusses important methodological considerations for future quantitative
research on the subject.

Prevalence research on violence against women in
Europe

Over the last decade or so, many countries around the world have started to
collect data about violence against women (Gautier 2004; Hagemann-White
2001; Heise et al. 1999; Martinez and Schröttle et al. 2006a; Jaspard and
Condon 2007). This was in response to the Beijing Platform call for the gath-
ering of statistical data on the prevalence and forms of violence experienced
by women throughout the world. It was clear that official crime statistics
could only give a glimpse of the tip of the iceberg in relation to the scope and
intensity of interpersonal violence, not just because they revealed only con-
victions or reporting to the police, but also because the categories used to de-
scribe acts corresponding to certain forms of violence recognised as ‘crimes’
(Hagemann-White 2001; Jaspard et al. 2003). These definitions of course
vary from one national context to another. Whilst criminological surveys
have produced detailed information on victimisation through different crimes
on a national or international basis, they often cannot produce data on vio-
lence in close relationships, such as violence through partners or other family
members. This is because the framework of crime victimisation is usually not
an adequate framework to remember or to report cases of violence through
very close persons as these are often not felt to be crimes or violent acts. One
exception is the British Crime Survey with its specific self-completion mod-
ule on domestic violence, sexual assault and stalking (Mirrlees-Black 1999;
Walby and Allen 2004). Hence the move towards VAW prevalence surveys,
whose aim was to measure the extent and types of violence experienced. Set-
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ting these acts or situations within their context contributed to developing inter-
national standards of what constituted violence and intolerable behaviour, to be
condemned by state and legal institutions. Publications by the WHO, bringing
together results from the DHS surveys conducted in many countries in the
South (Heise et al. 1999; Ambrosetti et al. 2011), and international research
networks on VAW like the EU Co-ordination Action on Human Rights Viola-
tions (CAHRV) have revealed the efficiency of certain indicators and reports
from national surveys have contributed to building a substantial body of
knowledge on the contexts and forms of violence against women.

Violence against women takes many forms. There is now a wide interna-
tional consensus that it includes not only physical and sexual violence but
also psychological. Another aspect of variation in the types of violence is the
context in which it takes place. Earlier surveys in Europe focussed on mar-
ried or cohabiting couple relationships (Römkens 1989; Gillioz, De Puy and
Ducret 1997), or alternatively on the household. Violence in this context is
often referred to as ‘domestic violence,’ although the use of this term is
questioned by some who claim that it confuses violence against a partner and
that towards children (as well as other violent family relationships). Studies
from 1996 onwards extended the perspective to also include other contexts of
violence against women in various life situations, e.g. in public space, in the
work place and/or by other family members and acquaintances (Heiskanen
and Piispa 1997; Jaspard et al. 2003; Lundgren and Westerstrand 2000;
Müller and Schröttle 2004; Reingardiene 2003).

During this period, methodology on VAW research has improved, ena-
bling disclosure of hitherto unreported forms of violence. For example,
summarizing questions on experience of violence have been supplemented
by lists of items referring to specific acts or behaviour – including a move to
no longer using the term ‘violence’ – and combined measures of questioning
(e.g. face-to-face interviews and additional written questionnaires on sensi-
tive topics). Researchers sought to design instruments that would facilitate
the reporting of violence. Furthermore, VAW research nowadays uses only
specially trained (mostly female) interviewers and aims to ensure that the re-
spondent is alone with the interviewer. Other factors, including those relating
to ethical issues and to the safety of the interviewees, intervene in the design
of current research instruments (Hagemann-White 2000; 2001; CAHRV Re-
ports 2006–2007).

Another trend within current prevalence research is to examine the differ-
ent levels of severity of violence as well as the patterns and consequences of
violence, not only throughout the life span, but also within one partner rela-
tionship (see CAHRV 2007; Schröttle and Ansorge 2009). A fragmented
view of violence that differentiates only between forms of violence experi-



62 Stephanie Condon, Maud Lesné and Monika Schröttle

enced by women cannot adequately reflect the reality of violence through the
life course as well as within intimate relationships, as both are often marked
by a combination and accumulation of various violent forms and actions.
Therefore, all three forms of violence (psychological, physical and sexual) in
combination as well as their severity levels and frequency have to be consid-
ered to assess whether specific patterns of violence and their consequences
on social and economic participation, and health and so on, produce further
victimisation. This makes it possible to distinguish, for example, severe
forms of continued violence and abuse from less severe and/or isolated vio-
lent incidents and to quantify them.

Overall, prevalence data from several European surveys show that one in
five to more than one in three women in several European countries have ex-
perienced at least one act of physical and/or sexual violence by a current
and/or former partner. Also that one in 10 to more than one in 4 women were
affected by several forms of psychological violence (Martinez and Schröttle
et al. 2006b: 12–13, 23–24). A high level of overlapping of forms of violence
by partners was found in all the European studies (ibid.: 29). Though domes-
tic violence experienced by current or former partners is the most common
form of violence reported in all the European studies, significant rates of
violence by other (known/unknown) perpetrators were also reported: 3–11%
of women reported physical violence through others than partners/ex-
partners during their adult life and 5–8% sexual violence through other per-
petrators than partners (ibid.: 33– 35).

Although the methods of recording and measuring violence against women
and the understanding of this complex and long invisible phenomenon have
progressed, surveys carried out within the general population do not allow us to
know whether the results are valid for minority groups. Most studies on preva-
lence of interpersonal violence in Europe have focused on violence against
women, children and adolescents. There have been very few prevalence studies
with a focus on violence against older people or against especially vulnerable
groups such as disabled persons, homosexuals/bisexuals, and migrants. With
respect to migrants and the minorities composed of immigrants and their de-
scendants, definitions of groups involved in the samples of the studies vary
from country to country, owing to differences relating to citizenship status, lan-
guage spoken or ethnic backgrounds of the interviewees. Detailed results are
not always published in the survey reports. Yet the projection of migrant and
black/ethnic minority women to the front stage of debate on violence against
women means that further effort is necessary to produce data to inform this de-
bate. Do women migrants face specific risks in relation to violence? Do their
daughters face similar risks? How can representative surveys be improved to
enable us to examine such processes?
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Prevalence of violence against migrant and ethnic
minority women

Statistical studies of violence against women in migrant/ethnic minority
communities in Europe are very rare, as are national level studies including
data enabling us to situate the experiences of such groups. Accounts of vio-
lence revealed in anthropological studies or local monographs on migration
are analyzed in relation to the societies in which these women – or their
mothers – spent their childhood and youth and to often so-called ‘traditional’
values that remain intact after migration to more modern societies. These
values, and their impact on women’s lives, are seen as an obstacle to social
integration in the ‘host society’. Thus, differences in levels of fertility, in la-
bour market participation and so on between migrant groups or ethnic mi-
norities and the general population have been explained in terms of the
maintenance or loss of such values – and their corollary, the stagnation or
improvement in gender status. In the case of violence against women, few
data sources have been available in order for such comparisons to be made.

During the CAHRV programme1, which brought together various Euro-
pean prevalence researchers who had conducted national surveys on violence
against women, an exploratory comparison of violence against migrant and
non-migrant women in Germany and France was set up (Condon and Schröt-
tle 2006). Both national surveys had collected data on violence against mi-
grant women and their descendants2. The originality of the German survey
was that it included specific samples of what were defined as ‘Turkish’
women (that is, women born in Turkey or descendants of migrants) and
women from countries of the former Soviet Union interviewed in their
mother tongue language. Questionnaires were translated into French and
Russian languages and interviews were conducted by mother tongue lan-
guage interviewers who were of Turkish and Russian origin. Conversely, the
French survey was based on a representative sample of women living in
France and the analysis of violence experienced by migrant women or de-
scendants of migrants could only be achieved by constructing sub-populations,
using the questions on nationality at birth and country of birth.3 Moreover,

                                                          
1 www.cahrv-osnabruck
2 The German sample for this secondary analysis included 4,768 women of German origin,

259 Turkish-origin women and 317 women from Eastern European countries who had a cur-
rent partner at the time of the interview. The French sample included 186 women of North-
African origin and 6,300 women of mostly French origin.

3 Condon S, 2005, ‘Violence against women in France and issues of ethnicity’ in Malsch M et
Smeenk W, Family violence and police reaction, London, Ashgate Publishers, pp.59–82.

http://www.cahrv-osnabruck
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since the survey was conducted by telephone, only women with a sufficient
command of French could be interviewed.

There are differences, of course, in the French and German immigration
contexts. Post-colonial migrations represent a large part of immigration flows
from the 1960s to the present day, particularly from North and Sub-Saharan
Africa, whilst Germany’s main immigration route was from Turkey, through
the gastarbeiter programme. Nevertheless, present discourses in each coun-
try, constructed through the media and by politicians, bear many similarities
and reveal the profound conviction – partly based on representations of the
inferior status of women within these groups leading to a ‘cultural’ justifica-
tion of violence against women – that these ‘foreign’ populations cannot in-
tegrate. The aim of this analysis was to inform public debate by providing
some indication of the prevalence and forms of violence against certain
groups of migrant or ethnic minority women at the same time as setting their
experiences within the overall context of violence against women in France
and Germany. Comparison of rates of reported violence between these
groups and the majority group in each country, thus, goes some way to con-
textualising the phenomenon. Given the substantial differences in the ques-
tionnaires, the survey methods, the definition of the intimate partner relation-
ship and also the period of reference used to measure the violence, the rates
per se were not to be compared. Rather, what was analysed was the internal
comparison within each data set. Higher rates and levels of violence were
found for migrant women or women of immigrant parentage in both coun-
tries. A breakdown of the different forms of violence suggests that some
forms present a specific risk to migrant women and their descendants.

Fewer significant differences between the minority and majority popula-
tions were observed in relation to psychological or verbal violence but here
results were in part contradictory as the German survey found more differ-
ences with respect to psychological violence than the French survey. How-
ever, the results from the German as well as from the French survey show
significantly higher rates of male dominance and control reported by migrant
women in couples or their descendants than within the majority population.
Items relating to jealousy, dominance and restriction of outside contacts
showed higher rates for these groups of women in both contexts. But though
male dominance and control is reported significantly more often by these
groups in both surveys, the surveys show that this problem is relevant for
women of the majority group too and cannot be reduced simply to the expe-
rience of migrant women or their descendants.

Various items were proposed in the two surveys with the objective of ex-
ploring the extent of threats of violence. Very similar results on threats are to
be found in each survey, as migrant women or women of immigrant parent-
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age reported significantly higher rates of threat with a weapon, and threats to
kill, especially within the younger age groups. The higher rates of threats of
violence against immigrant minority women in both countries may reflect the
higher rates of manifest and severe violence perpetrated against women by
their partners. Women of Turkish origin tend to stay longer in violent rela-
tionships than women of German origin, whose divorce-rate is generally
higher. Not being able to escape such relationships has been shown to con-
tribute to higher reported rates of violence generally (Jaspard et al. 2003).

Without casting doubt on the fact that these higher rates of violence are a
problem that has to be addressed, it must be stressed that the majority of the
North African or Turkish minority women in each sample did not report
violence at the hands of their partners. Many factors intervene, generating
higher or lower levels of reporting. Sunita Kishor (2005) has long warned
against taking prevalence differentials at face value. These differentials
doubtless include differentials in reporting, as some women are more likely
to under-report, thus complicating the observation of actual differences. We
still do not know, for example, whether migrant women living in surround-
ings of high acceptance of VAW tend to report violence in surveys more
openly or whether, on the contrary, they report less violence because of
feelings of guilt and shame or of simply not wanting to disclose intimate in-
formation to the interviewer. Social and cultural differences between inter-
viewer and respondent may certainly intervene. It must be noted that there
are high taboos regarding the reporting of experiences of violence within the
majority populations of women, too, especially among more highly educated
women. Whatever the national context, the shame attached to talking about
violence to which one ‘should not be exposed’ may prevent women from re-
porting (Ambrosetti, Abu Amara and Condon 2011). What needs to be thor-
oughly investigated are the risk factors, meaning that some women are more
at risk of being victims of violence than others, and also which forms of vio-
lence are specific to migrant and ethnic minority women?

Risk factors and specific vulnerability of ethnic minority
women to gender-based violence

Ambivalence of certain results makes the identification of ‘risk
factors’ difficult

Risk factor analysis with respect to VAW aims to find out which groups of
women are more vulnerable than others, which men tend to perpetrate vio-
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lence against women and which factors might support the development of
violence within couple relationships. There is growing interest in research
and in practice in identifying risk and protective factors.

Many studies have collected relevant information, but in most cases lim-
ited resources have not permitted multi-dimensional analysis of factors that
are likely to increase or reduce the risk of experiencing violence and the risk
of staying in violent situations or relationships (Martinez and Schröttle et al.
2006a, 2006b, 2007). Thus, systematic research on risk and protective factors
in relation to partner violence is still limited. A number of correlates emerge
from these studies but it is impossible to show which factors are most im-
portant, how factors are interconnected and how the direction and interplay
of various risk factors with victimisation can be identified (Schröttle and
Khelaifat in this Reader). It must be stressed that if one factor is correlated
with violence, this does not mean that the factor can be seen as an isolated
variable. Rather, it is likely to be related to other, more relevant factors.
Similarly, it cannot be deduced that the violence experienced by a majority of
women is related to this factor; and in turn, nor can it be deduced that re-
spondents giving a positive answer to the question exploring this factor have
experienced violence (Schröttle and Ansorge 2009). For example, the Ger-
man survey showed that although unemployment of one or both partners
might be a risk factor for VAW, in most relationships in which (severe) vio-
lence had occurred, neither partner had experienced unemployment; nor had
most unemployed women or men experienced or perpetrated violence within
their relationship (ibid). Further research must to be carried out in order to
find out under which circumstances and within which combination of factors
certain risk factors lead to a higher likelihood of violence. Combining multi-
dimensional quantitative research with qualitative research about the history
of violence in women’s/men’s lives and couple relationships is certainly the
most fruitful path towards understanding the role and interdependency of risk
factors as well as of protective factors for VAW.

From the universal to the specific

The German survey offered the opportunity of exploring the reasons for
higher levels of violence recorded in previous studies. The two groups of
women studied (migrant women from Turkey, or having parents born there,
or women born in the former Soviet republics) are affected twice as fre-
quently by patterns of severe psychological abuse by their current partners
than German women with no migration background. This suggests that, as
far as psychological abuse is concerned, not ethnicity but the consequences
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of migration and the accompanying social tensions and strains on gender
roles play a role in amplifying the risk of violence. Thus, more information
about migration history – both for women and their partners (where these
have migrated) – is necessary to go beyond a purely ethnicized perspective
on the risk of being subjected to violence.

Before detailing the various factors that make the migration context par-
ticularly favourable to an increased experience of violence, we need to out-
line aspects of women’s lives which, in any context, augment the risk of
violence. Both the French and German surveys found that women who had
suffered violence and different forms of hardship (including witnessing vio-
lence within the family) during childhood and youth were more likely to be
subjected to violence during adulthood (Jaspard et al. 2003; Schröttle and
Müller 2004). According to the German study, the most powerful risk factor
for severe violence against women in couple relationships was childhood ex-
perience of violence. Women who had experienced violence during child-
hood and/or adolescence had a two to threefold risk of suffering partner vio-
lence in later life; women who had been sexually abused before their 15th
birthday had a fourfold risk of suffering sexual abuse in adult life. Three
quarters of women affected by severe violence in current relationships had
experienced physical, sexual and/or psychological assaults during childhood
or adolescence and, as a consequence, are intensely affected psychologically
and physically. Similar results were found in a local study4 conducted by
Maryse Jaspard and Maud Lesné in 2007 in one of the northern Paris sub-
urbs: having suffered hardship or acts of violence, or being a witness to seri-
ous family conflict or violence, were principal factors in adult experiences of
violence, whatever the geographical origins of respondents. This emphasises
the key role of inter-generational transmission of violence. Although identi-
fied as a key factor in experiencing violence, this does not imply that all
women who have lived through hardship or been subjected to violence dur-
ing childhood will experience it later. Other factors and events often act in
combination to increase the risk of experiencing violence. Migration or being
part of a minoritized/ethnicized group produce specific circumstances and
place women in a more vulnerable position with respect to violence.

                                                          
4 Survey conducted in the Seine-Saint-Denis district north of Paris, in 2007, commissioned by

the local authority. Detailed results from the survey relating to migration or ethnicity have
not yet been published. For further information, see internet source: cooperation-territoriale.
seine-saint-denis.fr/.../A154_07_Premiers_resultats_d_enquete_sur_les_comportements_
sexistes_et_violents.pdf
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Migration and minority status as factors of vulnerability

Migration is often perceived as a positive phenomenon, offering individuals
the chance of social and economic betterment. At the same time, the process
can generate a certain amount of upheaval, as people are uprooted from fa-
miliar surroundings and make their way to a destination, usually unknown or
at best, imagined. Women migrants have increasingly begun to be seen as
actors in the migration process, participating in family decision-making or
planning their own autonomous emigration. Migration, nonetheless, contin-
ues to be a hazardous experience for many women, whether they are primary
instigators of their departure or not. Encounters with immigration services in
the destination, employers, housing gatekeepers, and so on can be difficult,
especially when women have limited knowledge of or skills in the majority
language of the destination country. Women who travel to join partners may
have their immigration status settled in advance. Yet, with the passing of
time and as their legal residency approaches it’s end, they can find them-
selves in a vulnerable position – particularly if relations with their partner
have become tense or violent. Those who lack resources in terms of educa-
tion or capital may find themselves in great difficulty. The question of social
isolation is of prime importance since many women may not have access to
social networks, either compatriot networks or ones formed in the neigh-
bourhood. Thus, they may not be aware of support facilities for women expe-
riencing intimate partner or other types of interpersonal violence. Once
again, knowledge of the majority language of the country is important for ac-
cessing information about their rights and the ways of finding their way
around an administrative system about whose institutions and legal frame-
work they remain ignorant.

The legal arrangements governing the settlement of immigrants in a state
may also be a vulnerability factor for women by amplifying inequality in the
marital relationship and limiting the autonomy of women. For example, in
the context of family reunion in France, the conditions of obtaining and
maintaining legal residence in essence limit the autonomy of women because
the permit is inherently linked to the sustainability of their marital and legal
status and, up until recently, have placed them5 in a situation of dependency
vis-à-vis their partners during the two years after their arrival in France. In
Germany, the duration necessary for independent legal status has recently been

                                                          
5 Law change in July 2010: Loi du 210–769 du 9 juillet 2010 art 12. This text aims to give

legal protection to foreigners with respect to intimate partner violence through the creation
of a specific residence permit. At the time of writing this chapter, it is too early to know
what the impact of the law has been in protecting im/migrant women against partner
violence.
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expanded from two to three years and thus lengthens the time during which
women remain dependent. Many forms of control may be exercised by the
partner, including the confiscation of identity papers or any official papers nec-
essary in obtaining a residence permit or its renewal, barring of access to finan-
cial resources and women being made to feel that they owe an allegiance to
their husband for making their migration possible. Control may be exercised in
other cases by a partner who has stayed in the woman’s country of origin and
uses the children for transnational blackmail.

As regards women born in the country of immigration or who migrated at
an early age, their vulnerability is more specifically related to the social seg-
regation and stigmatization endured by considerable proportions of minori-
ties, as well as being victims of discrimination themselves. A recent German
study found that a significant proportion of migrant women in Germany are
affected by violence and health problems and have more difficulties in leav-
ing abusive situations, also because they are undermined by social and racial
discrimination within German society (see chapter of Schröttle and Khelaifat
in this Reader). Despite increased awareness of discrimination and racism
suffered by visible minorities, only very few surveys on violence against
women, to date, have included these factors in the analysis of violence
against women systematically (see chapter by Romito et al. in this Reader).
Generally, in Europe, regional variations in intimate partner violence have
not been a focus for attention. Media reports and declarations made by some
women’s associations tend to suggest, however, that in some areas of coun-
tries such as France, social deprivation and social exclusion combines with
gender and ethnicity to increase the risk of interpersonal violence.6 Accounts
of sexist and sexual violence experienced by young and often adolescent
women reveal a heightened vulnerability of these groups. The issue of strict
social control – exemplified by the wearing of the Islamic veil by some
women – has become incorporated into debates on gender, ‘race’ and relig-
ion (Gaspard and Khosrokhavar 1995; Amiraux 2003).

Discrimination and racism, by limiting access to goods and essential
services such as improved housing or employment, serve to socially exclude
minority women and discourage them to report violence, making them more
vulnerable. Moreover, the trend towards the racialization of violence against

                                                          
6 Ni putes ni soumises (Neither tarts nor submissive women) is the name that has been given

to the movement in protest against two images of young immigrant women and their descen-
dants; the former, attributed by those criticizing their right to dressing as most young women
of their age group and to choosing to go out alone, the latter, stereotyped view of these
women as being dominated – and accepting this domination – by husbands, fathers and other
male family members. The former representation is said to be a product of local ‘commu-
nity’, the latter, the outsider view.
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women belonging to visible minorities establishes a distrust of women vis-à-
vis institutions. Women may face a cultural relativism questioning the
abnormality and the unacceptability of violence they endure (Batsleer et al.
2002; Thiara in this Reader). Racism and discrimination can exacerbate the
reluctance to confront the official institutions whose assistance is often
perceived as inappropriate.

Critical points of the measurement of violence against
ethnic minority women

The lack of data and the persistence of stereotypes hamper the development
of strategies adapted to assist minority women in the context of policies to
combat violence against women. The construction of appropriate tools for
collecting data on violence against immigrant and descendants of immigrants
is essential to carry out a thorough study and combat the stigma attached to
certain groups and also interpretations that overlook or disregard the
pervasiveness of violence against women throughout society.

Considerations for sample size and composition

If the necessary categorization of respondents depending on their migration
background, their country of origin or that of their parents, as well as that of
their partners, has begun to be standard in some surveys, building a sample
adapted to detailed analysis is a more sensitive issue. Additionally, the choice
of data collection method is linked to numerous constraints, such as
residential instability or limited knowledge of the official language of the
country in which the respondents live and reduce our capacity to reach a
sufficient heterogeneity of women’s situations. The quality of the measure-
ment will also depend on the capacity to record the multiple forms and the
dynamism of violence, depending upon the context in which they take place.

Owing to insufficient numbers, most surveys conducted in Europe have
not been able to pursue analysis of results by taking account of these numer-
ous risk factors. Studying minority groups by origin, and often what are rela-
tively marginal situations, impose constraints of size and composition for
using a representative sample of the population. A first alternative is to over-
represent randomly selected immigrants and the descendants of immigrants
in general or for specific origins in the preparation of the sample. This
method, already tested in the German survey, enables us to produce higher
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case numbers together with the ethnic minority women from the main survey
and is an important basis for further investigation within target populations
groups. The constraints of composition and size of the sample surveys, as
well as protocols including questionnaire translation, generate extra cost and
time in their implementation. Moreover, in some countries, the identification
of descendants of immigrants for their over-representation may be complex.
An important consideration is that the commissioners of surveys must allow
sufficient time for the survey instrument to be developed and the protocol to
be implemented.

Beyond these efforts in terms of sampling, we need to identify the factors
that lead to the under-representation of immigrant women and their descen-
dants in surveys. What obstacles contribute to this under-representation and
how can we overcome them? In order to reach immigrants and the descen-
dants of immigrants in the diversity of their situations, the method chosen
should compensate for two difficulties: the residential instability that char-
acterizes parts of recent migrants and also the problem in reaching young
people, and people who are more isolated because of language or other
problems. Indeed, considering the difficulties of settling in a new country re-
quires extending the coverage beyond a household sample. As an illustration,
the study on violence in the Seine Saint Denis local authority, mentioned
earlier, attempted to widen the scope of reaching respondents using an inno-
vative method. Face-to-face interviews were carried out with 1,600 young
women aged 18–21 years contacted through universities, colleges, training
centres, local job information centres, hostels for young workers, or encoun-
tered in the street or in shopping malls. Since household samples have tended
to under-represent the younger populations, the aim was to find a way of
minimizing selection bias and to reach women from a broad range of back-
grounds. Such methods could be appropriate for contacting migrant or other
mobile populations.

These two difficulties are compounded by the lack of knowledge of the
majority language. However, one problem is that many migrant women, par-
ticularly those recently arrived or those suffering from social isolation or ex-
clusion from the labour market, do not speak the language well enough to
take part in the interviews conducted in the majority language. Not many
surveys have been able to adopt the procedure followed by the German sur-
vey, which conducted interviews in different languages in order to increase
the participation of migrant women. Such techniques may help to reduce ob-
stacles such as the refusal to participate in surveys by women who are un-
likely to respond at the time of the first contact with interviewers owing to
diminished personal autonomy and thus a lack of confidence in the ability to
take part (Jaspard et al. 2003).
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Furthermore, as has been widely discussed in literature on empirical
methods in social sciences, the social positioning and distance between inter-
viewer and respondent is an issue to be considered. There is no real consen-
sus on the question. Some studies have found that choosing interviewers
from similar geographical origins or who also have a migration background
encourages the disclosure of violence (Müller and Schröttle 2004). One ar-
gument is that it may be easier for the respondent to confidentially report
about her own experience if she does not fear prejudice or stigmatisation by
the interviewer. At the same time, interviewers have to be trained adequately
to avoid over-identification with the respondents and insure neutral inter-
viewing. Conversely, other studies have found that migrant or minority
women may feel more comfortable about discussing intimate details (such as
sexuality, virginity, female genital cutting) with women outside their com-
munity or not from the same geographical background (for example, the
above-mentioned Paris suburbs study). Social differences between interview-
ers and respondents certainly intervene in the disclosure process, and it may
be that similarity in age plays a more important role in encouraging report-
ing.

Questions aimed at gaining more relevant information about
‘specific’ vulnerability

The categorization of women according to their migration background re-
quires systematic questioning about their country of birth and nationality at
birth, as well as about other aspects of their migration trajectory (e.g. length
of stay in the country of immigration). The identification of descendants of
immigrants means that information on their parents’ background and their
own experiences in relation to this background is necessary. For a more de-
tailed analysis that takes into account the heterogeneity of the situations of
immigrant women, it is necessary to gather information on the conditions of
arrival (age, marital status, residence, knowledge of the majority language)
but also on their changing residency status since migration, their family cir-
cumstances and their paid work experiences. Also, despite the sensitivity of
this issue, it is essential to distinguish between undocumented women and
women awaiting regularization. These women living clandestinely represent
a population at risk and face particular difficulties in undertaking protective
action against violence.

As well as categorizing women, information must also be gathered on
their partners, both present and past. Enriching the available data on former
partners or marital history implies the sometimes unsettling or painful memo-
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rizing of past relationships. Indeed, collecting data for different partners in-
creases all the time spent on completing the questionnaire and therefore the
cost of the investigation. However, limiting the questions to the current part-
ner relationships neglects essential contextual information on violence expe-
rienced in the past particularly as a common trend found in European surveys
is for higher rates of (more severe) violence experienced at the hands of a
former partner. Furthermore, such information, along with questions relating
to consent to marriage, would be vital in the study of arranged or forced mar-
riage (Hamel 2008) and how some women escape from such marriages and
form new partnerships (Collet 2008). Thus marital histories must be linked
up to the migration histories of both partners. Similarly, questions on aspects
of family relations must be posed in order to grasp how strict social control
might put women, both migrants and their descendants, at greater risk of
violence.

Surveys on violence against migrant women should always include
questions about discrimination through institutions and society and factors
that reduce their ability to leave violent situations. They, furthermore, have to
include questions on violence and social control within their families by
other family members and not just partners, in order to better describe the
context in which violence has been experienced and which might detain
women from leaving violent situations.

Incorporating questions on the above themes into survey instruments will
go some way to identifying what specific forms of violence are experienced
by migrant women and their descendants, inside or outside the family home
or in other interpersonal relationships. It will then be possible to locate more
easily those forms of violence which are considered specific to certain
national or regional groups. Immigrant women and their descendants are not
a homogeneous group, neither in social terms nor in their representations of
gender relations. Thus, the challenge is to track down particularizing as-
sumptions – conscious or unconscious – while allowing the description of all
types of violence in their various forms and the different risk factors. This
brings up issues in relation to specific factors for different groups (questions
on residency status for foreign nationals, on racial discrimination for visible
minorities) and must be reconciled with a need to account for macro, con-
textual factors that increase risk of experiencing violence. Thus, the devel-
opment of the questionnaire becomes a real challenge.
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Conclusion

Despite progress in identifying the types and degrees of victimization with
the development of sophisticated methods constantly refined over successive
surveys conducted in Europe, research is still limited when it comes to
counting and analyzing violence against women from minority groups. This
lack of data is a major obstacle. It renders analysis and communication on
these issues particularly sensitive. Cases reported in the media admittedly
give subjective viewpoints but are no less real. Despite the existence of many
localized surveys in Europe showing the universality of domestic and inti-
mate partner violence, the risk remains that the results of such studies can be
instrumentalized to reinforce racist and sexist essentialist perspectives.

Methodological precautions are essential to limit and counter the biased
interpretations of the results that would only convey a stereotypical view and
increase stigmatization of immigrant groups and descendants of immigrants,
regarding the levels of violence they experience. Deciphering the frequency
and forms of violence suffered by ethnic minority women without partici-
pating in the process of othering is a major challenge. We need to question
assumptions at the same time as rendering visible the specific vulnerabilities
placing migrant and ethnic minority women at risk of violence. Analysis of
their social, family and economic circumstances, their education, work and
migration histories must be set in context using other micro variables, such as
indicators of gender relations in the household, health status, sexuality, expe-
rience of discrimination and racism, as well as using macro indicators de-
scribing the political and social context in relation to the research object
(majority attitudes regarding gender roles, gender sensitive policies, level of
awareness of laws protecting women against violence, anti-discrimination
laws, immigration policy). The broadening of the context in which data is
analysed is important to shift the focus away from women’s ‘cultural char-
acteristics’, enabling a more balanced perspective that brings in the charac-
teristics of the society in which they live their lives. We need to produce the
means by which to study violence against women in its various forms and to
participate in a global reflection towards its eradication. This is an essential
part of progressing towards gender equality.
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Particularly Violent? The Construction of
Muslim Culture as a Risk Factor for Domestic
Violence

Renée Römkens with Esmah Lahlah             

In 2007 a 24-year-old, highly educated woman of Turkish descent, born and
raised in the Netherlands, married a Turkish young man from her parents’ native
village. Her parents had arranged for her to meet him while visiting Turkey so she
could make her own choice. She liked him and agreed to marry him. After the
wedding, the husband moved to live with his wife in the Netherlands. She was the
wage earner. The husband had no job and hardly spoke any Dutch and was in a
dependent position. He became violent and abusive towards his wife. When the
wife wanted to divorce, her family convinced her to return and try again. She did.
Soon the violence resumed. She then convinced her parents that a separation was
necessary and they took her in. While the application for the divorce was pending,
the young woman was shot by her husband on the way to work while waiting for
her train. The husband was arrested. The woman died on the train platform.

This tragic event was extensively portrayed in the Dutch media as a cultur-
ally motivated murder (see Noord Hollands Dagblad 25 June, 2007; NRC 24
May, 2008). The fact that both victim and perpetrator were Turkish and
Muslim and that they had been introduced to each other as potential marriage
candidates, led to a construction of a narrative in which the victim had been
‘forced’ to marry, and the perpetrator’s motive was ‘honour-related’. This re-
construction of both the killing and the couple’s marital history is illustrative
of the culturalist discourse on violence against women (VAW) among Mus-
lim minorities that is currently evolving in a multi-cultural society that is
facing increasingly discriminatory attitudes towards Muslims. Stereotypical
images of ‘culturally’ based violence are growing in popularity and contrib-
ute to the discursive construction of Muslim minorities as particularly vio-
lent, especially towards women, and notably as more violent than the native
Dutch. This paper critically addresses how this tendency is playing out in
Dutch research.

There is a growing concern about violent public crime (robbery, burglary,
assault) by young males from minority migrant communities, not only in the
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Netherlands. It reflects a complex problem where discrimination and social
isolation play a role (FRA 2010). Against a backdrop of intensifying dis-
crimination of Muslims in general across Europe (FRA 2009), and ongoing
negative stereotyping of Muslim communities, the discrimination reflects a
clear gendered dynamic. Muslim women have become the subject of par-
ticular concern in categorizing all Muslim women representing the ultimate
victims of women’s oppression and notably domestic violence as typical for
the Muslim community (Roggeband & Verloo 2007). In the Netherlands, the
Turkish and Moroccan communities, predominantly Muslim, are the focal
subjects of this discourse. Although they constitute a minority of 4.3%
(Garssen and Van Duin 2009)1 they have become emblematic of a wider anti-
migration and anti-Muslim/anti- Islam discourse that is evolving, also across
Europe (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia 2006;
Fundamental Rights Agency 2009; 2010).

Globalization and migration imply a confrontation with forms of VAW
that most European societies are less familiar with, like forced marriages,
female genital mutilation, and so-called honor-related violence. It is not sur-
prising that such manifestations of violence can be interpreted as the em-
blematic examples of the violent and oppressive characteristics of some mi-
grant communities, leading to a representation of both perpetrators and vic-
tims as the ‘other’, as ‘them’, who are unlike ‘us’ in Western cultures (Okin
1999). In this chapter, we will present the Netherlands as a case study for this
kind of rhetorical dynamic. We focus, however, on the most common forms
of violence that is not culturally specific: domestic violence and spouse kill-
ing. Despite its cross-cultural nature we will point out how a discursive con-
struction of the cultural specificity still takes place when these forms of vio-
lence occur within ethnic minorities. From a post-colonial and feminist theo-
retical perspective, we argue that this rhetorical othering, illustrates that mul-
ticultural Europe faces a profound challenge: how to acknowledge the epi-
demic prevalence of VAW in its midst, notably domestic violence against
women, and avoid the trap of an ethnocentric rhetoric in which VAW is used

                                                          
1 The Netherlands has 16.5 million inhabitants, of which migrants constitute 18%. Over half

of them (10%) are non-Western migrants. The category migrant includes individuals born
outside the Netherlands (first generation) or who have at least one non-Dutch parent (second
generation). In this chapter, we focus on the two largest non-European migrant communities:
Turkish and Moroccan labour migrants (who moved to the Netherlands from the early 1970s
onwards) who together constitute 4.3% of the population. This figure does not fully cover
the proportion of people who would identify themselves culturally speaking as (partially or
predominantly) Turkish or Moroccan. Since the figure is based on a demographic census-
based definition, not on a social-cultural definition, it excludes the third generation, born and
educated in the Netherlands (therefore technically not migrants), yet raised in a social and
cultural context that is marked by the culture of origin of the first generation.
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as a device to position ‘the west’ (the ‘old’ Europe) hegemonically against
‘the rest’, the ‘new’ Europe (Mohanty 1991; 2004).

First we address the empirical question, whether cultural minorities,
mainly the Turkish and Moroccan communities, differ from the native Dutch
population in relation to the prevalence of intimate partner violence and
spouse killing. Then we reflect on how Dutch research contributed to a se-
lective construction of cultural difference. Finally, we contextualize this dis-
cursive shift within two wider concurring trends: a growing anti-migration
rhetoric in the Netherlands and an increasing trend towards portraying do-
mestic violence among the native Dutch as a gender neutral phenomenon, af-
fecting men and women alike and not structurally related to any form of ine-
quality or discrimination between men and women.

A brief note on terminology: The first generation of Turks and Moroc-
cans (mostly male) were labour migrants (migrating in the late 1960s, early
1970s). The subsequent generations migrated in the context of family reunion
and/or marriages or were born in the Netherlands. From a cultural-religious
perspective (the Netherlands is predominantly Judeo-Christian), religion (Is-
lam) is considered to be one of the distinguishing cultural and religious char-
acteristics of both migrant communities, even though there are marked dif-
ferences in religious identification within the communities. To capture the
complexity of markers that can define group membership, we use the terms
cultural and migrant minority interchangeably in this chapter. Where rele-
vant, reference will be made to more specific defining characteristics.

Intimate partner violence (IPV) among minorities in the
Netherlands: empirical data

Prevalence of IPV and the role of gender among native Dutch

In 1989, the results of the first Dutch in-depth national survey on the preva-
lence, nature, dynamics, social background, and consequences of domestic
violence and marital rape of women were published. At that point, the limited
population size of migrant communities in the Netherlands made it virtually
impossible to include them in sufficient numbers in a representative popula-
tion survey. This limitation was explicitly addressed when the first results
were published (Römkens 1989; 1992; 1997). Results indicated that at least
21% of all Dutch women had experienced unilateral physical violence from a
male partner (for almost half of them that also included rape), over 5% had
been involved in mutual violence (both partners initiating and using physical
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violence with comparable frequency and severity) and another 3% reported
having been raped without additional physical abuse.

The question of whether prevalence rates among migrant (Muslim) women
were higher was a non-issue in the 1980s. The high prevalence data among
native Dutch women were taken as an indication of the pervasiveness of the
problem generally. As far as migrant women as victims of domestic violence
were concerned, the focus was on improving support and interventions, training
professionals to enhance their understanding of specific issues in migrant
communities (Deug 1990; De Lima 1994). The assumption was that although
the norms and values justifying gendered violence against women might differ
across cultures, the prevalence or severity of the violence did not.2 Domestic
violence was considered a gendered problem that affects women equally
regardless of class or race/ethnicity.

Towards the late 1990s, two related changes took place: ‘wife abuse’ was
discursively gender neutralized on the one hand and culturalized on the other.
In public, and notably Dutch policy discourse, the then common terminology
of ‘wife abuse’ and ‘marital rape’ was replaced by the generic term huiselijk
geweld (domestic violence, in German: haüslicher Gewalt,). The violence
was increasingly analysed as a gender-neutral phenomenon, at least as far as
Dutch native women were concerned. Crucial in this tendency was a second
population survey on ‘family domestic violence’, conducted in 1997 at the
request of the Justice Department, through a brief gender-neutral questionnaire.
Cultural minorities were not included, again for statistical and demographic
reasons. Findings on male and female victimization by an (ex-) partner were
hardly segregated. The emphasis was on generic prevalence data on any kind
of ‘domestic violence’ (lumping together partner violence, physical and
sexual child abuse and elder abuse) which was reported by 43% of the
respondents. For the first time the gender neutrality of the phenomenon was
suggested. Intimate partner violence was presented as a gender-neutral
phenomenon that affected both men and women, although it was mentioned
that men’s violence was somewhat more severe (Van Dijk et al. 1997;
1998).3 The question how these results relate to the outcome of the first
Dutch survey, underlining the gender-specific nature of domestic violence
against women, remained unaddressed. Only secondary analysis, published
                                                          
2 Dutch training and development institutes like Movisie (formerly Trans Act), mostly gov-

ernment-funded, play a pivotal role in the education and training of professionals, see
<http://www.movisie.nl>.

3 Note that this survey met with severe methodological criticism (both re. the gender neutrality
of its concepts and the width of operationalisations, resulting in prevalence figures with a
limited validity as partner violence and childhood victimization were difficult to segregate).
The study concluded that men and women were equally at risk of experiencing ‘any form’ of
violence from a partner.

http://www.movisie.nl


Particularly Violent? 83

much later (2005), revealed that there actually was a substantial gender
difference, indicating a lifetime over-all prevalence for both physical
victimization and sexual abuse (as a child by parents, family members, and/or
abuse by an ex-partner) for 16% of women and 7% of men (Wittebrood and
Veldheer 2005).

Prevalence of IPV and the role of culture among minorities

Concurring with the starting gender neutralization of domestic violence dur-
ing the late 1990s, there was an unrelated yet growing tendency in the Neth-
erlands to position cultural minorities as a problem (Entzinger 2003). This
then translated in the recurring question, both in the media and in political
and policy debates, of whether the prevalence and severity of domestic vio-
lence among cultural minorities actually differed from the native Dutch
(Roggeband and Verloo 2007). In the early 2000s, the Dutch Department of
Justice commissioned a replication of the 1997 family violence survey, this
time specifically focusing on minority groups. Ignoring the major methodo-
logical concerns that had been voiced about the gender biases in the 1997
survey, the same instrument was used, since it would allow a comparison of
results, despite its bias. No attention was given to gender or culturally rele-
vant questions in the questionnaire. Only interviewers from the ethnic com-
munities were selected to conduct the face-to-face interviews.

Results regarding prevalence of ‘domestic violence’ (again adding up
physical/sexual child abuse, psychological abuse, and intimate partner
violence) turned out to be substantially lower for Moroccans and Turks (14%
and 21%) compared to the native Dutch in the earlier survey (43%). The
severity of intimate partner violence was comparable to that suffered by
Dutch victims (Van Dijk et al. 2002: 28). The authors went to great lengths
to explain why the prevalence data on domestic violence among ethnic
minorities suffered from severe underreporting. It is safe to accept that
underreporting affected these data, as it affects any study on domestic
violence. What is striking is that the underreporting received selective
attention: only in the study of ethnic minorities (Van Dijk et al. 2002: 61).
The results of the 1997 survey among native Dutch respondents were
actually presented, arguing that they were hardly affected by underreporting
(Van Dijk et al. 1998).4 It is noteworthy that the results of the 2002 prevalence
study among ethnic minorities are rarely referred to in Dutch policy papers

                                                          
4 However, only 3% of the respondents in the migrant study mentioned ‘shame’ as a reason to

not disclose violence, in comparison with 18% of the native Dutch respondents.
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on domestic violence. Since results were immediately presented in the
context of presumed unreliability, the ongoing assumption was implicitly
revealed: ethnic minorities, notably Muslims, are more violent than the native
Dutch.

The growing numbers of minority women seeking help (either from the
police or in shelters) have often been used to support this assumption,5

despite the fact that the number of women seeking help can hardly be a
reliable indicator of prevalence. Furthermore, the overrepresentation of
minority women in shelters for domestic violence victims is an indicator of
the relative lack of social resources, which severely limits migrant women’s
alternatives in their own social networks when in need of temporary ac-
commodation or support. Research in the 1980s showed that, before native
Dutch women turn to a shelter, virtually all had first stayed with relatives or
friends, up to five times or more (Römkens 1989). Most migrants not only
face relatively poor housing conditions, but have few or no relatives to turn
to. High levels of social control within some migrant communities easily lead
to loyalty conflicts if women seek help.

The limited qualitative Dutch studies in this area indicate that it is the
social and cultural contexts in which the violence occurs that merits more
attention (Wolf 2006). It is the relational dynamics and justifications for
domestic violence that are particularly bound to cultural values. In-depth
research among abusive Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands
revealed that, in the context of migration, traditional patriarchal gender roles
that are dominant in the community of origin are under pressure. The
exposure of Turkish and Moroccan women to a relatively liberal social
climate is perceived by many male family members, notably husbands, as
potentially weakening their dominance. For some, this results in justifying
violence in culturally specific terms: feelings of loss of control over wives
and daughters are perceived as a loss of masculinity and subsequently the
loss of a valued social identity in their community. The researchers
emphasize that (Islamic) religion is hardly ever invoked as a justification for
violence by Turkish or Moroccan perpetrators (Yerden 2008).

                                                          
5 Muslim migrant women, mostly coming from Turkey and Morocco, constitute about 50 to

60% of the shelter population (Wolf, 2006). With a total of about 14%, they are also slightly
overrepresented among domestic violence victims calling the police for help (Ferwerda
2007). Policy makers within the Ministry of Justice immediately raised the question of
whether special registration of ‘ethnic origin’ was required. The many hurdles of the concept
‘ethnic origin’ as a registration category emerged in a pilot study in two police districts. It
resulted in unreliable data that led to negative advice with respect to the feasibility of regis-
tering ethnic origin (Willemsen 2007).
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International context

International data on prevalence of domestic violence among minority
women do not provide an unequivocal answer to the question of whether or
not there is more violence among cultural minorities. Varying definitions of
the category of (ethnic) minorities pose limitations for an international com-
parison (Sundaram et al. 2003; Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006).

In the United Kingdom, data are available with respect to fairly broad
categories (distinguishing between ‘white’, ‘black’ and ‘Asian’ ethnicities).
No significant differences in prevalence of domestic violence were reported
between these groups (Walby and Allen 2004). In Germany a slightly higher
prevalence of domestic violence against women of Turkish origin was re-
ported (37% vs. 29% German women). Part of this difference is attributed by
the researchers to the fact that women of Turkish origin tend to stay longer in
violent relationships than women of German origin, whose divorce rate is
generally higher (Schröttle et al. 2004). This finding is in line with US stud-
ies, indicating that, rather than culture or ethnicity, a complex of intersecting
variables affect women’s vulnerability to prolonged victimization of domes-
tic violence, notably social isolation, residence status, and the availability of
an independent income (Hampton et al. 2005; Richie et al. 2005; Malley-
Morrison and Hines 2007; Grzywacz et al. 2009). Within Europe recent re-
search indicates that the psycho-social impact of immigration is a major vari-
able that is positively correlated to prevalence and severity of domestic vio-
lence of men against women (Echeburúa et al. 2009; Vatnar and Bjørkly
2010).

Spouse killing, honour killing and the role of ‘culture’
in the Netherlands

Of all spouse killings in the Netherlands between 1992 and 2006 (N=603),
women were by far the majority of victims (79%). Without exception, all
women were killed by a male partner. On average 33 women and seven men
are killed annually by their intimate partner or ex-partner in the Netherlands
(Nieuwbeerta & Leistra 2007: 66). Turkish and Moroccan minorities, and
migrant women of other ethnic minorities, are slightly overrepresented
among the victims. Of all female victims, 14% are Turkish or Moroccan
(Liem et al. 2007: 26). How can this heightened risk of being killed by their
spouse for these migrant women be explained? Against the backdrop of the
growing number of non-lethal honour-based violence (usually of young
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women/daughters),6 it has been suggested that the number of honour-based
killings could explain the increase.

Before looking at empirical data, the concepts of spouse killing and so-
called honour-based killings need to be dissected. As illustrated in the opening
vignette, these concepts are regularly conflated as synonyms as soon as the
victim and/or perpetrator are of Turkish or Moroccan descent. The specific
meanings of the concept of honour (of the women/girl and ipse facto of the
family) vary widely (Brenninkmeijer et al. 2009; Van Eck 2001; Bakker
2005).7 Having said that, the pivotal common element, norms regarding
women’s sexuality are constitutive of what is culturally defined as appropri-
ate i.e. ‘honourable’ gender behaviour. Men (i.e., brothers, fathers, husbands)
acquire masculine honour through ‘protecting’ a woman’s reputation of
chastity, and are responsible for controlling and limiting their sister’s (or
mother’s, or cousin’s) social behaviour or any other behaviour that could be
interpreted as ‘sexual’. Women acquire feminine honour when their behav-
iour is perceived as chaste. In practice, this translates into a wide range of
rules and prohibitions governing women’s social and sexual behaviour.8 A

                                                          
6 Based on reports from shelter staff and the police about women who are abused or under se-

vere threat when they do not submit to traditional gender norms re. sexuality and partner
choice, honour- based violence against young women of second generation immigrants
seems to be increasing. Since the early 2000s, increasing efforts have been undertaken in the
area of prevention and support of victims of honour-based violence, both for police, social
work and shelter facilities. The Dutch Ministry of Justice created a special link on honour-
related violence on its website on ‘Security’ and ‘Prevention’ in the Netherlands, providing
information on all aspects of honour-based violence and where to find help or information:
<http://www.veiligheidbegintbijvoorkomen.nl/onderwerpen/Agressie_geweld/Eergerelateer
d_geweld/>
The principal author is a member of the expert committee and is preparing advice for the
Prosecutor General’s office on national guidelines for police and prosecutors regarding hon-
our-based violence, to be expected in 2011.

7 In the Turkish-Kurdish community, a distinction is made between two kinds of honour:
sheref, referring to the social reputation of a man in the community, and namus, referring to
the chastity in the sexual behaviour of women as the basis of the husband’s and the family’s
honour, which it is the responsibility of the husband or male family members to monitor and
protect and to avenge when offended. According to some experts, namus is a more absolute
category (one has or loses namus), whereas sheref is more relative, referring to social status
and prestige. The husband’s namus is offended if the wife (or daughter, sister) is the subject
of public gossip because she might be perceived as independently sexually active (mainly
outside marriage). In the Moroccan community, honour-based violence is less common and
cultural norms regarding honour are more variable. The general Arabic concept of heshma is
used as a common denominator for honour and shame-related issues. They touch upon the
sexual honour of women (hurma) especially girls’ chastity, and women’s obedience gener-
ally (sharaf) (Brenninkmeijer et al. 2009, 19–21; Yerden, 2008 37–38). In virtually all Mus-
lim cultures lesbian or gay activities are unacceptable (often criminalized) and considered an
offence against honour.

8 For a wife, they range from a prohibition of any outdoor activity that is unsupervised by a
male relative, that could involve encounters with unrelated men, to a prohibition of extra-

http://www.veiligheidbegintbijvoorkomen.nl/onderwerpen/Agressie_geweld/Eergerelateerd_geweld/
http://www.veiligheidbegintbijvoorkomen.nl/onderwerpen/Agressie_geweld/Eergerelateerd_geweld/
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spouse killing qualifies as an honour-based killing if the motive for the kill-
ing is related to the woman’s sexual behaviour perceived as unchaste. The
killing of an abused wife, who had no other reason to separate than the wish
to escape from her partner’s violence, would therefore not qualify as a so-
called honour-based killing. From this perspective, the number of so-called
honour killings of wives is not increasing in the Netherlands. Of all 603
spouse killing cases between 1992 and 2006, not one case was actually an
honour killing (Nieuwbeerta and Leistra 2007).

However, major ethnic minorities in the Netherlands are overrepresented
among perpetrators of female spouse killing. A recent study, based on the
analysis of psychiatric files of suspects of spouse killing, focused on differ-
ences in motivation of native Dutch perpetrators and those from the major
minorities (Liem et al. 2007).9 It was concluded that on the level of situ-
ational characteristics, the ‘separation after violent abuse’ was the most
common feature of all spouse killings with no significant difference between
the subgroups. On the level of personal motivational characteristics a cul-
tural difference seemed to emerge, according to the researchers. ‘Hurt
pride/honour’, referring to sadness and anger about the loss, notably the loss
of control over the wife who left (or wanted to leave), and ‘grief and shame’
about the perceived loss of masculine honour were more often reported about
Turks (77%) and Moroccans (59%), compared to 29% of the native Dutch
perpetrators. Note however, that in none of these cases sexual honour as de-
fined above had been compromised. It was the perpetrator’s failed efforts to
effectively control the wife and prevent her from leaving which, across sub-
groups, was experienced by the men as hurting their honour and pride. The
second most frequently reported personal motive was ‘fear of loss/aban-
donment’. This motive was mentioned by almost one third of the Dutch per-
petrators (29%), compared to a small minority of Turkish (8%) and Moroc-
can (12%) perpetrators. In conclusion, the Turkish or Moroccan perpetrators’
motives were ultimately categorized by the researchers as specifically ‘cul-
turally’ motivated: ‘referring to an interconnected set of norms and meanings
that guide people’s perspective on life’, in contrast to only 1% of the cases of
Dutch perpetrators (Liem et al. 2007: 41, 73, 82–84). The Dutch were pre-

                                                                                                                            
marital sexual activity as violations of the wife’s (and her husband’s) honour. For a daughter
or sister, it means a prohibition of pre-marital sexual or dating activity (up to a prohibition of
any social activity that might involve unsupervised encounters with non-related men).

9 The study is based on analyses of 282 psychiatric reports on male perpetrators of spouse
killing: 238 native Dutch, 26 of Turkish and 17 of Moroccan descent. Since the number of
Turks and Moroccans are very small, the quantitative results need to be interpreted with
caution since a shift of one or two respondents translates into suggestively large percentage
shifts.
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sented as predominantly guided by motives of a psychological nature when
killing their wives.

This conclusion deserves scrutiny. Analytically speaking we can observe
a selective and biased representation of how masculine honour permeates
both Muslim and Western culture. On the one hand, it reflects the conflation
indicated before, where any killing of a wife by someone with a Muslim
background is labelled as honour-killing, without a deeper analysis of the
specifics of the case. On the other hand, it also reflects a lack of understanding
of how deeply ingrained masculine honour of men is in Western patriarchal
culture. Without glossing over the differences in the way masculinity is
defined across cultures with respect to the concept of honour, and the public
interest that is attached to honour as a family-value, it is important to recognize
commonalities in the way honour and masculinity are intertwined in any
patriarchal culture in order to avoid the selective culturalisation of individual
motivations for perpetrators from a Muslim background. As a flipside to the
selective culturalisation of motives, a selective individualisation of motives
of native Dutch perpetrators is taking place. The feelings of hurt pride and
offended masculinity, as obvious manifestations of traditional Western gender
norms where masculinity and control over a (female) partner are closely
linked, are labelled as individual psychological characteristics in the case of
the Dutch perpetrators, ignoring the cultural patriarchal nature of such a
motive.

The question is why cultural values and traditions regarding masculine
honour and pride, which inevitably affect individual psychological motives, are
primarily and selectively attributed to Muslim perpetrators and not Dutch
(Western) men. In doing so, Turkish and Moroccan perpetrators are con-
structed as cultural dopes, inevitably and unreflectively influenced by a
collective mentality, whereas the native Dutch men who killed their (ex-)wife
are portrayed as reflective individuals who make choices informed by their
psychological make-up (Volpp 2000).10 Implicitly Western traditional
patriarchal norms – in this case about the masculine honour implied in being
in control of one’s wife – are mainstreamed as part of the psychology of the
individual male, and are as such no longer identified as of a cultural origin.

These selective interpretive shifts cloud the similarity between Western
and Muslim cultural concepts and individual experiences with respect to hurt
male pride and honour. An oppositional and biased binary of cultural differ-

                                                          
10 The generalizing conclusions in this study are also problematic from a methodological

perspective: the limited sample size of the minority perpetrators (respectively 9% and 6% of
the sample), hardly allows any meaningful quantitative comparison given the small numbers.
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ence is constructed between Muslim and Western men, which simultaneously
erases the heterogeneity that might be present within the subgroups.

Role of ‘culture’: the need for an intersectional
perspective

The fact that lethal domestic violence occurs slightly more often among mi-
grant minorities the question is how to explain this. Available research data
are limited, and indicate a tendency to emphasize the role of different cultural
values in family violence between ethnic groups (the cultural deviant or cul-
turalist perspective). Some argue that this contributes to an entrenchment of
existing stereotypes (Hampton, Carrillo and Kim 2005). More research is
needed to understand the complexity of underlying factors that might con-
tribute to the heightened vulnerability of migrant women that goes beyond
their culture of origin as the defining variable. Due to profound methodologi-
cal problems, it has been concluded that available data on the role of race or
ethnicity in US-based research on family violence are limited in quality and
generalizability (Malley-Morrison and Hines 2007). Important shortcomings
persist related to sampling problems (representativeness, size), the conceptual
lumping together of different ethnic or cultural categories and the lack of
adequate attention for possible confounding of socio-economic status and
other demographic variables with race or ethnicity as main errors. Further-
more, the use of a unified concept of ‘culture’ leads to a comparison that of-
ten ignores within-group variability (Raj and Silverman 2002).

Findings regarding over-representation of ethnic minorities need to be
contextualized in order to address the complexity of experiences and to fully
understand the role of ‘culture’ as well as ‘gender’ in domestic violence and
homicides (Bograd 1999; Kasturirangan et al. 2004; Sokoloff and Dupont
2005; Thiara and Gill 2010). This requires going beyond simplifying and
functionalist categorical concepts like culture and taking a closer look at how
the lives of immigrant and cultural minority women and men are affected in
the process of migration and acculturation. Research on immigration shows
the need to understand the structural forces that shape the acculturation and
assimilation process of transnational migrants (Batia and Ram 2009). Accul-
turation and assimilation are after all the result of an interactive dynamic re-
lation between migrants and the host country (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2003).
We have very limited systematic knowledge of how migration affects the
perpetration or victimization of violence in intimate relationships. Race, gen-
der, sexual orientation and class are core factors that ultimately contribute to
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different sets of vulnerabilities. For individuals in migrant communities, usu-
ally in disadvantaged and marginalized positions vis-à-vis mainstream soci-
ety, multiple forms of prejudice and discrimination and institutionalized vio-
lence may exacerbate abusive family relationships (Richie et al. 2005).

In the current European context, the increasing Islamophobic and hostile
attitudes towards Muslim (im-)migrants is another crucial variable to take
into consideration (FRA 2009; 2010). Demographic categories such as (im-)-
migrant group membership, ethnicity or religion are sometimes used as a
proxy for culture because they allow easy categorization. These categories,
often used to collect census data, refer to heterogeneous groups of people
facing complex social dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. To understand
the impact of those dynamics requires looking more closely at the impact of
existing hegemonic structures in different nation states, societies and cultures
on violence in intimate relationships.

In the Netherlands, two political-cultural dynamics seem to feed particu-
larly into the popularity of biased narratives on Muslim women as the ulti-
mate victim of domestic violence: the growing anti-Islam and xenophobic at-
titudes, on the one hand, and the tendency to gender-neutralize violence against
native Dutch women, on the other. In the aftermath of the particular share of
fundamentalist-jihadist violence that the Netherlands has been confronted
with,11 the issues of VAW and Islam have become particularly intertwined.
With the shift towards a growing criticism of multiculturalism in the Nether-
lands around the turn of the millennium, migrant women were increasingly
considered in policy frames to be vulnerable and suffering from oppression,
which resulted in a dominant policy discourse in which migrant women and
their acculturation and integration were portrayed as an outright problem
(Roggeband and Verloo 2007). It was implied that Turkish and Moroccan
women in general were ‘oppressed’ by their husbands and fathers. This has
become a recurring theme in public discourse and policy developments in the
Netherlands, in fact amplifying problems of integration and acculturation
(Entzinger 2003).12 The selective attribution of women’s oppression to Mus-
lim cultures, in contrast to the ‘emancipation’ of Dutch women, seems to
feed into the attribution of more and more severe violence to Muslim men

                                                          
11 Although not a large-scale terrorist attack, the murder in 2004 of Dutch film director Theo

Van Gogh, a well-known critic of abuse of women in Muslim communities, by a Dutch-
Moroccan fundamentalist Muslim, exacerbated the Dutch discourse on violence of Muslim
minorities.

12 Just as the difference between honour-based killing and spouse killing can become blurred
all too easily as soon as it happens in ethnic minorities, the distinction between forced mar-
riage and voluntary migration-marriage is at times erased. Exemplary is the response to the
launching of a Muslim dating site: ‘Muslims are now able to choose whom they are forced to
marry’ (www.editienl.nl; May 14, 2009). No irony or sarcasm was intended.

http://www.editienl.nl
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who abuse their wives. Domestic violence has become a vehicle to stereotypi-
cally portray the gendered oppression that Muslim women suffer, unlike
Dutch (native) women.

Concurring with the tendency to selectively culturalize domestic violence,
the Dutch policy framing of domestic is increasingly gender-neutralized.
Building on the data of the 1997 survey, as discussed before, and leaving
aside initial analyses and research data emphasizing the gendered nature of
domestic violence against women, the Dutch government produced in 2002 a
white paper on domestic violence13 as a gender neutral phenomenon. In
2007, the CEDAW Committee has strongly criticized this shift towards
gender neutrality in its response to the Dutch CEDAW country report. It has
urged the Dutch government to develop a more gender-sensitive approach
(CEDAW 2007). The CEDAW commission explicitly voices its concern that
Muslim women are portrayed as essentially oppressed and Muslim culture is
constructed as inherently violent towards women, whereas native Dutch
women are constructed as liberated. The net result is that Dutch culture is
implicitly positioned as virtually non-violent towards women.

The underlying rhetorical strategy here is very similar to the one
encountered in the research on spouse killing presented above. While domestic
violence among minorities is predominantly attributed to ‘culturally’ op-
pressive traditions, domestic violence against native Dutch women has
become the result of the (apparently widespread) psychological problems of
the perpetrator or relational troubles between the partners. In more European
countries a severing of domestic violence from a context of gender inequality
is taking place (e.g. Krizsan et al. 2007; Hearn and McKie 2008). More
research is needed to understand the paradoxical discursive and policy
development of gender-neutralization and culturalisation of domestic
violence in several countries, precisely at a time when VAW more generally
is actually recognized in mainstream United Nations and European politics as
a major public concern deserving attention (e.g. European Parliament
Resolution 2010/C 285 E/07; 26 November 2009) .

Conclusion: deconstructing violence against women
and culture in Fort Europe

For an adequate understanding of why the discourse on the cultural specific-
ity of domestic violence among Muslim communities is persistent, it must be

                                                          
13 Privé geweld, publieke zaak [Private violence, public concern].
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situated in the wider context of anti-immigrant and especially anti-Muslim
attitudes that increased across Europe over the last decade (EUMC 2006;
FRA 2009). The dynamics addressed here are not unique to the Netherlands.
They fit in with the nativist backlash against immigrants and refugees that
flourishes in many industrialized countries in the global North. Even before
the more recent anti-immigration tendencies took hold, Western liberal de-
mocracies never resolved the tensions which ethnocultural diversity evoked
(Kymlicka 1998). After the fundamentalist attacks of Islamic jihadists in
New York, and subsequent attacks in Europe (Madrid, London), tensions re-
vived which resonated with deeply rooted anti-Oriental sentiments (Said
1995/1978). In the late 1990s, the two topics of immigration and VAW
(mostly focusing on Muslim communities) have been connected in the debate
on multiculturalism (Okin 1999; for a critique see Volpp 2000; Römkens
2002). Establishing the link between VAW and Muslim culture has been
contested yet holds political currency. The US Government, for example,
used it when calling for military interventions in Iraq and in Afghanistan.
Repeatedly reference was made to VAW as a violation of women’s human
rights that imposed a ‘solemn duty’ (…) to bring freedom and liberty to the
region”, according to former US president Bush (Römkens 2005). In a shift-
ing political landscape, where the continuation of the war against terrorist
threats is increasingly questioned, the ongoing abuse of women and girls in
Afghanistan in 2010 is hardly a subject of any public concern any longer in
political debates on what the West should or could do in Afghanistan.
Against a backdrop of anti-immigration sentiments ‘Fort Europe’ needs its
building bricks, and there the topic of VAW, positioning Muslims as par-
ticularly violent still provides politically useful currency.

The need for an intersectional analysis illuminating the structural yet di-
verse nature of variables underlying VAW and girls across cultures has been
convincingly argued and called for repeatedly. Theoretically, the concept of
intersectionality provides an important attempt to cover this complexity.
However, how the simultaneous and intersecting impact of all different forms
of structural disempowerment varies within and between cultures is empiri-
cally still an under-researched domain. Ultimately, the goal is to understand
differences within and between social and cultural groups without essential-
izing them.

From an international legal and political perspective, VAW is gaining
more prominence on the European agenda as a fundamental human rights
violation that is in no way culturally specific. A recent ruling of the European
Court of Human Rights (Opuz v. Turkey)14 underlined once again that do-

                                                          
14 Opuz v Turkey (Appl. No. 33401/02) ECHR 9 June 2009.
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mestic violence is a violation of women’s rights that is not specific to any
particular culture, and which requires effective state intervention with due
diligence to protect women. Preparations to construct a more transnational
legal basis for a concerted European effort to prevent VAW and to better
protect victims are underway, both within the Council of Europe and in the
European Commission.15 When addressing VAW in a European context, it is
more urgent than ever to take the multiple inequalities that women face into
consideration. With anti-migration and xenophobic resentment growing
across the EU, an improved understanding of the complex impact of cultural
differences on VAW is necessary in order to get beyond culturalist stereo-
types.
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Immigrant Women and Domestic Violence:
Intersectional Perspectives in a Biographical
Context

Nadja Lehmann              

This paper presents the material findings of a study submitted as a doctoral
thesis with the title ‘Immigrant Women in Women’s Shelters. Biographical
Perspectives of Domestic Violence’ at the Free University of Berlin, Depart-
ment of Political and Social Science’ (Lehmann 2008c). Based on biographi-
cal case reconstructions, the study examines how immigrant women seeking
support in women’s shelters deal with the violence they have experienced.
Subsequently the discussion deals with theoretical points of reference for
violence research.

Introduction

This work originated from my own professional experience as a social
worker in women’s shelters, the large share of immigrant women in these
shelters and the lack of research in Germany done on immigrant women
and domestic violence. Research on immigrant women in shelters or more
generally on immigrant women and domestic violence was highlighted in
Germany only in 2004 when the first large-scale representative study on
violence against women ‘Living situation, Safety and Health of Women in
Germany’ (Schröttle and Müller 2004), followed by the comparative sec-
ondary analysis on ‘Health and Violence Related Situations of Women
With and Without Migration Backgrounds in Germany’ (Schröttle and
Khelaifat 2008) was published. This explicitly included and raised the
question about the extent to which immigrant women were affected by
violence. However, there is still a lack of research and in-depth analyses of
domestic violence.

The biographical-theoretical study presented here shows how complex
biographic linkage of different dimensions of violence and oppression influ-
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ence the experience of domestic violence. This paper1 adopts intersectionality
in theoretical and practical approaches to domestic violence and refers to
some branches of violence research in the United States, where this theoreti-
cal perspective has become more widely utilised. The legal scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw (1994) developed the concept of ‘intersectionality’ based on the
situation of ‘women of color’ affected by domestic violence. The feminist
psychologist and academic in the field of violence research, Michele Bograd,
explains the fundamental assumptions intersectionality2 is based on which
are relevant for domestic violence:

… intersectionality suggests that no dimension, such as gender inequality, is
privileged as an explanatory construct of domestic violence, and gender inequal-
ity itself is modified by its intersection with other systems of power and oppres-
sion.(…) While all women are vulnerable to battering, a battered woman may
judge herself and be judged by others differently if she is white or black, poor or
wealthy, a prostitute or housewife, a citizen or an undocumented immigrant
(Bograd 2005: 27).

Domestic violence occurs in individual life stories and is experienced as a
personal event. It is, however, at the same time a cultural and social product,
which is affected by overlapping links between ‘gender’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘social
class’ and other social differences (Feltey in Sokoloff and Dupont 2005: 1).
The situation of a large group of immigrant women in shelters affected by
violence is characterised to a high degree by the structural circumstances of
their migrant status. For most immigrants with a limited residence permit, the
step into a women’s shelter initially means terminating the violence. At the
same time, however, many new problems arise such as, for instance, a less
secure residence status, no work permit, restricted opportunities in the labour
market, intercultural differences, language difficulties, poor or no medical
and psychological support. Migrants affected by domestic violence experi-
ence marginalisation, stigmatisation and racism within the violent relation-
ship and through institutional discrimination and also in the shelter commu-
nity (Aktaş 1993; Lehmann 2001; Glammeier, Müller and Schröttle 2004).
They are required to come to terms with perceptions and stereotypes of their
‘culture’ which are predominant in public discourse, find their place as an
individual within it and take a position. Many immigrant women have expe-
rienced violence and trauma at various levels (e.g. within the context of mi-
gration and seeking refuge), which can only be captured insufficiently by

                                                          
1 Some extracts of the paper have been published elsewhere (cf. Lehmann 2008a, 2008b,

2006, 2004)
2 The term ‘intersectional analysis’ resp. ‘intersectionality’ is meanwhile well-established in

German-speaking countries.
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terms like ‘gender based violence’ and ‘domestic violence’. These aspects
substantially influence the living situations of migrants and, consequently,
especially when attempting to deal with difficult stages in life. For staff in
women’s shelters, the focus of working in the area of counselling immigrant
women has gradually shifted.3 Frequently, there are problems which are ini-
tially far more pressing and vital to deal with than the experience of domestic
violence.

Approach

Based on my professional experience in women’s shelters, the research was
guided by the following question: What are the effects of the manifold expe-
riences of abused immigrant women during their lifetimes within the context
of country of origin, migration and the host country Germany on how they
experience domestic violence? To further examine this question it was con-
sidered important to gain insight into the subjective points of view and inter-
pretive patterns of abused immigrant women. Thus, how do immigrant
women describe their experiences and how do they place and evaluate them?
In other words, how do the interviewed women deal with their experiences of
violence during their lives?

Between 1999 and 2004, a total of 15 biographical narrative interviews
were conducted with immigrant women, who had sought shelter from physi-
cal and emotional violence in a women’s refuge. These were women who
had experienced violence in their relationships with partners from their own
countries of origin or with a German origin partner. The women were be-
tween 21 and 50 years of age at the time of the interview and were from a
number of different geographic as well as educational backgrounds. All the
interviewed women had an immigrant background and had come to a women’s
shelter to escape domestic violence. The analysis took the form of a bio-
graphical case reconstruction (Rosenthal 1995; Fischer-Rosenthal and
Rosenthal 1997). Biographical research is the appropriate approach for ques-
tions of this kind, as here the priorities and points of view of the interviewees
are material and the interlocking of social and subjective perspectives are at
the centre of the analysis.

The interviews showed that all of the interviewed women discussed and
experienced the violence they suffered as a subjectively formidable experi-
                                                          
3 In 2001, the Intercultural Women’s Shelter was opened in Berlin focussing especially on

abused immigrant women and their children for conceptional improvements on experiences
(Grubic and Lehmann 2003).
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ence of marginalisation and oppression. The ways in which the women dis-
cussed and/or dealt with violence, however, were complex and differed
among individuals, revealing three levels of engagements, which are pre-
sented here4.

Engagement with violence takes place in a social
context

The experience of violence is discussed in this case within the context of ex-
periences of marginalisation and oppression in society, as, for instance, based
on gender, ethnic origins, class or other kinds of social inequality. These can
refer to either the country of origin or the host country, Germany. This can be
illustrated by the case of Mirja Johannsen5 a woman from Romania, who
belongs to the Roma community.

Case study: Mirja Johannsen

At the time of the interview, Mirja Johannsen and her three children lived in
a women’s shelter in a big city in Germany and had an unlimited residence
permit. Mirja Johannsen was born in Romania in 1961 and belongs to the
Roma community. She graduated from school in Romania after year ten, and
then took up a job in a factory. Her father and her bad relationship with him
are predominant in her accounts of her childhood. Mirja Johannsen re-
counted, amongst other things, that her father beat her mother. After her mar-
riage, she and her husband spent the first part of their married life in her par-
ent’s home. Giving birth to two daughters in quick succession, working hard
at a construction site, her unhappy marriage, and a number of self-induced
abortions, followed by frequent illness mark this stage in her life in her ac-
count. It becomes clear in the interview that being marginalised as Roma sig-
nificantly influenced the entire family’s living situation as well as Mirja Jo-
hannsen’s future.

                                                          
4 The resulting interpretations and subsequent hypotheses result from an intricate process of

interpretation and analysis and do not exclusively refer to the respective paragraph from the
interview presented here. Interpretations and analysis results came about in close exchange
and interaction with many persons and groups participating throughout the course of the re-
search process.

5 All names are anonymised.
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In 1990, to escape her personal and social situation, for which she could
not see a future, Mirja Johannsen and her two daughters illegally fled to
Germany as asylum seekers without her family’s or her husband’s knowl-
edge. She and her two daughters lived in a refugee home and in 1992, her
asylum application was turned down and she was requested to leave the
country. The deportation warning led her to decide to secure her residence in
Germany through marriage. She met a German man and, having overcome
some hurdles, they got married as her only option of remaining in Germany
was to marry a ‘German’. At her own request, she did not live with her hus-
band and, due to her job, she was economically independent from him. It
turned out, however, that Mirja Johannsen gradually got emotionally in-
volved in the relationship and in January 1998 had a daughter. She com-
mented on the birth of her daughter as follows: ‘In 1998 I had her, and – and
then my troubles – my problems so to speak, started, after Elisa was born’.6

The comment that this is when her problems started refers to the fact that,
with her emotional involvement, her problems acquired a new dimension.
Even before the birth of her daughter, and in her account preceding it, there
were grave problems for her as a single mum without any financial or other
support that she had to deal with. Mirja had to give up her job after the birth
of their daughter, took parental leave and lived on social benefit. When she
and her husband went on holiday together, he took her passport off her, and,
on their return to Germany, cashed in all the family’s benefit, leaving her
without any money to live on. Initially, she was only able to feed herself and
her three children with an income from giving blood. Mirja sought help from
a women’s counselling organisation to prevent her benefit money from being
paid to her husband. She recounts her experiences with ignorant officers at
the social welfare agency in detail, who generally trusted the German hus-
band more, and only after Mirja’s repeated requests stopped paying her bene-
fit to him. When she approached the child welfare agency to file for sole
custody for her daughter, Mirja reported how he put her under pressure and
blackmailed her:

He said: ‘I’ll show you what I can do, I’m German. I lie and lie and everybody
believes what I’m saying.’ He only said that, he said: ‘Yes, I’ll send some for-
eigners to your home and then they’ll knock on your neighbours’ doors and
they’ll ask if this is where Mirja lives and everyone will say you’re a whore and
then you’ll be off home and I’ll have Elisa’.

Here the escalation of the relationship’s dynamics becomes clear. The con-
flict of power openly breaks out over the question of custody and the hus-
                                                          
6 The quotes have been reworked linguistically for this paper, without changing their mean-

ing.
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band plays on his claim to power as a German. He tries to offend her by
stigmatising her sexual morals by way of her ethnic origins, thus referring to
dominant images in the public discourse.

Tearfully she describes one weekend, he turned up with the police on her
doorstep, brandishing a decision on the determination of physical custody of
their daughter and took the girl away, even though she was still breastfeeding
at the time. He called Mirja a ‘gypsy’ and ‘Romanian’, who neglected her
child and wanted to abduct the child to Romania. Only after some days and
with difficulty, she was able to obtain another decision and get her daughter
back. After that, Mirja decided to seek shelter in a women’s refuge with her
daughters:

Because I was scared, because I thought ‘Goodness, he is German, he lies and
everybody believes him’, he was able to do that and then I thought ‘okay then, I’ll
go to the shelter until there’s a decision on what I can do’. Then I came here, he
wrote a couple of applications, saying I was a gypsy (with a gasp) he was afraid
for Elisa, because I don’t take care of her; he’s better, he’s good; he is! (ironi-
cally) Well, now I’m here at the shelter, (drawing her breath).

Given this reality, Mirja Johannsen saw only one option for herself which
was to go to the shelter in order to find support there in her dispute with her
husband, which had become a legal one.

Summary

What is relevant in the analysis of the entire interview is Mirja Johannsen’s
perspective as a member of a minority community in her country of origin,
where she’s experienced a tradition of discrimination. The menace of her
husband, who played on his status as a German in their relationship by mak-
ing it clear that she did not stand a chance against a German, when, for in-
stance, fighting for the custody of a child, because nobody would believe her,
the ‘gypsy’, anyway, is predominant in her individual experience of violence
and is inseparably tied to her experiences of discrimination as a Roma in her
Romanian society of origin. Throughout the interview, it becomes clear what
role historic ethnicised and discriminating discourses about Roma in the Ro-
manian society of origin, as well as discourses about Romanian Roma in
Germany effective at the time of her immigration, play in how she experi-
enced violence during her relationship with a German.
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Engagement within the context of experiences in the
family of birth

Women in this group deal with their experiences of violence within the con-
text of their families of birth. This social context is blanked out of their biog-
raphies and described only on further enquiry and is immaterial for the indi-
vidual way of dealing with violent behaviour. The story of Nihad Amin, a
woman from Iraqi Kurdistan serves as an example.

Case study Nihad Amin

At the time of the interview, Ms Amin and her two sons lived in a sheltered
flat belonging to a women’s refuge in a big city in Germany. Nihad Amin
was born in 1972 as a family’s fourth daughter and fifth child in Iraqi Kur-
distan. Her relationship with her mother plays a prominent role in Nihad’s
later life and in the context of her violent experiences, which is why her fam-
ily background is of such importance in this case. Her mother gave birth to a
total of 12 children, 3 sons and 9 daughters, every one to two years up until
1983. At Nihad’s birth, her mother was in her early twenties and had already
given birth to seven children7. It is Nihad Amin’s impression that her mother
did not give the same amount of love to all her children. This is reflected ret-
rospectively in the following paragraph of Nihad Amin’s interview on the
mother’s relationship with her children:

Because there were so many of us, that’s why she couldn’t give her love to all of
us. She only likes my older brother and my older sister, and all the others she
doesn’t care about, and my little sister, she likes her, yes, and all the others are all
the same to her.

Generally speaking, it is not unusual in the Iraqi Kurdish society to have
twelve children. The interview with Nihad, however, shows that this social
norm does not lead to her having any specific expectations of her mother.
She experiences her mother’s attitude towards her as indifferent and hostile,
and this is an experience that materially influences her in later life. Nihad’s
father, a communist, was politically persecuted, something that affected the
entire family. He died of cancer, having been degraded from a teacher and
headmaster to work as a train conductor, subject to political arbitrariness and
various imprisonments. After his death, the children and their mother lived

                                                          
7 Two sons had already died.
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together under difficult economic circumstances. The mother wanted Nihad
Amin to marry and not to study or get vocational training.

My mother, she wasn’t so educated. She’s from a village, she didn’t know any-
thing. She never understood what learning was and she always kept saying we
must all stop learning. I’ve got many brothers and sisters and I just carried on. I
always enjoyed learning and she kept saying that’s not important. ‘Getting mar-
ried is more important than learning, and if you were a teacher or something, you
wouldn’t get good wages, so it’s useless. Getting married is the best thing for
women’ and I wanted to finish high school. She said, no I must marry now, that is
not so important. This caused many problems with my brothers and sisters and
my mother. Especially, I never understood her. I don’t like her at all. And some-
times, when I think about it, I hate my mother, because of this, feeling. I still want
to learn, but I haven’t got the opportunity. Yes, and I did graduate from high
school and she said, I wasn’t allowed to study and go to college.

Ms Amin got married in 1995 in Iraqi Kurdistan to a man 20 years her sen-
ior, who had been living in Germany for 18 years, had a German passport,
and was of Iraqi Kurdish origins. They got engaged in 1994 when he was on
a visit to Iraqi Kurdistan and after the wedding she came to Germany with
him in 1995. Nihad Amin told us that she married her husband out of ‘spite’,
because her mother was no longer willing to accept her repeated rejection of
marriage candidates and also because her husband-to-be came from Europe
and had promised her that once they were married she would be allowed to
learn in Germany. She made it clear that she did not marry for love and that
her mother had pushed her to choose a husband. Still, she held on to her
original aim of ‘learning’. She then described the disappointing experiences
during the early years of her marriage and shows how inadequate and wrong
the decision was, something which her mother had pushed her into taking.
Her husband kept putting her off to start with and then rejected her desire to
learn: ‘And then it started so (…) that I wanted to study and so on, because
he was so, he had a complex. He wants me to be only the wife, at home like
my mother. He was just like my mother. And then I noticed, my husband, he
is just like my mother’.

They had two sons together, who were born in 1996 and 1997 in Ger-
many. Ms Amin had been severely abused and raped by her husband since
1998. In 2001, with the support of the child welfare agency, she found refuge
in a women’s shelter with adjoining sheltered flats, where she lived in her
own flat with her children.
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Summary

Nihad Amin has had to deal with her violent experiences in the context of her
family history. For Ms Amin, her experience of her relationship with her
husband was like a re-enactment of her family history. The husband, who is
supposed to love her, does not feel any love for her and wants to keep her
from learning and from growing as a person. Also her mother, who should
have loved her, did not do so and wanted to keep Nihad from learning and
growing. Her negative experiences with her husband acquired a specific
meaning through this parallel. She did not discuss her experiences of severe
abuse during marriage in the ‘context of gender’. She rather equated her hus-
band’s behaviour towards her with her mother’s behaviour towards her by
using the phrase ‘My husband is like my mother’. All other contexts, e.g. her
mother’s oppression as an ‘uneducated’ woman in her father’s family or her
family’s situation of political persecution influencing her life in so many
ways, are not seen by her in the context of her experience of violence. The
evaluation of the interview shows in detail that the reason for this is to be
sought in her own emotionally damaged relationship with her mother, whom
she blames for her own fate.

Engagement within a biographical context as a
singular experience is made

Within this group of women, the experienced violence is not presented in a
way that is connected with their own biographies. Only on enquiry and
within the context of the entire interview, it becomes clear that describing the
experienced violence as fate and as a singular experience is an important way
for the interviewees to distance themselves from it. An example of this is the
third reconstructed individual case, that of Ella Noack from Poland.

Case study Ella Noack

Ella Noack was born in 1954 in Poland and immigrated to Germany in 1988
with her daughter from her first marriage to live with her German boyfriend.
She married him after a few months and then lived for eleven years in Ger-
many with her husband, daughter and stepson. After that, she spent some
time in a women’s refuge and afterwards in sheltered housing. By then she
had received German citizenship, got a divorce and has her own flat. In her
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interview, Ella Noack discussed the violence she experienced at first as the
central dramatic stage of her life, which is merely framed by the rest of her
life. The violent experience is not set in relation to other experiences during
her life, i.e., there is no biographical continuity and no connections with her
family’s history. Intensive questioning, however, and the evaluation of the
entire interview show that there are pronounced continuities and many ag-
gravating experiences in her life, which stand in close topical and emotional
relation to the experience of violence, which I demonstrate by way of some
examples.

Ella Noack was born in Poland in 1954 in a town of approximately
15,000 inhabitants. She was the first child of a newly wed couple. At the
time of Ella’s birth, her father was about 20 years of age and worked as an
electrician for a radio station. Her mother was about 22 years old when
Ella was born and worked in a clothes factory. Both parents had grown up
in villages and moved to the town from different areas of Poland. Ella’s
parents grew up during the war and both became part of the large internal
migration surge from rural areas to the towns and cities during the phase of
industrialisation from 1945 to 1964. Her parents separated when Ella was
two years old. From that moment onwards, Ella had no contact with her
father. Ella’s mother said that the reason for their separation was violence
from Ella’s father. Ella Noack at first did not indicate the reason for sepa-
ration as ‘battering’ during her interview and thus avoided the perspective
of her mother being victimised by her father’s violent behaviour. This
omission is also significant in respect to her later first hand experiences
with violence perpetrated by her own husband. As becomes clear in the
evaluation, she avoids looking at the parallels between her mother’s life
and her own. Obviously, there is the possibility that Ella Noack simply did
not have the capacity to realise and reflect these relations. She does, how-
ever, prove to be able to analyse and construct relations in her family’s
history with regard to her mother’s experiences.

After her parents’ separation, Ella and her mother lived together in a
small town. Ella describes her mother as a devout Catholic. Ella’s mother
later joined the Jehovah’s Witnesses and turned away from the Catholic
Church. Ella Noack tells us that her mother as an outsider had always felt a
‘stranger’ in the small town she had moved to and that she was isolated. Her
mother suffered from depression and delusions and at times was not capable
of looking after her daughter. She was hospitalised for her mental problems a
number of times. According to Ella Noack, the reasons for her mother’s
mental illness are to be sought in her childhood. Ella’s mother lost her own
mother at the age of seven. Straight after the death of Ella Noack’s grand-
mother, the war began and, according to her account in the interview, the
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family had to leave their farm because of the Germans. Ella Noack describes
her mother’s situation with empathy:

Yes, that’s difficult, that is, at seven you’re a youngster, (…) so it wasn’t nice for
her, no, so that was no good time for my mummy (…) yeah well and, she was ill
as well, she was in hospital, she needed quiet, psychological quiet she needed,
you know, the events – her mother’s death, probably, and the war and everything,
they wore her out, I think the two sisters they were tougher than my mother, psy-
chologically I mean, you know what I mean, my mummy is weaker, YEAA.

Ella Noack constructs biographical contexts between events that happened
when her mother was growing up and the particular problems that her mother
had as an adult. She, therefore, offers a biographical family perspective on
her own life. It becomes clear that she has very close emotional ties with her
mother. Their relationship is, however, marked by a strong ambivalence. It
can be assumed that this is due to the fact that her mother had serious psy-
chological problems. Ella Noack shows, during the interview, how she at-
tempted to distance herself from her mother’s life at different levels, without
becoming disloyal.

She was happy she had me, she had a task then, she always told me she loved me
more than anything and still and she said ‘I didn’t want to get married then, I
didn’t want a man to hurt you or something’, no, and I’m a little different from
my mummy there (laughs) must be like my father.

Here, an aspect of Ella’s conflict of loyalty becomes clear. Here as well as in
other parts of the interview, there is an indication of her fear of becoming
like her mother. For her, this is even more threatening, as there are many par-
allel developments in her life when compared to her mother’s. For instance,
Ella Noack’s first marriage, just like her mother’s, failed early on and she as
well was then a single mother with a little girl. Like her mother, she re-
married when her daughter was a little older and experienced domestic vio-
lence. Apart from these obvious parallels, there are also numerous differ-
ences, as Ella Noack, for instance, is far better educated and has higher vo-
cational qualifications. On the other hand, children of mentally ill parents
often are afraid of falling ill themselves and this fear can become very im-
portant in their later lives. For Ella Noack, it is a psychological way out to
secretly hope that she is more like her father.

What becomes very clear is Ella Noack’s strong desire to belong and to
have a family, which dominates her life story and relates back to her family
history. This is also how to interpret her long lasting violent relationship be-
cause of which she then had to turn to a women’s refuge. Enormous personal
efforts and repressing this past must have been necessary to make this rela-
tionship and a family possible at all. The relationship with her German hus-
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band-to-be was marked by disappointments and negative experiences from
the outset and still she decided to give up her economically independent life
in Poland. She and her daughter, for years, lived in a family situation char-
acterised by fear and violence. Her desire to emigrate was clearly coupled
with her desire for a family. This is also demonstrated by the fact that Ella
Noack did not break out of her marriage even when she held a residence
status of her own and even a German passport at a later point. She stayed and
the more threatening and violent the situation at home became, the more des-
perately she fought for keeping her values and her image of a happy family
life. She now accepts the reality of her failed dream. At the same time, how-
ever, she strives not to regard this as her personal failure and defeat.

Summary

Blanking out family history and biographical continuities, in Ella Noack’s
case, illustrates her fear of her life being predetermined by her mother’s
‘heritage’ and her own biographical failure therefore being inevitable. Ella
Noack is the daughter of a woman traumatised by her wartime experiences,
shamed in her religious values by her divorce and stigmatised and isolated by
her mental illness and who suffered the consequential social and communal
marginalisation of post-war Poland. Avoiding a biographical perspective,
therefore, can be interpreted as an important strategy for Ella Noack to deal
with her violent experiences. In this way, she can develop new perspectives
for her future and she fights for giving her life some positive meaning. Yet
she only succeeds in this by mustering up enormous psychological strength
for repressing this past. This strategy of reframing situations and applying a
positive meaning to them has also led to Ella Noack remaining, for many
years of her life, in a violent relationship and not being able to protect her-
self, her daughter and her husband’s son from it.

Conclusion

A material outcome of the study is to show that the various levels of dis-
cussing the experiences of violence are related in a manifest or latent way to
the biographical experience of marginalisation and oppression in the context
of society and family of birth. These experiences, along with family and so-
cial discourses related with it, structure the discussion as well as the actual
experiences of violence. The subjective points of view and interpretive pat-
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terns of the interviewed immigrant women have objective and real conse-
quences because they substantially influence their actions and perceptions8.
The analysis of the interviews shows that the applicable gender contexts do
not necessarily become significant points of reference for dealing with the
experiences of violence, notwithstanding the fact that all these women were
in a women’s shelter, where this point of view on domestic violence pre-
dominates. On the contrary, for the interviewed women, the injuries deriving
from mother-daughter relationships or the experience of discrimination in the
countries of origin or the host country play prominent roles.

The violence experiences are the point from which the presented bio-
graphical self-portraits take their structure. In the interviews, domestic vio-
lence is categorised as a severe experience of oppression and ‘crisis of be-
longing’. This is what connects it to migration, a background experience
common to all of the women. For all the interviewed immigrant women, mi-
gration is the common direct link with the history of the abusive relation-
ships. Also migration specific circumstances such as, for instance, social
isolation, residence status or experiences of racism constitute dynamics in the
intimate partner relationships. Migration generally requires a redefinition of
belonging. Still, this does not mean that old feelings of belonging are given
up at the same time. The meaning of migration strongly depends on the con-
text. It is a symbol of belonging, but not of the crisis itself. Consequently,
migration can be constructed as a relevant but unspecific biographical con-
text.

The discussion of the experiences of violence in this context can be
classed as dealing with ‘belonging’ at various levels. Where does in/ex-
clusion take place? Where does marginalisation take place? Where does op-
pression take place? Where is ‘belonging’ called into question? Where is it
desired particularly strongly? What importance do the interviewed women
award these types of dealing with the violence experienced? The different
ways of discussing this can be termed ‘biographical work’ (Fischer-Rosen-
thal 1995), that is strategies for dealing with violence in a biographical con-
text. Biographical narratives are a way of dealing with and working on hurt-
ful and traumatic events. This also has an important social function. By tell-
ing stories, we create and express social belonging. As every person belongs
to numerous social groups – women, migrants, Kurds, residents at a women’s
shelter, mothers – the question arises, what category or position is perceived
in what discursive situation. These categorisations, positions and their dis-
cussions reflect power relations in society. The narrative offers an opportu-

                                                          
8 This is a basis of philosophy of science for biography research and/or interpretative social

studies.
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nity to come to terms with negative categorisations, for example, with verbal
humiliation in a violent relationship, but also with other attributions like
negative stereotypes and discriminating discourses. Stereotypes can be re-
jected in such a way or it is possible to retroactively defend oneself against
situations, where the person was wronged (Czyzewsky 1995). Such narra-
tives about ‘belonging’ also show how we position ourselves in terms of dif-
ferential categories like, for instance, gender, ethnicity and class (Anthias
2003: 22). For counselling and support work this would mean that focussing
exclusively on gender, the migrant status or the applicable culture for defin-
ing problems of domestic violence can result in not perceiving the complex-
ity of experiences and the subsequent problem solving strategies of women
affected by violence. These, on the other hand, may be very important re-
sources as the needs of battered women in general vary individually as do
their requirements for support.

Theoretical integration and discussion

The biographical study presented here points to the relevance of social and
family contexts for the experience of domestic violence. It showed that discus-
sions and experiences of violence must not only be considered within the con-
text of gender but that other differential power structures pervade them and
they are, therefore, ‘intersectionally’ structured (Crenshaw 1994; Rommel-
spacher 2006). This means that the category ‘gender’ does not have an isolated
effect within the biographical context but as a contextualised category. This
perspective is not only relevant for abused immigrant women but it focuses on
the heterogeneity and diversity of all women experiencing violence at home. It
is, therefore, only consistent for the American psychologist, author and experi-
enced violence researcher, Mary Ann Dutton (1996) to point out that violence
research requires multi-dimensional models. Comprehensive context analyses
need to systematically take into account social, ethnic and cultural contexts, the
life story, networks and especially the individual perspectives of abused women
(ibid.: 111). The results of my work are in line with a quote by Mary Ann Dut-
ton, who summarises the requirements of future theoretical research and practi-
cal approaches to domestic violence as follows:

The next decade of work with battered women is compelled to address the real
complexity and diversity of battered women’s experience – across women who
vary from each other according to race, ethnicity, social class, age, sexual prefer-
ence, and physical ablebodiness. Social context analysis is one tool easily acces-
sible for the task (Dutton 1996: 123).
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From the Racialization of Sexism to Sexism as
an Identity Marker1

Christelle Hamel                 

In recent decades, relations between the sexes among North African migrants
and their French children have been regularly attracting media attention:
news stories about forced marriage, honour crimes and headscarves have
each in turn been given intensive coverage. With the recent focus on gang
rapes, sexist behaviour patterns ‘dans les quartiers’ (‘on the housing estates’)
have once again been in the political and media spotlight. Discussion of these
practices has been brought into debates about ‘delinquency’, ‘urban violence’
and ‘assimilating young people of immigrant background’, debates that were
a marked feature of the campaigns for the municipal and presidential elec-
tions of 2001 and the parliamentary election of 2002. Following the terrorist
attacks of 11 September 2001 in the United States, the question of domestic
security was reformulated in France around the real or supposed threat of an
extremist/fundamentalist form of Islam practiced by young people of North
African immigrant background. These debates strengthened the far right vote
of 21 April 2002 and led to a tightening of law and order policies.

In April 2003, at a meeting of the Union des Organizations Islamiques de
France in Le Bourget, Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy stated that Muslim
women should appear without headscarves on their ID card photographs.
This launched a third ‘headscarf affair’ which took up the slack from the in-
dignation triggered earlier by gang rapes on housing estates and the fear
aroused by the terrorist attacks. In the media, the headscarves worn by some
young women were presented as a sign that a particularly sexist and funda-
mentalist form of Islam was spreading, promoted by fathers and brothers to
whom these young women were considered to be completely subjugated2.
This interpretation led to the passing, on 15 March 2004, of an act of parlia-
                                                          
1 This text was originally published in the journal Migrations Sociétés vol. 17, No.99–100

August 2006, pp. 91–104.
2 Editorial note: This text was written prior to the debate running up to and the passing of the

Anti-burqua law in April 2011.
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ment banning the wearing of ‘religious signs’ in schools. Thus male violence
against women within a minority group is the prism through which political
issues of a different order – migration, integration, national and international
security – are perceived. The denunciation of this violence is mixed up with
political issues that go far beyond the fight against sexist violence, and in-
deed mask that issue while manipulating it. This complicates the task of pre-
venting such violence.

This paper examines the way in which racism manipulates the denuncia-
tion of sexism and describes the effects of such discourses on the people they
target. It argues that far from reducing sexist violence, the racist logic hidden
behind the anti-sexism tends to strengthen it. I use data gathered during a
study on the experience of racism, sexuality and management of the risk of
HIV infection conducted between 1997 and 2003 among 69 young men and
women aged 18 to 25 to demonstrate my argument (Hamel 2003).

The racialization of sexist violence and rejection of the
sons of immigrants

An analysis of gender relations within North African immigrant families
must pay particular attention to the dynamics of the racist social relations that
shape interactions between these families and people said to be of ‘French
extraction’. The racism they are subjected to has an impact on the way in
which post-colonial migrants and their French-born children elaborate the
norms and values that guide their behaviour. Their experience of relations
with ‘people of French extraction’ is marked by a confrontation with preju-
dice and discrimination in access to jobs, housing, knowledge, health care,
leisure, among others. Both North African emigrants and their French-born
descendants are predetermined potential targets of unequal treatment on the
basis of their name or appearance, though not all are affected in the same
way. The best educated and qualified possess resources that reduce the nega-
tive effects of racism and are less stigmatized than those with no qualifica-
tions. And while not all ‘people of French extraction’ are agents of discrimi-
nation, all are liable to receive the preferential treatment that is the counter-
part of discrimination against migrants and their children. Discriminatory
practices divide individuals into two groups in a hierarchy: an inferiorized
minority made up of those who are subject to discrimination and a dominant
majority consisting of those who practice that discrimination or are its poten-
tial beneficiaries. As racial discrimination is practiced on the basis of name
or skin colour, both the groups this creates have a racial connotation reflected



From the Racialization of Sexism to Sexism as an Identity Marker 115

in the commonly-used terms Français de souche (of French extraction),
Maghrébins (North African), Arabes (Arabs).

Some members of the majority group highlight a few differentiating cul-
tural features specific to some members of the minority group; this then
serves to legitimize the racialized boundary line at the cultural level. Cultural
traits that have come to be seen as differentiating characteristics even though
they are not shared by all members of the minority group include honour
crimes, religion and the wearing of headscarves, because these readily invite
stigmatization. The media overkill casts discredit on all members of the ‘ra-
cialized’ group, who are suspected of approving such practices. They are
thus relegated to an insuperable cultural otherness and considered ‘impossi-
ble to integrate’ because they are ‘too different’. This process justifies the
discrimination a posteriori, giving a cultural ratification for the idea of an
otherness that is synonymous with ‘obvious’ or indeed ‘natural’ inferiority.

Today, this relegation of North African immigrants and their children to
an insuperable otherness is channelled through the recurrent denunciation of
sexist violence and the construction of separate representations of men and
women. The norms governing relations between the sexes within this group
are then constructed in response to the discrimination and the discourse. How
has this racist and gender-specific rhetoric been elaborated? Since early
2001, the profusion and juxtaposition of TV broadcasts about les banlieues
(‘the suburban estates’) have implied that violence against women is far more
common there than in the rest of society and that its prevalence is due to the
‘Arab’3 or ‘Moslem’ culture of the estates’ inhabitants. Through these two
implied assertions, denunciation of violence has become a medium for attrib-
uting ‘otherness’ to the members of the minority group and a favoured
ground for erecting a frontier between ‘them’ and ‘us’, making the minority
group a ‘foreign body’ within the nation. Since sexism is assumed to be a ba-
sic archaism while sexual egalitarianism is considered proof of a ‘modern’
and ‘civilized’ mindset, sexism serves as an indicator of a social group’s
level of modernity and civilization.

However, the factors used to measure this sexism rule out any compari-
son between the discriminating majority group and the ‘racialized’ minority
group. Since sexism takes slightly different forms in different social groups
(despite a common basic pattern), the majority group can all the more
fiercely censure a few particular forms of sexism found among the ‘racial-
ized’ group because they, the majority group, can make a distorted compari-
son and claim not to be sexist themselves. Lastly, attributing only to a mi-

                                                          
3 It is worth noting that for the majority group the term ‘Arab’ refers to a set of individuals

who do not necessarily define themselves as such.
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nority group sexist practices common to all groups (collective rape) enables
the majority group to focus attention on the minority group rather than mak-
ing a full analysis of sexism in society as a whole.

Presenting collective or ‘gang’ rapes on housing estates as if they were a
new and growing phenomenon that demonstrates the incompatibility between
‘Moslem’ and ‘Western’ culture, the ‘clash of civilizations’4, is one example
of the way sexist violence can be made an attribute of ‘otherness’. The ex-
pression jeunes de banlieue (‘youths from the estates’) is used to single out
the sons of post-colonial immigrants and particularly those of North African
extraction without referring to them explicitly. These young men (a tiny mi-
nority of whom have committed such crimes) (Hamel 2003: 434; Jaspard et
al. 2003: 370) have been accused as a body of being too attached to the ‘tra-
ditional’ values of their ‘culture’, as if their sexism could only be explained
by their supposedly ‘Arab’ or ‘Moslem’ identity. The extreme male chau-
vinism of some of these young men and boys has been set up as revealing the
essentially sexist nature of ‘Arab culture’, a term understood as comparable
to ‘archaic’, ‘barbarian’ culture. This type of reasoning, which has reacti-
vated the figure of the ‘Arab rapist’ created in the days of colonization (Ze-
hraoui 1997), is a familiar theme on the French far right (Venner 1995), but
with the media coverage of gang rapes (Hamel 2003: 124) it has spread with
worrying ease through society as a whole. These young men are thus treated
more than ever as ‘foreigners in our midst’.

These rapes were also set up as proof that women’s rights are losing
ground in France, immigrants’ sons being blamed for this (Guenif-Souilamas
and Mace 2004: 106). The rapes are obviously unacceptable, but to legiti-
mately speak of regression in women’s rights some proof must be provided
that gang rape was less common in the past and is less widespread in the
majority population. Neither of these assertions is true, as we discussed in
2003 (Hamel 2003; see Debauche in this volume). The minority group being
blamed for the ‘regression’ in women’s rights, the conclusion is drawn (ex-
plicitly or implicitly) that the integration of immigrants’ children ‘has failed’,
or that it is ‘impossible’ and their presence on French soil not legitimate. The
majority group has ignored the scale of sexist violence by men of French ex-
traction (rape and conjugal violence occur in all social classes) (Jaspard et al.
2003) and highlighted certain cultural differences in the ways sexism is
manifested (such as the will to keep women veiled) while ignoring its own
particular form of sexism (reducing women to sex objects and displaying im-
ages of naked women in all kinds of circumstances). The resulting reasoning

                                                          
4 Paul Amar, ‘L’islam est-il soluble dans la République?’, broadcast on 16 and 19 November

2002 on TV programme On aura tout lu !, France 5.
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not only culturalizes sexist violence but also ethnicizes and ‘racializes’ it.
Sexist violence is seen as the product of an atemporal, ahistorical and highly
sexist ‘Arab’ or ‘Moslem’ culture. And any individual whose phenotype
matches what is called ‘Arab’ culture is seen from the outset as being sexist
in this way. In short, so-called ‘Arab’ culture is considered sexist in essence
and ‘Arab’ men sexist by nature. This then corroborates the idea that immi-
grants’ sons are incapable of integrating into French society. The denuncia-
tion of sexist violence on suburban housing estates has been used in this way
by anti-Arab and anti-black xenophobic rhetoric. Such reasoning has enabled
the authorities to justify closing borders to immigrants and has allowed
members of the majority group a certain sense of legitimacy in discriminating
against the male elements of the minority group.

The ‘emancipated beurette’5 as a figure of successful
integration

In parallel with the stigmatization of ‘Arab boys’, the emergence of the Ni
putes ni soumises movement (‘neither tarts nor submissive’), which rightly
denounced the sexist violence in the segregated poor neighbourhoods of
France’s big metropolitan areas, was very favourably received by the media,
the authorities and the population. For society as a whole, the immigrants’
daughters taking part in this movement symbolize ‘successful integration’, in
contrast to their brothers. They embody the figure of the ‘emancipated
beurette’ rejecting the submission that is assumed to be systematically im-
posed by parents and brothers. As this image implies, for the majority group
it is only by virtue of a break with the sexist ‘culture’ of their parents and
brothers that the girls can integrate into society. The boys, supposedly,
fiercely defend ‘their culture’. The girls, because they refuse to have their
freedom restricted and to be treated differently, appear in the collective
French imagination as wanting to ‘integrate’ and capable of doing so.

The majority group’s manipulation of young women’s desire to break
free of patriarchal restrictions, thus, has the effect of dividing them from
men, when men and women could otherwise unite in joint action against ra-
cism. For, although the women are less stigmatized in the rhetoric, they are
no less discriminated against in practice. Of people of Algerian immigrant
parentage aged 20 to 29 and possessing a vocational high-school certificate,
                                                          
5 Translator’s note: beurette is a feminine form derived from beur, a type of back-slang for

Arabe and an identity term that youngsters of immigrant extraction have adopted for
themselves. It is less clear who invented the corresponding feminine form.
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39% of the men and 36% of the women are unemployed, as against 20% and
10% respectively of young women and men with French-born parents (Tri-
balat 1995: 76–77). Furthermore, using denunciation of sexist violence to ac-
cuse the men of ‘not wanting to integrate’ attributes a specific meaning to the
women’s revolt against sexism. That rebellion seems to validate the racist
idea of male refusal to integrate, so putting the women in a position where,
for the men of their group, they are implicit allies of the majority group’s ra-
cism.

‘Integration’ and ‘sexual emancipation’ for the
daughters of immigrants

Sexuality is also at stake in discourses according to which the girls are capa-
ble of assimilating into French society but the boys are not. Metaphorically,
they lead to an eroticization of the figure of the ‘beurette: the encouragement
given these young women to emancipate themselves carries a connotation of
sexual emancipation. And in a context where ‘Arab boys’ (Guenif-Souilamas
and Mace 2004) are presented as male chauvinists by nature, the call to rebel
against them carries a secondary message: it invites the girls to construct
their sexual and emotional lives not with a man from their own group but
with a man from the majority group, supposedly more ‘modern’ and less
sexist. Thus, sexuality is one field in which immigrants’ sons are judged by
comparison with men ‘of French extraction’. The ethnicization and racializa-
tion of sexual and sexist violence stigmatizes and devalues young men of
immigrant parentage, so making those of French parentage more desirable.
Whether a minority-group girl chooses a partner in her own group or the
other will be interpreted as validating or invalidating the supposed lesser de-
sirability of ‘Arab’ men6. This message transforms every daughter of immi-
grants into an eroticized object of male sexual competition in which the men
symbolize so-called ‘ethnic’ or ‘racial’ categories.

Those who denounce the sexism of ‘Arab’ culture need not say (or even
think) that the one group is inferior to the other for that message to be per-
ceived by some, if not all, young men and women of North African extrac-

                                                          
6 If the reader thinks this exaggerated, here is what one young woman of North African

extraction told us when this paper was presented at a research meeting in May 2004: ‘It’s the
first time I’ve heard anything that made so much sense to me. It’s really how I feel. And …
forgive me for saying this, but it’s rare for a French person’. She then added, ‘In fact, we’re
really obliged to invent a new feminism, because we have to defend the men too, it’s
paradoxical.’
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tion. The racialization and ethnicization of sexist violence and particularly
rape already convey this message. Thus majority-group discourses that fa-
vour the daughters of immigrants but denigrate the sons often stem from a
racism that makes the denunciation of sexism an instrument of its domination
and sexuality one of its spheres of expression. Significantly, the interlinking
of racist and sexist relations of domination can explain some young women’s
defence of the headscarf: since it is seen as making the wearer sexually un-
available to men of the majority group, for its wearers it may embody, con-
sciously or not, a form of resistance against a racist eroticization that is
scarcely ‘emancipating’.

Identity-marker sexism, a product of racism

The social control exercised by parents and brothers over young women’s
sexuality can be analysed from three standpoints: the ordinary sexism found
in every society and social group, the injunction to immigrants’ daughters to
emancipate themselves, and the colonial history of France. We address the
last point first, outlining the migratory trajectory of the parents and situating
the sexism observable in some families today within its historical genealogy.
Legislation in North African countries restricts women’s rights to varying
degrees, giving them an inferior status and criminalising extramarital sex.
Family codes are the product of a patriarchal system that predates coloniza-
tion, but their codification into ‘positive’ law after independence was also
part of a wave of reaction against colonization (Daoud 1996). It has to be
said that the French colonists had eroticized ‘native’ women by producing
postcards with nude pictures of them, while the French army organized the
prostitution of North African women to ‘entertain’ the troops (Taraud 2003)
and rape was among the methods used to torture female members of the re-
sistance or make their husbands talk7.

Thus, sexuality was one area of the exercise of colonial power, particu-
larly in Algeria. More generally, the colonizers tried to break the resistance
capacity of colonized societies by gaining the complicity of the women,
called upon to ‘emancipate’ themselves from their husbands’ domination and
revolt against their fatherland. Men were described as ‘sadistic vampires’
who treated their wives ‘barbarously’ (Fanon 1959; Clancy-Smith 1998).
Having been the target of the colonialists’ ‘emancipating’ discourse, women
who at the time of independence were fighting to improve their legal status
                                                          
7 See the testimony of Madame Ighilariz in the documentary by Patrick Rotman, L’ennemi

intime, broadcast on 6 March 2002 on France 3.
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and obtain equality were suspected of betraying their society and were ac-
cused of ‘assimilationism or wanting to Westernize (Daoud 1996: 219). Their
place in the family became a focus of nationalist discourse: keeping women
in their inferior status and controlling their sexuality in the name of Islam, the
newly-proclaimed State religion, kept opposition to colonialism alive but also
accentuated the pre-existing patriarchal thinking, incorporating it into the
emerging national identity.

Among the North African women who came to France after decoloniza-
tion, clearly some were leaving their country to escape the gradually hard-
ening norms governing relations between the sexes. Equally clearly, others
were steeped in that mode of thinking. Today, male immigrants are repre-
sented as ‘backward’ fathers, particularly sexist towards their wives and
daughters. It is now the daughters who are encouraged to emancipate them-
selves and the sons regarded as delinquents or even rapists. This cannot but
help to maintain, reactivate or activate strong social control over the daugh-
ters. While many immigrants have abandoned the plan of one day going
back, some refer back to their country of origin when considering the educa-
tion of their daughters; they refer to the values that are, or were, prevalent
there rather than those current in France. It follows that some may see their
daughters’ desire for independence as a validation of racism, which in turn
leads to increased surveillance. The discriminatory way in which girls are
raised is not the same as the sexism found in the majority group: it can be
said to be an identity marker because it is part and parcel of a process of self-
defence against racism.

Identity issues in virginity and choice of spouse

Identity-marker sexism is reflected above all in the control of girls’ sexuality.
Girls are generally required to remain virgins, though there is almost no such
requirement for boys. Since this is the case in many situations where coloni-
zation and racism are not at issue, it is not our aim here to explain the root
cause, which is undeniably a patriarchal mindset. Our aim is to explain why
the parents continue to give importance to their daughters’ virginity once
they have emigrated, whereas one might expect this notion to have lost all
meaning for those who have been in France for several decades. A survey
conducted on young people’s sexual behaviour in 1994 showed that the girls
are raised to respect the principle of virginity: of girl respondents with one or
both North African parents, only 45.8% had already had sexual intercourse at
the age of 18, compared to 70.3% of girls with two French parents and
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79.1% of sons of North African immigrants (Lagrange and Lhomond 1997).
Maintaining this norm is one reaction to the racist rhetoric described above.
In a social climate where denunciation of sexist cultural traits sends the mes-
sage to North African immigrants and their French sons that they should be
ashamed of their culture and their being, any daughter’s desire to transgress
the rules can be seen as a kind of validation of the racist discourse, and hence
as a rejection of their parents, their history, their ‘culture’, their group and
their being. Zora, a 21-year-old undergraduate student of English, had to
have long discussions with her parents, who worried about preserving her
virginity, before they would allow her out in the evenings:

For our parents, we’re forgetting them if we want to make things change. For
them, it’s all a question of traditions, religion and honour. Honour above all! And
they say ‘We came to France, but that’s no reason to behave the way they do!’ In
fact they don’t want us to assimilate. […] But you know, if I actually did listen to
them and drop my studies they’d be disappointed too in a way. So we have to do
things against their will too, and in spite of everything, they’re happy, but it’s
tiring, because they reproach us, ‘Take care! The family back there … you have
to follow the lineage’.

The parents’ fear of seeing their daughters disown them is understandable
when we examine the discourse that incites them to ‘integrate’ by making a
break with their family and ‘emancipating themselves’ sexually with men of
the majority group. This fear helps to maintain the importance placed on vir-
ginity and family honour and helps to perpetuate the social control.

The choice of spouse is another area in which daughters’ sexuality is
controlled. In 1992, the INED survey Mobilité géographique et insertion so-
ciale (Geographical mobility and social integration) (Tribalat, Riandey and
Simon 1992) revealed that among French people aged 20 to 29 born of Alge-
rian parents, 15% of the women had a spouse whose parents were both
French, compared to 50% of the boys (Tribalat 1995: 78). This imbalance
shows how far girls’ and boys’ sexuality is treated differently in the family.
Of the 27 young women interviewed, 23 said they could not consider mar-
rying someone of French ‘extraction’ without risking a break with their par-
ents, and four had an elder sister who had been ‘banished from the family’
for that reason. Conversely, three said that their mothers had guaranteed them
the right to choose their own husband, regardless of his so-called ‘ethnic’
origin.

It also emerges that those who do choose to live with a man of French
extraction are often stigmatized: Seif, studying for a degree in Arabic, re-
fused to involve himself in his sister’s love life and attached no importance to
the virginity of his future wife, but explained how much a ‘mixed’ marriage
by his sister would be felt as a betrayal:
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He must be North African! A Moslem first and North African second. Even better
if he is Moroccan! [laughter] If he’s French that will pose a lot of problems. My
parents would take it very badly. She would have to expect a break with the fam-
ily and to not see certain people any more. It’s a question of what you belong to:
at root, belonging to the religion, the culture, everything. For my parents, we’re
Moroccan and that’s that! We’re not French. Whether we’re here or there makes
no difference, we’re Arabs of France. Integration doesn’t exist for them, doesn’t
mean anything. They don’t want to integrate into French society. They’ve under-
stood that our lives are here, but let’s keep among ourselves. She couldn’t possi-
bly marry someone from outside […]. My father, he couldn’t tell his brothers, his
friends back there, his family back there, that his daughter was marrying a
Frenchman. If only as a matter of honour he couldn’t do it. It’s a matter of hon-
our! Your daughter’s married a Frenchman, so she’s a tart, ain’t she. She’s con-
sidered a tart because she’s given herself away.

To really grasp the sense of what Seif’s parents feel regarding their daugh-
ter’s husband and understand what is meant by the expression ‘integration
doesn’t exist’, we must take into account that they have vigorously encour-
aged all their sons and daughters to undertake long years of study and that
they are not thinking of going back to Morocco. Seif explains this as follows:
‘My father is too French in his head now: he could never go back there’. So
while this father has adopted ‘French’ values, he feels ‘Moslem’ and ‘Mo-
roccan’ when it comes to his children’s ‘integration’ or more precisely his
daughter’s sexuality. Seif also explained that if his sister lost her virginity,
that would not dishonour her in her father’s eyes as long as she married a
North African. But marriage with a Frenchman would be dishonourable even
if she were still a virgin.

So virginity would appear less important than the spouse’s so-called ‘eth-
nic’ origin. A so-called ‘mixed’ marriage would mean that the daughter had
validated the stigmatization aimed at the father along with all other ‘Arab’
men, presented as being less desirable than so-called ‘French’ men. Thus the
term ‘integration’, as associated by the dominant group with a girl’s ‘mixed’
marriage, implies relegating the father to ‘racial’ inferiority. It underpins so-
ciety’s ‘dehumanization’ of him and we can well imagine that this is hard to
bear. Unable to react against the dominant group, he turns on his daughter.
These marriages are dishonourable above all because they are perceived as a
betrayal of the family’s identity and a breaking of solidarity with the men of
the minority group. The importance placed on the principle of virginity in the
migrant community has more to do with preventing these ‘mixed’ marriages
than with the desire to forbid the daughter any form of pre-marital sex.
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Social control of girls and sexist violence

A study of media discourses and ethnographic data shows that sexuality is so-
cially constructed by racist social relations. These racist social relations ma-
nipulate gender divisions and present women’s sexual choices as either vali-
dating or invalidating racist discourse. This makes women’s sexuality a par-
ticular issue for the minority group, men’s social control over them tends to in-
crease and the result is sometimes violence. It is a mistake to think that this
control and violence are due to ‘Moslem’ or ‘North African’ culture, irrespec-
tive of time and place, being ‘more sexist’ than others. Although this ‘culture’
like any other is based on a hierarchy between the sexes, it cannot be said that
its sexism has not changed over the centuries or that it is not liable to change.
On the contrary, it can be said with certainty that the exacerbated sexism of
some North African emigrant men and some of their French sons today is partly
due to the racism characteristic of the current socio-historical context. By pre-
senting North African immigrant men and their sons born in France as sexist by
nature, this racism tends, as we have seen, to result in some of them behaving in
accordance with this ‘mythical portrait’ (Memmi 2002).

References

Clancy-Smith, Julia (1998): Islam, gender, and identities in the making of French Algeria,
1830–1962. In: Clancy-Smith, Julia/Gouda, Frances (eds.): Domesticating the Empire:
race, gender, and family life in French and Dutch colonialism. Charlottesville, London:
University Press of Virginia.

Daoud, Zakya (1996): Féminisme et politique au Maghreb. Sept décennies de luttes, Casa-
blanca: Eddif, 409pp.

Fanon, Franz (1959): L’Algérie se dévoile. In: Fanon, Franz: L’an V de la Révolution algé-
rienne. Paris, Maspero, republished by La Découverte and Syros, 2001, pp. 16–50.

Guénif-Souilamas, Nacira/Macé, Éric (2004): Les féministes et le garçon arabe, La Tour
d’Aigues: Éditions de l’Aube, 106pp.

Hamel, Christelle (2003a): L’intrication des rapports sociaux de sexe, de ‘race’, d’âge et de
classe: ses effets sur la gestion des risques d’infection par le VIH chez les Français
descendants de migrants du Maghreb. EHESS, Paris, doctoral thesis in anthropology,
2003, 720pp.

Hamel, Christelle (2003b): ‘ ‘Faire tourner les meufs’. Les viols collectifs: discours des
médias et des agresseurs’. In: Gradhiva, No.33, pp.85–92.

Jaspard, Maryse et al. (2003): Les violences envers les femmes en France. Une enquête
nationale. Paris: La Documentation française, 370pp.

Lagrange, Hugues/Lhomond, Brigitte (eds.) (1997): L’entrée dans la sexualité: le compor-
tement des jeunes dans le contexte du sida. Paris: Éd. La Découverte, 431pp.

Memmi, Albert (2002): Portrait du colonisé précédé de Portrait du colonisateur. Paris,
Gallimard, 171pp. (1st edition 1957).



124 Christelle Hamel

Mucchielli, Laurent (2005): Le scandale des ‘tournantes’. Dérives médiatiques, contre-
enquête sociologique. Paris: Éd. La Découverte, 124pp.

Taraud, Christelle (2003a): Mauresques. Femmes orientales dans la photographie colo-
niale, 1860–1910. Paris, Albin Michel, 144pp.

Taraud, Christelle (2003b): La prostitution coloniale, Algérie, Tunisie, Maroc, 1830–1962.
Paris, Payot, 496pp.

Tribalat, Michèle (1995): Faire France. Une grande enquête sur les immigrés et leurs en-
fants. Paris: Éd. La Découverte, 231pp.

Tribalat, Michèle/Riandey, Benoît/Simon, Patrick (1992): Mobilité géographique et inser-
tion sociale. INED survey.

Venner, Fiammetta (1995): Femmes d’extrême droite: discours et militantes. In: Dore-
Audibert, Andrée/Bessis, Sophie (eds.): Femmes de Méditerranée: politique, religion,
travail. Paris: Éd. Khartala, pp. 143–155.

Zehraoui, Ashène (1997): Images de l’Autre: la population d’origine maghrébine au regard
de la société française. In: Migrations Société, No. 54, November-December, pp.7–20.



Part 3:
Forms and Effects of Violence
Against Women





Male Violence Against Migrant Women:
Denying Rights in a Racist Gender System

Sabine Masson and Patricia Roux           

Introduction

In this paper we analyze gender-based violence from an intersectional angle,
taking into account both the gender and the racial/ethnic/national group
membership of women living in Switzerland. The analysis echoes other pa-
pers that show the relevance of intersectionality for understanding the
meaning and impact of male violence. Male violence is an instrument in the
reproduction of the gender system, but it has different effects depending on
social and racial factors (Crenshaw 2005; Hooks 1984). As in many other
Western countries, migrant women victims of marital violence in Switzerland
do not have access to the same support as Swiss women in similar situations
and do not have the same rights. This paper sets out to show that the cause of
this flagrant injustice is a twofold discrimination, based on gender and na-
tionality. Migrant women are victims of gender-based violence in the same
way as other women, but they are also caught up by institutional restrictions
due to their residency conditions and the racist basis of immigration laws and
policies and representations of ‘foreigners’1. Because their legal status is de-
pendent on their marital tie, migrant women are more exposed to marital
violence and risk being deported if they leave their husbands.

The context to this discrimination is one where immigration laws and
policies, grounded in the gender system and racism, are being tightened. At
the same time as the trend is towards denying migrant women all rights to
protection, there has rarely been so much public talk of ‘migrants’ violence’.
Violence is treated as if it were a cultural trait that radically differentiates
‘foreigners’ from Swiss nationals. This ‘geography of sexist violence’ (Tissot
and Delphy 2009: 2) demonstrates not only the way social relations are in-
terwoven with the stigmatization of migrants and the women’s exposure to
male violence, but also the way in which Swiss society hides the reality of

                                                          
1 Official category that includes all persons not of Swiss nationality, even if born on Swiss

soil.
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male violence in general. In other words, whereas migrant women are more
exposed to male violence because of their residence status, ethnicization and
racialization of sexist violence helps to ‘euphemize’ violence in general, un-
der new strategies for legitimizing gender inequality (Romito 2006).

Our approach is based on our activist feminist position. We are white
academic women; we are not speaking in the name of migrant women but on
the basis of our engagement against a discriminatory system and our active
solidarity with these women.

Political and legal contexts produce double
discrimination against women migrants

To understand Switzerland’s response to migrant women victims of marital
violence, we need to examine the political and legal framework governing
immigration. Standards in this regard infringe women’s rights in many re-
spects. When a woman arrives in Switzerland seeking refugee status, her rea-
sons for fleeing her country are not properly recognized under existing laws.2

In practice, although jurisprudence has made some progress3, women fleeing
their country for gender-related reasons find that the political nature of their
persecution is denied (Schmidlin 2006; Schmidlin and Masson 2009). For
women coming to Switzerland to work or to join their husbands, admission
and residency rights are based on a system of a double-thinking called the
‘two circles policy’.4 Whereas for nationals of the European Union and
European Free Trade Association countries the Agreement on the Free
Movement of Persons gives them residence rights for the purposes of work,
women from other countries have no such right. Their entry to Switzerland is
governed by the Law on Foreigners (Loi sur les étrangers, LEtr), under
which they cannot work unless they are issued the relevant residence permit
(Schmidlin 2008). These permits are granted only rarely, when justified by
high qualifications and a high level of integration. Although these require-
                                                          
2 Gender is not included among the reasons for persecution that enter into the statutory

definition of ‘refugee’ (Art. 3 of the Law on Asylum).
3 In 2006, the Federal appeal court acknowledged that a woman refugee was discriminated

against because she was a woman. Persecution by private individuals is also more widely
recognized than before, when a close link with the State had to be demonstrated (Schmidlin
2006; Schmidlin & Masson 2009).

4 The ‘two circles policy’ has a long history in Switzerland. It follows on from the ‘three
circles policy’ which appeared in the 1980s and was a response both to xenophobic
conceptions and the needs of the market (Mahnig 2005). At that time the Council of State set
up a system of selection by nationality; today’s ‘two circles’ policy establishes a hierarchy
between two zones: the European Union and all other countries.
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ments are formulated in neutral terms, they are based on gender discrimina-
tion because in most countries few women or none can reach managerial
status (Baronne 2006; Baronne and Lempen 2007). And there is no provision
for legal authorization to work in sales, catering or domestic work; these
skills are not recognized as such.

Consequently, most women economic migrants from countries outside
Europe have no legal status5, making their working conditions even more in-
secure (Carreras 2007). There is also gender discrimination against women
entering under family reunion provisions. In the first place, this status pri-
marily concerns women6. Secondly, their right to work being extremely lim-
ited, marital immigration is often the only solution for these women. There
are, however, also restrictions on residence in the case of marital reunion.
While the right to a residence permit has, for many years, been closely tied to
marital status, the new Law on Foreigners (LEtr) has strengthened that link
with a requirement that husband and wife live together. A major consequence
of this situation is that migrant women from non-European countries are ex-
posed more than others to marital violence.

Migrant women more exposed to marital violence

Before analyzing the greater exposure of migrant women, we must point out
that in Switzerland as elsewhere, figures on marital violence are hard to es-
tablish because there are no nationwide statistics or systematic institutional-
ized reports on domestic violence (BFEG 2007: 1). However, the only na-
tionally representative study conducted in 1994 unveiled for the first time the
extent of marital violence in Switzerland7 (Gillioz, De Puy and Ducret 1997).
More recently, a survey of homicide revealed that the family is the most
murderous context of social relations and is twice as much so for women as
for men.8 This situation has led to more vigorous campaigns against domestic

                                                          
5 Exploratory research shows that there are more women than men with no legal status (Valli

2003).
6 In 2005, 40% of all cases of legal immigration concerned family reunion. However, there are

twice as many marriages between Swiss men and foreign women as the reverse (Barone
2006).

7 This survey interviewed 1500 women and showed that 20.7% of them had suffered physical
and/or sexual violence by a partner (Gillioz, De Puy and Ducret 1997).

8 Forty-five per cent of homicides in Switzerland between 2000 and 2004 were committed in
the domestic setting; 317 of the victims were women and 159 were men (Federal Office of
Statistics (OFS) 2006). Another survey, of consultations at official victim assistance centres,
shows that in 52.6% of cases of violence – more than half – there was a family tie between
the victim and the suspected perpetrator (OFS 2008; BFEG 2007).
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violence and some advances in legal provisions.9 But there are still major ob-
stacles that limit the effects of these essentially penal measures: the burden of
proof is on the victims, there is the risk of renewed victimization during the
proceedings, and the victims are exposed to their husband’s threats. These
procedural constraints have been noted particularly by the Federal Office for
Gender Equality (BFEG), which recommends that a study be conducted of
their impact ‘on the scope of the civil law standard for protection against
violence’ (Art. 28b CC) and that measures be taken (BFEG 2008: 96). Vari-
ous national and international institutional and voluntary bodies are also wor-
ried by the fact that victims can now ask for provisional suspension of the
penal proceedings. According to Switzerland’s third report on the imple-
mentation of the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women (CEDAW), ‘the prosecution authorities tend to suspend
proceedings quite quickly. The additional protection that automatic prosecu-
tion was intended to give the victims, is thus insufficient in practice’ (Swit-
zerland’s third report 2008: 48). The BFEG report (2008) also stresses the
problematic nature of this measure, because women use it under pressure
from their partners, relatives, friends and even judges. This loophole in pro-
tection reflects a degree of continued denial of violence in the family, since it
does not apply to other automatically prosecuted breaches of penal law.

Social and legal conditions that increase migrant women’s
exposure to marital violence

Their insecure socio-economic situation and residence status further weakens
migrant women’s protection against marital violence. The legal loopholes are
all the more worrying in that migrant women are particularly at risk of do-
mestic violence (OFS 2008).10 The reason for the probable over-representa-
tion lies in their social conditions (place of residence, lack of occupational
skills and economic resources) and not nationality as such (Belser 2005).
                                                          
9 In particular the fact that the Swiss Penal Code now provides for automatic prosecution for

physical or sexual marital violence (Art. 189, 190 and 123, 126 CP), and the fact that the
courts can order the violent partner’s eviction from the family home. However, the victim
can provisionally suspend proceedings in such cases (Art.55 CP) and this often leads to
charges being dropped (see Mösch-Payot 2008). There is also a continuing lack of civil law
provisions to protect the individual, of provision for intervention, counselling for victims
and financial resources for consulting centres and battered wives’ homes.

10 Although foreign women are under-represented in prevalence studies, they are over-
represented in police statistics. According to the police figures, migrant women are
concerned 2.5 times as often (OFS 2008; DINT 2008). However, these data must be
interpreted with caution as they are certainly affected by other factors, e.g. the fact that the
police intervene more readily in poorer neighbourhoods.
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Other social causes such as language difficulties and a narrow social network
play their part, increasing a woman’s dependence on her husband. Social
isolation, a factor that favours marital violence (BFEG 2008), is further in-
creased by a residence status tied to the marriage because this limits a
woman’s possibilities for establishing connections outside the family. The
combination of isolation and economic difficulties reduces migrant women’s
possibilities for independence, defence, protection and information in face of
male violence.

Migrant women are made more vulnerable in face of marital violence by
their insecure residence conditions. The third Swiss report on implementation
of the CEDAW (2008) recognizes that the various protection and interven-
tion measures have had ‘limited effects’ for migrant women because of their
fear of being deported.11 This adds to the more general obstacles described
above, such as provisional suspension of prosecution proceedings. Suspen-
sion is all the more likely where the victim is exposed to the risk of losing
her residence permit; husbands often make use of this danger to strengthen
their hold on the victim (Hanselmann & Dürer 2008). Pressure from the
authorities responsible for granting residence permits can also persuade the
victim to suspend the proceedings as they may threaten to withdraw the per-
mit or shorten its validity period if they know the couple is in crisis or has
split up. In short, migrant women confronted with this situation are quite
likely to see the charges against their husband dropped. If they then try to
have the decision against renewal of their residence permit re-examined, the
fact that they withdrew their case or suspended proceedings may be taken as
lack of proof.

In the light of this situation the Federal Office for Gender Equality re-
commends specific research and protection and prevention measures (BFEG
2008), including an examination of the application of the provisions for cas
de rigueur (serious cases) in the Law on Foreigners (Art. 50, para. 1b, LEtr),
to see ‘to what extent the Federal and canton authorities make use of the
possible margin of interpretation to protect victims’ (BFEG 2008: 96). For
authorities that answered various parliamentary questions on the subject12,
current legislation and practice is satisfactory thanks to the inclusion in the

                                                          
11 In 2003, the Committee for the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women

was already recommending that an assessment be made of the impact of revocation of the
residence permit in the case of foreign women victims of violence (CEDAW 2003, recom-
mendation No 35).

12 See the reply of the Federal Council to the question from National Councillor Francine John-
Calame (http://www.parlament.ch/F/Suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20081102#) and
the report of the Council of State of the canton of Vaud at the request of deputy Fabienne
Freymond Cantone (http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-
en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/).

http://www.parlament.ch/F/Suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20081102#
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/
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LEtr of an article explicitly referring to domestic violence13. However, under
this law, marital violence can only be taken into account as ‘major personal
reasons’ justifying maintenance of the residence permit if ‘social reintegra-
tion in the country of origin seems to be seriously compromised’. This con-
dition is in addition to that of proof of the violence, a requirement of the legal
proceedings for all women and which cannot be based ‘simply on allega-
tions’.14

Recognition of violence is thus subordinated to a major limitation, based
on fuzzy or indeed arbitrary criteria15. For the Federal Office for Migration, a
person can reintegrate in their country of origin ‘as long as they are not inte-
grated in Switzerland, (…) if they have not been long in Switzerland, if they
have not established close ties with Switzerland and their reintegration in
their country of origin does not pose a particular problem’ (Report of the
Council of State 2009: 4). The question of reintegration in the country of ori-
gin is thus closely linked to that of integration in Switzerland, which be-
comes the ‘essential criterion for a migrant victim of marital violence who
wishes to obtain an individual residence permit’ (Dürer & Hanselmann 2008:
61). Making maintenance of the residence permit conditional on a positive
assessment of integration in Switzerland reveals the false neutrality of this
term and the underlying gender inequality. For women victims, the integra-
tion requirement is especially discriminatory because ‘women who suffer
violence do not manage to integrate, for their husbands often forbid them to
go out or to take language lessons (Report of the Council of State 2009: 1).

These legal provisions establish a hierarchy within women’s universal
right to physical and sexual integrity, on the basis of a social classification by
nationality. This ratifies a twofold violence, administrative and gender-based,
against women migrants. Administrative sanction represents a kind of ‘sec-

                                                          
13 Article 50 of the LEtr:

1 After the breakup of the family, the right of the spouse and children to a residence permit
and the prolongation of its validity period according to Art. 42 and 43 remains in the fol-
lowing cases:
a. the marital union has lasted at least three years and integration has been successful;
b. continued residence in Switzerland is necessary for major personal reasons.
2 The major personal reasons referred to in para. 1b are those where the spouse is a victim
of marital violence and the possibility of social reintegration in the country of origin seems
to be seriously compromised.

14 Article 77 para. 6 of the ordinance on admission, residence and pursuit of an income-earning
activity (Canton de Vaud) lists the indications of marital violence, mainly a. medical certifi-
cates; b. police reports; c. penal action; d. measures under the meaning of Art. 28b of the
civil code 1, or e. penal judgement pronounced in the matter.

15 The Federal Council makes a very narrow interpretation of ‘seriously compromised’
regarding the possibility of reintegration in the country of origin. It only takes into account
extreme cases and the post-traumatic aftermath of domestic violence does not seem to be
systematically taken into account (OMCT 2009).
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ond punishment’ (John-Calame 2008) in addition to the violence at home.
This twofold violence feeds the cycle of marital violence because depend-
ence on residence status accentuates the husband’s pressure on the victim
who has denounced him or wishes to do so:

by making the residence right of a wife entering Switzerland under family reunion
provisions conditional on her living with a husband who is in work, the current
law on foreigners facilitates abuse of power and violence by the husband and
makes the potential victim’s position insecure (Third Swiss report 2008: 56).

In practice: marital violence assessed according to the migrant
woman’s skill level

The press has lately reported several cases of women who had lost their resi-
dence permits because they had separated from violent husbands to protect
themselves. At present there is no systematic census of such cases, partly be-
cause most women in this situation keep quiet or disappear from emergency
shelters when they lose their permits or see they are at risk of doing so. Also,
the application of the new LEtr law is still recent and the authorities have not
organized any census. In the field, however, NGOs report that many migrant
women victims are faced with a dilemma owing to the legal vacuum de-
scribed above. They must choose between continuing to suffer violence and
losing their residence permit.16 These organizations are therefore fighting for
an amendment to the current law.17 One of the main problems they report is
the prevalence of the integration factor in assessments of violence. In the ju-
risprudence (mainly established under the previous law, given that the LEtr
only came into force on 1 January 2008) and in cases the associations en-
counter in the field, the integration criterion is used almost systematically. It
is used even when the women concerned have been living in Switzerland for
many years, in combination with other arguments such as lack of proof and
the fact that the woman has withdrawn her legal action.18 A negative assess-
                                                          
16 In French-speaking Switzerland several activists and professionals in aid for women victims

of marital violence have recently expressed their view in the press (Le Courrier, 17
November 2008; Le Courrier, 13 December 2008; Tribune de Genève, 29 December 2008;
Le Courrier, 9 May 2009; 24 Heures, 13 May 2009).

17 Particularly ‘by removing the requirement to show that social reintegration in the country of
origin is impossible, in order to ensure that the victims of acts of family violence receive a
residence permit without any other condition than having shown plausibly that they have
been victims of such acts’ (OMCT 2009: 6).

18 See jurisprudence of the Canton Tribunal, Court of Administrative and Public Law of the
Canton of Vaud (CDAP); Observatoire du droit de l’asile et des étrangers (ODAE); petition
of feminist collective Sorcières en colère (December 2008); petition of the group Non aux
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ment of integration is based on the absence of family ties, lack of integration
in the labour market, lack of economic independence or occupational qualifi-
cations or non-recognition of diplomas awarded in the country of origin.
Once poor integration has been alleged, reintegration in the country of origin
is stated as possible – as it is if the victim has relatives in the country of ori-
gin. Violence is thus only one criterion among others, addressed condition-
ally and dependently on other factors, even when backed up by proof such as
legal action, trial or specialist protection. The following example is of a Bra-
zilian national with four years’ residence in Switzerland.

[the applicant] has been employed as a cleaner in a restaurant since 1 January
2008. The income from this work is not known, but it is reasonable to doubt that
it is enough to provide financial independence for her and her three children (…).
Furthermore, the applicant is not highly qualified and her work does not require
special knowledge. (…) it seems from the applicant’s file that her integration in
the social fabric and local life of her place of residence cannot be called excep-
tional. (…) While it is true that the applicant has long been devoting her energy to
solving the serious marital problems she was faced with and fleeing her husband’s
violence, it does not emerge from the file that she has demonstrated a particularly
successful adaption. (Court of Administrative and Public Law, Canton of Vaud,
PE.2008.0096, TA, 12.09.2008)

All in all, renewal of the residence permit depends primarily on skills or
qualifications as a criterion of integration. The violence is only secondary.
Migrant women victims are caught up in a chain of constraints: the racist and
sexist admission system prevents them from entering the country as workers
in their own right; family reunion is the main possibility open to them. This
legal status makes them entirely dependent on their husbands, and when
there is marital violence, the restrictive laws on residence and termination of
marriage further strengthen this dependence. Prevented from protecting
themselves by so many restrictions, they are all the harder hit by the cycle of
violence. At the root of this situation is the patriarchal concept of residence
dependent on married status, which defines women entering under family re-
union provisions exclusively as wives and mothers (Minder 2005). Yet it
does not recognize the skills involved in domestic labour, childcare and edu-
cation, nor the social activities and paid work the women may have in Swit-
zerland. The couple is a place where women of every social class encounter
violence. To deprive one category of women of all legal independence sim-
ply strengthens patriarchal domination.

                                                                                                                            
Explusions (September 2008); World Organization Against Torture (OMCT 2009); parlia-
mentary question by National Councillor Francine John-Calame of 2/10/2008; Amnistie! Le
Magazine pour les Droits Humains No 47/2006.
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Gender violence instrumentalized by racist discourse

Two paradoxes stand out from our examination of migration policies and law
governing the situation of migrant women victims of marital violence. The
first is that the State worsens migrant women’s exposure to their partner’s
sexism while simultaneously denying that violence, since in assessing their
residence applications the fact of violence is subordinated to their integration
in Switzerland and the possibility of their reintegration in their country of
origin. The second is that this double penalization takes place in a social
context where more and more measures are being adopted to deal with the
problem of marital violence, which affects one woman in five in Switzerland
(Gillioz, De Puy and Ducret 1997). What can explain the social acceptance
of the denial of rights inflicted on migrant women victims of violence? In our
view, a partial answer to this question is the racist representations and dis-
courses that attribute male violence to ‘the culture’ of immigrant communi-
ties rather than to structural factors concerning Switzerland itself.

In public debate, the media and political discourses, the argument that
migrants from non-European and/or Muslim countries are violent is repeat-
edly put forward to explain the problems they encounter in Switzerland and
to show that their lifestyles, values and identities are incompatible with Swiss
conceptions and practices (Roux, Gianettoni & Perrin 2006; 2007). The chain
of reasoning that seems to prevail in these representations and discourses
could be described as follows: (1) these migrants are different from the
Swiss; (2) the proof of this is that they are violent; (3) this violence is a threat
to Switzerland: it disturbs the peace and calls into question the established
moral order, especially the principle of gender equality to which the country
subscribes; (4) Switzerland has the right to reject this menace and protect it-
self by tightening conditions for the granting of residence permits. In this
reasoning, which is reflected in increasingly restrictive policies towards in-
creasingly broad categories of migrants, the women are invisible and do not
count. Attention is focused on migrant men’s violence and very little on the
effects of this violence on migrant women. On the contrary, it even implies
that they are responsible for their fate, or at least that their peers or migrant
partners are, which in either case absolves Switzerland and relieves it of its
duty to address the problems raised by male violence.

We think this is a process of ‘racialization of sexism’ (Hamel 2003),
which does much to render invisible the real and specific problems migrant
women may encounter. This last part of our paper attempts to decipher this
process, which stems from a stigmatization of migrant communities, legiti-
mized by acts of violence attributed only to migrants: forced marriages,
genital mutilation and gang rape, to which some (both men and women) add
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the wearing of headscarves and demands by Muslim families that their
daughters be excused from swimming at school. Political intervention in this
field, from left and right, feminist and otherwise, is increasing. This might be
cause for rejoicing but in fact the political strategies and discourses involved
generally reinforce racial hierarchies and even gender hierarchies.

To illustrate the strengthening of racist and sexist systems, let us take the
example of gang rape. When migrants are involved in such acts, the media,
judges and politicians, male and female, use a common explanatory register:
the rapes are due to the origin and culture of the young rapists and their par-
ents, a culture considered barbarous, archaic and eminently patriarchal. This
culturist register that ‘fabricates the Other’ (Delphy 2008), makes the migrant
different – different from the Swiss rapist and different from the abstract fig-
ure of ‘the Swiss citizen’ who has other, ‘modern’ values. This fabrication of
the Other which is used to prove ‘non-ordinary’ sexism and violence (Delphy
2006), specific to that culture and unrelated to the ‘ordinary’ sexism current
in Switzerland, has its mirror image in political, media and legal discourses
about gang rapes by Swiss nationals. In the latter case there is no reference to
the ‘patriarchal culture’ of the rapists; their act is attributed to an unhappy
childhood (sexual abuse, insecure living conditions etc.) or to individual de-
viance or pathology. This is also true in other countries; Leti Volpp, for ex-
ample, has made the same observation in an analysis of cases of violence
brought to court in the United States, where the dominant are seen as indi-
vidual actors whose behaviour is not the product of an identity group (2006:
18). She also shows that racializing male violence – attributing it to a cultural
problem foreign to the country – makes it possible to push the problem away,
beyond the country’s borders.

The process of racializing sexism thus discriminates against migrants and
women in many ways. It is a way of stigmatizing entire migrant groups (in
Switzerland Kosovars and Albanians are particularly targeted at present), or in-
deed the entire category of ‘foreigners’, who are supposed to import archaic
cultural values completely different from Swiss values. The process also con-
tributes to the underestimation of the structural strength of gender distinctions
in the country, regardless of the statistics showing the wage gap between men
and women, the failure to share domestic labour and the presence of marital
violence in all social classes. It also has specific effects on migrant women, the
social category defined by the intersection of the racial and gender hierarchies.
By incriminating the migrants’ ‘culture’ and euphemizing Swiss gender-based
violence, this process makes it possible to ignore the fact that the laws in force
strongly expose migrant women to the risk of male violence. As a result, all
preventive or protective action is blocked (Minder 2005). But although they are
over-represented in, battered wives’, shelters and in police call-out statistics,
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this is because ‘Swiss law applicable to foreigners incorporates discriminatory
elements that have repercussions in situations of domestic violence’ (Minder
2005: 26) and not because of their culture of origin or their nationality.

From this analysis, we think it can justifiably be said that the denial of
migrant women’s rights is inherent in Switzerland’s gendered immigration
policies and racist culturalist discourses that instrumentalize the question of
gender-based violence. This instrumentalization is used to legitimize the
tightening of measures concerning migrants. More generally, racist rhetoric
instrumentalizes the entire question of gender equality. This can be seen par-
ticularly in the debate on integration. For example, in a ‘Guide to the appli-
cation of the integration agreement’ planned under the new LEtr, the Federal
Office for Migration suggest that cantons organize integration classes for mi-
grants to ‘get to know Switzerland, its particularities and customs, current
norms, the rights and duties of its citizens, its principle of equality between
men and women, its health system’, etc. (our emphasis). In this document as
in many political statements on integration, Switzerland is presented as a
benchmark in matters of equality. Equality is not a goal to be attained but a
way of strengthening a ‘feeling of Western superiority’ (Nader 2006), stig-
matizing migrants, culturalizing them as barbarous, sexist and violent, and
criminalizing them.

For a woman migrant confronted with a violent husband it is extremely
difficult to publicly denounce their situation because they are afraid it will
reinforce these stereotypes (Crenshaw 2005). They anticipate the discrimi-
natory effects these prejudices are bound to have on all racialized men and on
themselves. For the women concerned to be able to break the silence, Kim-
berlé Crenshaw proposes that the policies introduced to protect them from
male violence be designed also to protect them from racism.

Conclusion

The violence suffered by some migrant women cannot be properly combated
as long as it is seen as the product of a specific and particularly sexist culture.
Nor can the combat advance until it is recognized that we live in a racist
system which establishes a hierarchy between the rights of Swiss nationals
and those of migrants. As we have seen, this hierarchization results in a de-
nial of the rights of women migrants, who are more exposed to the risk of
male violence because of the discriminatory conditions of their residence
status. Responses to this situation need to combine the feminist and ant-racist
struggles, because sexist and racist divisions jointly structure institutions,
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policies, social practices and everyone’s daily lives. They also combine to
shore up the legitimacy of a social order in which domination is the rule. In
this situation the antiracist feminist struggle seems to us the only one that can
really address the particular oppression of migrant women. It also opens the
way to defending all women’s rights, because the gendered construction of
racism today, in which a culturalized image of violence is a major element,
also casts a veil of silence over sexist discrimination as a whole.

References

Amnistie! Le magazine pour les droits humains: Violence domestique, la Suisse bouge. No

47, novembre 2006.
Baronne, Anne-Marie/Lempen, Karine (2007): Des lois qui discriminent discrètement les

femmes. In: Féminin-Masculin, mai 2007.
Baronne, Anne-Marie (2006): Femmes migrantes, femmes invisibles? LEtr: discrimina-

tions cachées, mais réelles. In: Féminin-Masculin, septembre 2006.
Bureau fédéral de l’égalité entre femmes et hommes (BFEG) (2007): Feuille d’information:

La violence domestique en chiffres, Département fédéral de l’intérieur (DFI), novem-
bre 2007.

Bureau fédéral de l’égalité entre femmes et hommes (BFEG) (2008): La violence dans les
relations de couple. Ses causes et les mesures prises en Suisse. Rapport final. Berne,
septembre 2008.

Belser, Katharina (2005): La violence domestique survient dans tous les milieux – mais dans
certains peut-être un peu plus souvent. In: Questions au féminin, 1/2005, pp. 13–17.

Carreras, Laetitia (2007): Femmes migrantes et externalisation du travail domestique.
Constats et pistes de réflexion. In: Centre Contact Suisse-Immigrés (CCSI), Genre et
intégration en contexte migratoire. Actes de l’Université d’été – 25/26 août 2006. Ge-
nève: CCSI.

Comité pour l’élimination de la discrimination à l’égard des femmes (CEDEF) (2003):
Examen des rapports présentés par les États parties – Suisse. Genève: Nations Unies.
Vingt-huitième session du 13 au 31 janvier 2003. Centre de contact Suisse.

Comité d’action interassociatif Droits des femmes, droit au séjour (2004): Femmes et
étrangères: contre la double violence. Témoignages et analyses. Paris. http://
doubleviolence.free.fr

Crenshaw, Kimberlé Williams (2005): Cartographies des marges: intersectionnalité, politi-
que de l’identité et violences contre les femmes de couleur. In: Cahiers du Genre, 39,
pp. 51–82.

Delphy, Christine (2006): Antisexisme ou antiracisme? Un faux dilemme. In: Nouvelles
Questions Féministes, 25/1, pp. 59–82.

Delphy, Christine (2008): Classer, dominer. Qui sont les ‘autres’? Paris: La Fabrique.
Gillioz, Lucienne/De Puy, Jacqueline/Ducret, Véronique (1997): Domination et violence

envers la femme dans le couple. Lausanne: Payot.
Département de l’Intérieur du Canton de Vaud (DINT) – Coordinatrice en matière

d’intégration des étrangers et de prévention du racisme: Violences domestiques et po-
pulations migrantes: enjeux en matière d’intégration. Lausanne, mai 2008.

http://doubleviolence.free.fr
http://doubleviolence.free.fr


Male Violence Against Migrant Women 139

John-Calame, Francine (2008): Traitement pour les personnes étrangères victimes de vio-
lences domestiques. Interpellation déposée au Conseil National le 2/10/2008, http://
www.parlament.ch/F/Suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20081102

Jurisprudence du Tribunal Cantonal. Cour de droit administratif et public du Canton de
Vaud (CDAP). http://www.vd.ch/fr/themes/etat-droit/justice/lois-et-jurisprudence/

Hamel, Christelle (2003): ‘Faire tourner les Meufs’: Les viols collectifs dans les discours
des agresseurs et des médias. In: Gradhiva, 33, pp. 85–92.

Hanselmann, Magaly/Dürer, Sylvie (2008): Femmes migrantes et violence conjugale: plus
exposées, moins protégées. In: Questions au Féminin, 2/2008, pp. 60–64.

Hooks, bell (1984): Feminist theory: from margin to center. Boston: South End Press.
Mahnig, Hans (sous la dir.) (2005): Histoire de la politique de migration, d’asile et

d’intégration en Suisse depuis 1948. Zurich: Seismo.
Minder, Maja (2005): Violence doemstique et migration – Pour une approche profession-

nelle et objective excluant la culturalisation du problème. In: Questions au féminin,
1/2005, pp. 26–28.

Mösch-Payot, Peter (2008): La situation juridique actuelle en matière de violence domesti-
que en Suisse: innovations, contexte, questions. Sous l’angle spécifique de la poursuite
d’office et de la suspension provisoire aux termes de l’art.55a CPS. In: Questions au
féminin, 2/2008, pp. 22–27.

Nader, Laura (2006): Orientalisme, occidentalisme et contrôle des femmes. In: Nouvelles
Questions Féministes, 25/1, pp. 12–24.

Observatoire romand du droit de l’asile et des étrangers (ODAE): Fiches descriptives.
http://stopexclusion.ch/observatoire/fichesdescriptives.html.

Office fédéral de la statistique (OFS) (2006): Criminalité et droit pénal. Enquête sur les
homicides. Berne: Communiqué de presse du 12.10.2006.

Office fédéral de la statistique (OFS) (2008): Criminalité et droit pénal. Aide aux victimes
d’infractions. Berne: Communiqué de presse du 12.10.2006.

Organisation mondiale contre la torture (OMCT) (2009): Mise en oeuvre du Pacte interna-
tional relatif aux droits civils et politiques (PIDCP). Note d’information concernant les
discriminations et les violences domestiques à l’égard des femmes ayant un statut pré-
caire en Suisse. Pré-sesion en vue de l’examen de la Suisse par le Comité des droits de
l’homme, Genève, février 2009.

Rapport du Conseil d’Etat au Grand Conseil sur le postulat Fabienne Freymond Cantone et
consorts: MigrantEs victimes de violences conjugales. Quand il y a péril en la de-
meure. Mars 2009. http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-
objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/

Romito, Patrizia (2006): Un silence de mortes. La violence masculine occultée. Paris: Syl-
lepse.

Roux, Patricia/Gianettoni, Lavinia/Perrin, Céline (2006): Féminisme et racisme. Une re-
cherche exploratoire sur les fondements des divergences relatives au port du foulard.
In: Nouvelles Questions Féministes, 25/1, pp. 84–106.

Roux, Patricia/Gianettoni, Lavinia/Perrin, Céline (2007): L’instrumentalisation du genre:
une nouvelle forme de racisme et de sexisme. In: Nouvelles Questions Féministes,
26/2, pp. 92–108.

Schmidlin, Irène/Masson, Sabine (2009): Les persécutions genrées des femmes. In: Bulle-
tin de SOS asile, No 90, 1er trimestre 2009, pp. 2–3.

Schmidlin, Irène (2008): Exercer en Suisse une activité lucrative: Une critique féministe
des normes en matière d’autorisation de séjour. Mémoire pour le Diplôme d’études
approfondies (DEA) pluriuniversitaire en ‘Etudes Genre’. Genève, Lausanne.

http://www.parlament.ch/F/Suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20081102
http://www.parlament.ch/F/Suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20081102
http://www.vd.ch/fr/themes/etat-droit/justice/lois-et-jurisprudence/
http://stopexclusion.ch/observatoire/fichesdescriptives.html
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/
http://www.vd.ch/fr/organisation/autorites/grand-conseil/liste-des-objets-en-attente-de-traitement-par-le-grand-conseil/


140 Sabine Masson and Patricia Roux

Schmidlin, Irène (2006): Deux pas vers la reconnaissance des persécutions fondées sur le
genre. In: Bulletin de SOS asile, No 81, 4e trimestre 2006.

Troisième rapport de la Suisse sur la mise en oeuvre de la Convention sur l’élimination de
toutes les formes de discrimination à l’égard des femmes (CEDEF) (2008). Berne:
Confédération Suisse.

Tissot, Sylvie/Delphy, Christine (2009): Géographie du sexisme. Discours autorisés sur la
violence faite aux femmes au pays de Johnny Hallyday. http://lmsi.net/spip.php?
article873

Valli, Marcelo (2003): Les migrants sans permis de séjour à Lausanne. Lausanne: Ville de
Lausanne.

Volpp, Leti (2006): Quand on rend la culture responsable de la mauvaise conduite. In:
Nouvelles Questions Féministes, 25/3, pp. 14–31.

Articles de presse

Le Courrier, 17 novembre 2008: ‘Les femmes battues sont-elles vraiment protégées par la
loi?’ par Pablo de Roulet.

Le Courrier, 13 décembre 2008: ‘Une loi qui piège les migrantes agressées par leur époux’,
par Isabelle Stücki.

Le Courrier, 9 mai 2009: ‘1300 paraphes déposés pour Genet D.’, par Arnaud Crevoisier.
Tribune de Genève, 29 décembre 2008: ‘Mari violent: elle est expulsée après avoir

divorcé’, par Nadine Haltiner.
24 Heures, 13 mai 2009: ‘Solidarité pour une migrante battue’, par Martine Clerc

http://lmsi.net/spip.php?


Violence Against Migrant Women, Health and
Sexuality: Trajectories of Women from Sub-
Saharan Africa Living with HIV/AIDS in France

Dolorès Pourette                 

Research into violence against women has shown the impact it has on their
health (Jaspard et al 2003; Saurel-Cubizolles 2005). The experience of sexual
violence in childhood or of intimate partner violence puts women at risk of
health problems, particularly sexually transmitted diseases, as it makes
women less able to negotiate safe sex or control their sexual and reproductive
lives (Damant et al. 2003; Salomon and Hamelin 2008). Illness is a time of
physical, physiological and social frailty. Research among people living with
HIV/AIDS has shown that the diagnosis leads to isolation from family and
society, marked social vulnerability and exclusion from the labour market
(Pierret 2006), particularly for foreign migrants (Lot et al. 2004). For these
migrants, however, illness can open the way to regularising their administra-
tive status by means of a residence permit for medical reasons. Illness thus
becomes a political issue (Fassin 2001) though these permits are becoming
increasingly hard to obtain, so limiting immigrant patients’ access to citizen-
ship and employment.

Immigrant women are particularly disadvantaged. They are subject to
inequality in a number of forms owing to their fragile administrative status,
their gender, class and ‘race’, and their confinement to a limited fraction of
the labour market, particularly formal or informal sector domestic service
(Anderson 1997; Momsen 1999; Oso Casa 2005). The administrative exclu-
sion of immigrants and their exclusion from the labour market are products
of an institutionalised racism (Bataille 1999) which hampers their access to
Europe and to social and political rights. It makes women particularly vul-
nerable and exposes them to multiple forms of exploitation and interpersonal
violence, intimate partner violence in particular. Those suffering from a
stigmatised disease for which treatment is not available in their country of
origin are even more vulnerable. For these sick, destitute immigrant women,
survival often involves exploitation of their bodies (Sayad 1999), through
domestic labour and through sexual exploitation; women’s sexuality is still
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subject to control and violence (Tabet 2004), particularly in situations of so-
cial insecurity. While the link between intimate partner violence and the risk
of HIV infection has been demonstrated (Van der Straten et al. 1995; Maman
et al. 2000; Jewkes et al. 2003; Murray et al. 2006), few have analysed the
combined effects of immigrant status and HIV status on the risk of being a
victim of violence.

This paper, based on the narratives of African women living with HIV in
France, will highlight the different types of institutional and interpersonal
violence that shape their experience of migration and illness. We will show
how the different types of violence they suffer form an interconnected pattern
inherent in a particular social and political context. We will describe the
strategies or tactics women adopt to cope with these constraints in situations
where remaining in France is a matter of survival.

Background

One feature of the AIDS epidemic in Western Europe is the large number of
foreigners among those living with HIV/AIDS. Most of these people are
from Sub-Saharan Africa and many of them are women (O’Farrell et al.
1995; Del Amo et al. 1996; Low et al. 1996; Hamers and Downs 2004; Stae-
helin et al. 2004; Dieleman 2008). In 2009, approximately 4,000 new HIV
infections were diagnosed in persons infected through heterosexual contact:
around 1,600 women and 1,100 men born abroad, mainly in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica (InVS 2010). The high proportion of Sub-Saharan Africans among
HIV/AIDS patients in Europe is due to the severity of the epidemic in Afri-
can countries1, the lack of access to treatment in the countries of origin and
the migration flows between European countries and their former colonies.
The high proportion of women among the immigrant patients is due to the
fact that in those countries HIV is transmitted primarily through heterosexual
intercourse2.

                                                          
1 On UNAIDS estimates, of the 39 million people living with HIV in the world nearly 25

million live in Sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS 2006).
2 In Sub-Saharan Africa approximately 60% of HIV-positive individuals are women

(UNAIDS 2006).
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Residence rights increasingly hard to obtain

Research on immigrants living with HIV/AIDS in France, conducted in the
late 1990s and early 2000s, highlighted the extent to which recognition of a
person’s HIV-positive status could be a condition for obtaining residence
rights (Fassin 2004). HIV-positive foreigners living in France can apply for a
temporary residence permit3 for medical reasons4. This permit is intended for
foreigners living in France and suffering from a serious illness that cannot be
treated in their country of origin5. Since 2002, however, legal residence has
become increasingly difficult to obtain and the conditions for the issue of
permits increasingly restrictive (Sopena 2006); immigration policy now aims
to restrict the number of residence permits issued for medical reasons. This
has led to numerous malfunctions in the application of the law in this respect.
The Observatoire du Droit à la Santé des Étrangers Malades (ODSE) has de-
nounced the appalling reception conditions in the prefectures; the fact that
applicants are asked to produce documents not required by law; demands for
undue fees; failure to respect medical confidentiality; long processing delays,
amongst others (ODSE 2008). As a result, since 2003 there has been a sharp
drop in the application acceptance rate in départements (local authority ar-
eas) where demand is high (Veisse 2006). Every year since 2007 has seen an
increase in the numbers of refusals to renew medically-based residence per-
mits for people whose state of health has by no means improved, with more
applicants detained and more sick foreigners deported. A study of local prac-
tice in processing applications for Aide Médicale de l’État (AME, the health
coverage for undocumented foreign residents who are waiting permits shows
how administrative practice and managerial organisation slow down the ap-

                                                          
3 There are three types of residence permit in France: a provisional residence permit (autorisation

provisoire de séjour), variable in length but rarely exceeding 6 months; the temporary
residence permit (carte de séjour temporaire) valid for a year, and the ten-year permit (carte
de résident).

4 ‘Unless his/her presence constitutes a threat to public order, the carte de séjour temporaire
marked ‘private and family life’ is delivered as of right (...) to a foreigner living habitually in
France and whose state of health requires medical care lack of which would have
exceptionally serious consequences, provided he/she cannot in reality obtain appropriate
treatment in their country of origin. The decision to issue a carte de séjour is taken by the
prefect or, in Paris, by the chief of police, on the advice of a doctor, either the public health
inspector from the health and social services office of the département where the applicant
lives or, in Paris, the head of the police prefecture’s medical service. The doctor in question
can call in the applicant for medical examination before a regional medical commission
whose composition is decided by the Council of State, by decree. The permit issued under
the present clause gives the holder the right to work.”

5 Based on a full medical report issued by a hospital doctor or other authorised doctor, a
public health medical inspector pronounces on the severity of the illness and the necessity of
having it treated in France. The prefect has the final decision, however.
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plication process and so hamper access to care (Gabarro 2009; Carde 2006;
2007).

Discrimination in the labour market

Foreigners in France cannot legally work without a residence permit. The
difficulty of acquiring one makes them vulnerable in the labour market. Nei-
ther a receipt for application for a residence permit, nor a provisional permit,
nor refugee status gives the holder the right to work legally. Even the one-
year carte de séjour does not necessarily bestow the right to work (the ten-
year carte de résident does so). Nor do employment policies favour the in-
clusion of immigrants and foreigners in the labour market: foreign diplomas
are not necessarily recognised by the French system. And access to voca-
tional training is subject to highly restrictive conditions: one must be regis-
tered as a job seeker with the national employment agency, and to be so reg-
istered one must have at least a one-year residence permit marked ‘salaried
employee’ (Langlet 2005).

As regards foreign and immigrant women specifically, even those with
legal residency documents face discrimination in the labour market. As many
studies of gender and international migration have shown, migrant women
are to a very large extent confined to domestic work connected with the repro-
ductive sphere (Anderson 1997; Momsen 1999; Oso Casas 2005). The main
obstacle to finding work is the fact that most of these women have no qualifi-
cations, or at least are considered unqualified, having little professional experi-
ence in France and being marked out for discrimination by their physical ap-
pearance6. Social constructs also represent ‘black’ women as tougher and
stronger than ‘white’ women and better able to endure difficult working condi-
tions (Ferreira de Macêdo 2003). Further, migrant women’s attempts to form
businesses or open shops are by no means encouraged by the authorities. Such
initiatives are rarely granted start-up subsidies and are restricted to ‘tradition-
ally’ female occupations in the service industries, where sales volumes and
wages are relatively low (Morokvasic Muller 1987).

                                                          
6 In France, the ‘rate of employment of women born in Sub-Saharan Africa (...) remains lower

than the rate for economically active women as a whole’ (Roulleau Berger and Lanquetin
2004: 21).
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The survey

This paper is based on anthropological research conducted in 2005–2006
among women from Sub-Saharan Africa living with HIV/AIDS in France7.
Thirty-two women were interviewed in anonymous, individual, semi-
structured interviews. They were recruited in several hospitals in the Paris
region and two community associations helping people living with HIV.8 9

The women interviewed were aged between 22 and 51, with an average age
of 35. They came from eleven Sub-Saharan African countries, the main ones
being Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of the Congo and Re-
public of the Congo (Congo-Brazzaville). Their personal, social, migratory
and family trajectories varied widely. Although they often had several rea-
sons for emigrating (Morokvasic 1983; Kofman, Phizacklea, Raghuram and
Sales 2000), analysis of their migration trajectories brought to light three
main profiles (Pourette 2008a).

The first profile was that of migration for health reasons. These women
had discovered they were HIV-positive in Africa and had adopted the
strategy of coming to Europe for treatment. They were between 28 and 34
years old at the time of the interview and had migrated alone, with the help
of family or associations. They had arrived in France between 2000 and
2005. On arrival all had been, or were, in situations of extreme insecurity,
living on the street or emergency hostels, without papers. Most were from
middle class backgrounds. Five were without work, three were working full
time and one part time. Two were married, one was cohabiting with a
partner, four were in living-apart relationships and two were single. Only one
woman said her papers were not in order. Four had one-year cartes de séjour,
three had provisional permits and one a full carte de résidente.

A second profile was that of economic migration. These women had
adopted a strategy of migrating to obtain work, education or training. Most
were young women who had come to France on their own. They had learned of
                                                          
7 This was post-doctoral research conducted at Inserm-INED research unit 569, and was

funded by Sidaction and the Fondation de France (see also Pourette 2006, 2008a, 2008b).
8 The recruitment criteria were as follows: over 18 years of age, born in a country of Sub-

Saharan Africa, having been living in France for at least a year and having been diagnosed
as HIV-positive at least a year before the date of the survey. In the hospitals, the doctors
were responsible for presenting the study to eligible patients and asking for their agreement
to take part. The same principle was applied in the associations. The choice of location for
the interview (at the hospital, in the association’s premises or in my office) was left to the
interviewee. Each interview lasted one to three hours and was recorded with the
respondent’s agreement. The interviews were transcribed and analysed using a biographical
approach and a cross-thematic approach.

9 For the purposes of comparison, interviews were also conducted with ten men from Sub-
Saharan Africa, under the same conditions as the interviews with women.
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their HIV status after arriving in France (after 2000), and this had led them to
redefine their initial migration project. They too had been in very insecure
situations on arrival (including those from privileged backgrounds). They were
between 22 and 45 years old at the time of the interviews. Most of these women
were single and out of work at the time of the survey. Only one of them had a
full time job (as an accountant). Four were working part time in the domestic
service sector. They were from a variety of social backgrounds: six were
working class, six were middle class and three were upper class. Most of these
women’s applications for work permits were being processed at the time of the
survey; for the rest, four had three-month provisional permits and four had one-
year carte de séjour. Only one woman said she had no papers.

A third profile was that of family migration. These women had come to
France in the 1980s and 1990s through the family reunification procedure.
They had discovered they were HIV-positive while living in a couple and
had already been settled in France for over ten years. They had been tested
for HIV in the 1990s and were between 30 and 51 years old at the time of the
interview. All were or had been married (three were divorced). Their access
to residence had come either under the rules for family reunification or in the
context of marriage with a French national. Their social situations were var-
ied. One was working full time, three part time, and four were not in work.
Two of them had French nationality. Three had the full ten-year residence
permit; three had one-year permits.

Institutional and interpersonal violence

Analysis of the interviews shows that the tougher legislation, migrants’ inse-
cure situations and their weak position in the labour market are forms of in-
stitutional violence that increase their vulnerability and make their experi-
ence of migration especially distressing when, as is often the case, they are
very isolated. Their trajectories highlight the impact of this institutional vio-
lence on their lack of security and their living conditions as migrants. Al-
though several women had been temporarily housed by acquaintances on ar-
rival, most had to sleep in emergency shelters or even in the street, or were
housed by associations for people living with HIV. In this type of collective
accommodation, they found themselves with homeless or sick people and felt
they were seen as belonging to these stigmatised categories. The women also
deplored the fact that they could not bring their children to France10 which

                                                          
10 Ten of the 32 women interviewed had left one or more children in their home country.
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reinforced their sense of isolation. As regards resources and employment,
those without the right to work legally had to turn to the informal sector –
unofficial domestic work (housework, childminding etc.) or prostitution – to
survive (Moujoud and Pourette 2005). For those who had obtained a resi-
dence permit that allowed them to work, domestic work, often part time, was
still the main job opportunity whatever qualifications they may have (one
woman in the survey had a postgraduate diploma in history, another had be-
gun medical studies). These jobs involved a certain amount of physical exer-
tion, which these women could not always supply because of their state of
health. Of the 32 women interviewed, only five had full time jobs; eight were
working part time and 19 were not in paid work.

Discrimination and institutional violence against migrant women, and the
resulting social, economic and administrative insecurity, made them particular-
ly vulnerable when confronted with interpersonal violence.

Interpersonal violence

Exploitation and discrimination

The women’s narratives show how their exclusion from the labour market
exposes them to numerous forms of exploitation by unscrupulous people
(men and women). Many of the women had suffered forms of violence from
their informal ‘employers’. One such was Ella:

Ella is 22 years old, from Ghana. She came to Europe clandestinely, reaching Italy
by boat, in the hope of finding work. Arriving in a French coastal town in De-
cember 2003, Ella slept in the open until she was taken in by a Ghanaian who of-
fered her lodging in exchange for domestic services. But he also forced her to
have sex with him. It was her first sexual experience. She managed to escape
from him, stealing €30 to take the train to Paris. In the capital, she again slept in
the street until a Ghanaian woman took her in. Ella had not only to do all the
housework but also to work without respite in the woman’s fabric shop. After a
few months, feeling ill, with no papers and no medical insurance, she went to a
hospital. The doctor who agreed to examine her found she was six months preg-
nant. A few days later she was told she had the AIDS virus. At the time of the in-
terview, Ella was living in a maternity hostel with her six-month-old daughter,
who was in good health.

This example is a classic case of exploitation of migrants by migrant men or
women, sometimes from the same country. In addition, while these forms of
violence are not directly related to health status, the way the women were
seen by others (apart from medical staff and family who, when informed,
generally provided considerable support), the malicious gossip and the dis-
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crimination against HIV-positive people, constitute moral violence and were
felt to be such by the women concerned. To avoid discrimination on account
of their illness, the women did all in their power to keep it secret. But some-
times the truth came out. The consequences were often painful for the women
concerned, as 45-year old Nayah from Cameroon explained:

A woman with HIV is not happy. I’ll tell you a story. My husband insulted me in
front of a neighbour and the neighbour heard that I had AIDS. As I’m a home
help and he knows the elderly family I work for, he went to see them and told
them ‘The lady who does your housework, she’s got AIDS’. They asked me if it
was true and I said no. But since then I feel ... shaken. I feel uncomfortable. I feel
weird when I go to their place. You feel the rejection. As AIDS is not a disease
like ... cancer... You can’t tell people you have AIDS. They see you differently...

It is within the couple relationship that the women are particularly exposed to
violence of various kinds.

Violence in the couple

Several studies have shown the links between intimate partner violence and
HIV. In the first place, violence in the couple is an obstacle to taking preventive
measures and is associated with a higher risk of infection (Van der Straten et al.
1995; Maman et al. 2000; Jewkes et al. 2003; Murray et al. 2006). Secondly,
studies in African countries among women living with HIV/AIDS have shown
that they are more often victims of violence than are uninfected women (Gielen
et al. 1997; Gielen et al. 2000; Maman et al. 2002; McDonnell et al. 2003). The
accounts of the women we met in this research highlight the different forms of
violence involved. Nayah’s account, though not exhaustive, illustrates the link
between HIV infection and conjugal violence.

Nayah is 45 and comes from Cameroon, where she lived until 2001. She has had
no children but is raising her sister’s daughter, whom she regards as her own. The
child was 14 at the time of the interview. She had several couple relationships be-
fore coming to France. The last of these was a four-year relationship with a mar-
ried man to whom she was much attached. Although Nayah was, in her own
terms, his ‘mistress’, she knew his family and it was a firmly established relation-
ship. Nayah had several HIV tests performed while undergoing medical examina-
tions for her sterility. These were negative when the relationship began. Looking
back she says she did not dare ask him to take a test because he was married and
of a certain ‘social rank’. When he ended the relationship (Nayah explains the
breakup as being due to her failure to give him a child), she was very depressed
and thought she would have more luck with an ‘expat’11. She met the man who

                                                          
11 As used by Nayah, the term ‘expat’ means a French person living in France (and who may

never have lived anywhere else).
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was to become her husband via the Internet. The first virtual contact was in No-
vember 2000; he went to meet her in Cameroon in February 2001; in June 2001
she came to France with her daughter and they were married. Their first sexual
relations were protected. They both had tests carried out before the marriage, but
the future husband did not want to wait for the results before marrying; he said
the test results would not change his decision to marry her. The test proved nega-
tive for him and positive for her. At first, Nayah’s husband was supportive and
considerate, but then his attitude changed radically:

‘The man who accepted me as I was has turned against me very badly. That really
hurts ... And I was grateful to him because it’s thanks to him that I’m alive, it’s
thanks to him that I found out ... He used to say ‘If I hadn’t been there you’d al-
ready be buried in your village!’ ... He forced me to work. I didn’t have the right
to have a cheque book or a credit card (...). He even forbade me to come and see
the psychologist here’.

A victim of psychological violence, Nayah also suffered physical and sexual vio-
lence: her husband beat her, forced her to have sex and did not always use a con-
dom, so that Nayah feared he would be infected by her. This situation lasted for
three years until he forced her to leave their home. The divorce proceedings were
under way at the time of the interview. After the separation the moral hurts con-
tinued: her husband told her daughter her mother had AIDS and also betrayed the
secret to his family:

‘But I had kept my health status secret because he himself kept it secret for three
years. He’d introduced me to his whole family. I was welcomed. The whole fam-
ily liked me. He said that if I told them [that he beat me] he would tell them about
my state of health ... I think he has told them now. Because I have no more news
from anyone.’.

Nayah’s narrative shows how a conjugal relationship based on unequal social
and administrative integration in the host country and inequality in HIV status
(serodifference) favours violence in the couple. Although the violence did
not begin at the time of the positive test result (as it did for two other inter-
viewees), the husband based his domination on the secret of his wife’s HIV
status. In immigrant situations, this is often a secret shared only with the
spouse. The threat of revealing the facts to family, friends and neighbours is
a particularly effective way to force submission in a social and administrative
setting where immigrant women have few alternatives for working and sur-
viving, and hence little freedom to denounce a violent husband’s acts.

Nayah’s narrative echoes several experiences of violence related by other
interviewees in serodifferent couples (couples where one partner is HIV-
positive, the other HIV-negative): threats to reveal HIV status; carrying out
that threat after the separation; moral, physical and sexual violence; refusal to
routinely use a condom; imposing on the partner a form of sexuality she de-
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scribes as unwanted and distressing. Some women in seroconcordant couples
(where both partners were HIV positive), or where the woman did not know
whether her spouse was or not, told of other forms of violence. Several
women learned that their spouse was infected, and knew it, when they dis-
covered that they themselves were HIV-positive. Their spouse had not told
them and had not practised safe sex. One such case was Clémence: only
when she wanted to leave the man who had been her partner for a year did he
tell her he was ‘ill’. Tissina, who was tested for HIV when she was pregnant,
supposed that her spouse already knew he was infected because he showed
no surprise when she told him the positive test results. Further, couples who
are both HIV-positive are advised to use condoms to avoid superinfection,
but it seems this advice is rarely followed. The women interviewed told us
how hard they found it to negotiate condom use with their partners. Though
some spouses take risks with their own health this way, their refusal to wear
condoms also puts their partner’s health at risk, which can be regarded as a
form of violence.

Denial of the wife’s illness (leading to unprotected sex) can also be expe-
rienced as abuse. Sonia, aged 30 and from Senegal, had been married for two
years when, following a high fever, she discovered she was HIV positive.
She was then 24 years old. She tried to talk to her husband about it but he
denied the illness, saying that ‘it’s something the whites invented, it doesn’t
exist’. Since her positive test in 1999, Sonia had never managed to establish a
dialogue with her husband about the illness, their sexual and reproductive life
or the fact that he too might be infected. She did not know whether he had
had himself tested. This denial of the illness goes hand in hand with physical
and sexual violence in the couple, which had worsened since the diagnosis.
Physical, psychological and sexual violence are not limited to the couple’s
life together; several of the life histories reveal violence by ex-spouses. After
their divorce, Barbara’s ex-husband harassed her by telephone until the po-
lice put a stop to it. He told his friends and neighbours she had HIV and he
refused to pay maintenance for their two children. When Anne ended her re-
lationship with a man after discovering that he was married, she learned from
a friend that her ex-partner was telling people she ‘killed people’.

For immigrant women living with HIV, institutional and interpersonal
violence are often linked. It is because they are socially and administratively
excluded that they enter into highly unequal relationships that nonetheless
enable them to stay in France (as they must if they are to survive), or are
subjected to some form of domestic or sexual exploitation. It is because they
are socially and administratively excluded that they cannot denounce the
violence they suffer or leave a violent husband.
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Women confronted with violence

Having come to France to find work, better living conditions or treatment, all
the women interviewed had adopted migration strategies to leave home for
Europe, sometimes with the help of their families. Once in France, they were
confronted with a set of structural forces that kept them in highly unequal
relations of class, gender and ‘race’ and subjected them to institutional and
interpersonal violence and exploitation. In view of the necessity of staying in
France to receive treatment they developed ‘strategies’ or ‘tactics’ (de Certeau
1980) according to the resources available to them and the constraints placed
on them. A clear example of such strategies is the decision to marry, mar-
riage being the main legal way to acquire residence papers (Pourette 2008a).
But as we have seen, this strategy can lead women into relationships of ex-
treme domination and violence.

The other strategy women use to stay in France is to proclaim their illness
and make it a ‘profession’ (Herzlich 1989). This means acknowledging them-
selves as people with HIV and establishing that identity in other people’s
eyes in a situation where HIV-positive people are stigmatised. They then
make HIV their main preoccupation, joining AIDS prevention associations or
HIV victims support associations. Three of the women interviewed had be-
come health mediators in community associations helping patients (two were
working part time, one full time). It was thanks to these associations that they
had obtained residence permits giving them the right to vocational training
and then the right to work in France. For these women the fight against their
illness became the central focus of their lives, a profession and the basis of a
particular but lasting form of social integration (Herzlich 1989).

Conclusion

In the current French political context, immigrants find it increasingly hard to
acquire social rights, citizenship and medical treatment, while the women ex-
perience gender inequality in addition to the inequalities of ‘race’ and class.
In this context, the fact of being infected with a sexually transmitted disease,
a virus with strongly negative social connotations and for which the treat-
ment is unavailable in many Southern countries, accentuates these women’s
isolation and confines them to the privacy of the marital home. And we know
how seriously abusive a place that can be. Needing to live in France to re-
ceive treatment and survive, they are faced with painful choices: to stay
among their family and friends but as a sick person with a shorter lifespan, or
leave them to go far away to survive for an indefinite time. These women’s
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narratives show the strategies they adopted for leaving home and surviving
as immigrants. But the situations they describe highlight the need for immi-
grant women to have access to official work contracts and financial inde-
pendence so that they will not be forced into intimate partner relationships
that often prove highly unequal, or so that they can leave a violent spouse or
end an unsatisfactory relationship.
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Violence Against Women and the Social, Ethnic
and Sexual Division of Labour:
Continuity and Disparity Between Community
Care Workers’ Experiences

Emmanuelle Lada and Ghislaine Doniol-Shaw     

Introduction

Compared to the academia in Anglo-Saxon countries, the question of vio-
lence against women, including violence in the workplace, has long been a
poor relation in feminist and gender research in France (Corrin 1997; Romito
1997). That should not be taken to mean that the issue has not been ad-
dressed. There have been feminist analyses of this context of violence since
the late 1970s. Various publications reflect this, such as the first issue of
Questions Féministes in 1977 with a translation of Jalna Hanmer’s article
‘Women, Violence and Social Control’, and the journal published by the
AVFT (Association contre les Violences faites aux Femmes au Travail) from
1985 to 1996 (Louis 2009), which focused more on workplace violence. The
1990s and early 2000s marked a turning point, with the issue in the limelight
again as a research issue in women’s studies and beyond, and also in public
debate (Jaspard et al. 2003). In the current period ‘gender violence in the
workplace’ has been viewed from a new angle. While sexual harassment and
the effects of the sexual division of labour are still the aspects most com-
monly addressed (AVFT 1990; Rogerat 2001; Jaspard et al. 2003), special
attention has been paid to the gendered organization of labour and working
conditions, and here the concept of violence is understood in a broad sense.
A book of papers by women researchers and women working in occupational
medicine (Semat 2000), a ground-breaking piece of work in the French con-
text, analysed the different forms taken by workplace violence against
women, particularly according to age and seniority in the labour market
(Doniol-Shaw, Renou-Parent and Machefer 2000). One strand of the ENVEFF
survey, the first large-scale nationwide survey on violence against women
(Jaspard et al., 2003), gave a quantitative overview of violence in the work-
place while moral harassment from a gender perspective was analyzed
(Rogerat 2001).

All these studies focused on women as such and added to knowledge of
the forms and underpinnings of the sexual division of workplace violence.
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But very few addressed the effects of the ethnic/racialized and social division
of labour in the construction of workplace gender violence. However, re-
search on migrant, exiled and/or racialized women, though not directly ad-
dressing the question of violence, has shown the extent to which these
women are faced with violence connected with migrants’ legal status, Euro-
pean countries’ restrictive migration policies (Freedman and Valluy 2007;
Falquet et al. 2010), racism in the workplace and racialized forms of violence
(Crenshaw 1991; Sassen 2003), within and beyond the diversity of this
group. Studies of this kind are absolutely essential for building up knowledge
about workplace violence, but they leave aside another important question:
focused solely on racialized women, and sometimes only one such group,
they provide no basis for understanding the pattern of workplace violence in
situations involving working-class women of different origin and status. That
is the question this paper addresses.

One issue for feminist and gender research today is to continue building
up knowledge and fully incorporating the experience of migrant and/or ra-
cialized women in our theoretical and empirical understanding of ‘workplace
gender violence’. This in particular means understanding the different forms
it takes, depending on a person’s position in the social and gender division of
labour. In this paper, we address the workplace violence encountered in
France by women wage earners in home care for the elderly and fragile.
Home care is a field in which employment is insecure and the great majority
of workers are women from working-class backgrounds, including some
immigrants. As in other European and North American countries, it is a fast-
growing sector. We take a broad definition of the notion of workplace vio-
lence (Jaspard et al. 2003) and argue for the need to link employment condi-
tions with working conditions to analyse work situations (Lada 2005). Fo-
cusing on women wage-earners in the non-profit sector we consider the ‘or-
dinary violence’ (Sémat 2000) that is a daily occurrence in the working lives
of these women at the bottom of the occupational ladder.

We will show how this violence is not only profoundly gendered (which
means that we have to consider gender relations to describe it) but also how
the perspective must be broadened to take into consideration ethnic, racial
and class relations. The gendered organization of labour (Acker 1990) must
be considered in its interactions with the social and ethnicized organization
of labour. We were able to compare the position of women in a minority
group (racialized women) with that of mainstream-group women in the same
type of working situation. It became clear that the former suffer forms of
workplace violence that the latter do not, or to which they are exposed in a
different way. We posited that the risk of being faced with violence is greater
for those who are placed in an inferior position by ethnic social relations.
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However, some forms of violence are suffered by all these women alike.
Constructed by the gendered organization of labour, this violence is a con-
stant, an experience shared by all these women. These are the hypotheses we
present here.

Context of the analysis

Home care for the elderly in the non-profit sector

We shall look at the form of home care most common in France, at least in
the formal sector (Marquier 2010): home care for the elderly performed by
women employed by non-profit bodies specialising in this field. The home
care sector is typified by insecure employment where employees work in
isolation from each other and working conditions and workers’ rights are of-
ten below the legal minimum. Non-profit associations working in this sector
are distinguished by their commitment to improving working conditions. It,
therefore, seemed interesting to start from the progress made and report on its
effects and weaknesses. This seemed to us especially useful because while it
is an established fact that domiciliary care is structured by the social, gen-
dered and ethnic division of labour, little was known about what became of
immigrants and racialized women once they have escaped from the forms of
violence and arbitrary treatment associated with illegal work and isolated
working conditions.

The position of migrant and/or racialized women wage-earners in
the division of jobs and modes of care provision within the home
care sector

This approach requires some preliminaries. First, the idea that in France
domiciliary care for the elderly and those in fragile health is a sector made up
overwhelmingly of recent immigrants must be put aside. That belief seems to
have become established after research into internationalization, the com-
modification of care and the increase in the proportion of women among im-
migrants. It has been refuted by various research results. A quantitative sur-
vey (Marquier 2010) shows that 97% of women working in formal sector
domiciliary care for elderly dependants are French and were born in France.
While nationality is not a sufficient criterion for analysing the dynamics of
discrimination, the Marquier survey supports our thesis that ‘global care
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chain’ theories cannot fully account for the overall organization of mixed
care systems (Simonazzi 2008). This is especially true if we add in the ethnic
and social division of labour as well as the gendered. In rural areas, moreo-
ver, where there has been little post-colonial immigration, women with no
personal or family migration history still make up the great majority of home
carers owing to the lack of other job prospects.

These findings do not invalidate the idea that this gendered and class-
based occupational sector is also shaped by an ethnic division of labour. In
this regard it seems to us that to account for the position of this social cate-
gory of women in the social, economic and political organization of domi-
ciliary care we must address two hypotheses. One is that migrant and/or ra-
cialized women are relegated to the margins of domiciliary care; the other is
that women’s working conditions vary according to their position in the so-
cial and ethnic division of labour. All these data suggest that we should em-
ploy the notion of supposed or imputed origin. It is in the light of this marker
that the violence to which they are subjected should be understood. Skin col-
our is a factor for attributing origin, and those categorized as ‘black’, ‘Arab’,
‘gypsy’ etc. are subjected to racism and discrimination that engender work-
place violence.

A survey among experienced employees

This paper is based on a qualitative survey conducted between 2006 and
2007 in six domiciliary care associations in both rural and urban areas
(Doniol-Shaw, Lada and Dussuet 2007). Fifty-five recorded life course inter-
views (of about three hours each) were conducted with home carers of vari-
ous ages having more than five years’ cumulated experience as home carers
(three years for those aged under 30). Twenty-two per cent of the interview-
ees had migrated to France as children or young adults from North Africa,
Sub-Saharan Africa, southern Europe or Eastern Europe, or were children of
migrants. The data gathering was completed with a systematic record of their
weekly time schedule. It was in this context that reports of violence at work
emerged. In addition, thirteen semi-structured interviews were conducted
with care association managers and staff of institutions.
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Institutional and organizational underpinnings of
workplace violence encountered by all women

The violence suffered at work by these wage-earning home carers was not
only the result of isolated individual behaviour in interpersonal relations
(Dejours 2007). It was first of all the product of institutional and organiza-
tional dynamics that incorporate gender relations (Molinier 1999), inter-
woven with class and ethnic relations.

Gender as fertile ground for workplace violence

The purpose of domiciliary care is to enable people made fragile by age, ill-
ness or life events to live at home for as long as possible by providing help
with day-to-day activities. Care of the caree’s home, their living conditions
and their body are all part of the home carer’s work

Working in another person’s home

One particular feature of home care is that the place of work is another per-
son’s home. This is an important factor because a person’s home is outside
the scope of the inspectorates responsible for working conditions and com-
pliance with labour law. Although there are various levers for improving
working conditions (booklets for new staff, a trade union agreement for
home care which covers the French non-profit home care sector, a labour
code applicable to all wage earners), it is hard to use these to put pressure on
the caree owing to the legal status of an individual’s home. The home is
therefore particularly fertile ground for workplace violence, not only foster-
ing such violence but also making it easy to keep it hidden and making it dif-
ficult to punish the perpetrator. This is worsened by the care associations’
role in defining the tasks and the organization of the work. The real organi-
zation of the home carer’s work takes shape at the junction between the asso-
ciation’s instructions as employer, the nurses’ instuctions, the statutory bodies
that pay all or part of the home care allowances, and the caree.

While an analysis of home carers’ practices is needed to complete the
picture, this configuration has an impact on the violence the home carers en-
counter, exacerbated by the fact that the workplace is a person’s home. It
blurs the real organization and conditions of the work and allows carees to
assume special rights, especially higher-income carees, who may have to pay
most of the cost of the service. The workplace violence reported was con-
centrated around housework issues. If the caree or their family consider the
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carer’s housework tasks to go beyond what is needed to preserve the caree’s
autonomy, the door is open for putting the carer in a position of servitude
which in turn encourages violence.

Last time she wanted me to clean the cellar. I didn’t want to. She said she was
going to tell the association. I warned them about it. They said I shouldn’t let my-
self be pushed around. But I’m stuck really. Threatening me like that. Afterwards,
not so long ago, she had me clean the outside walls. She got angry. (...) Well I did
it, because I didn’t want a fuss. (aged 30, 10 years’ experience)

The carers most often faced with these situations are those in the most vul-
nerable positions, either because they only recently joined the labour force,
or due to their (actual or imputed) ethnic origin, or because they are replacing
a colleague and cannot contest a task presented as being a usual part of the
work. Also vulnerable are carers working for associations that have little
concern for issues of work organization or which are in a difficult financial
situation and therefore have to be more indulgent towards their carees’ de-
mands.

Isolated work situations

Home carers are also finding themselves increasingly isolated in their work.
This is a result of the way work is organized by the associations but also a di-
rect or indirect result of public actions, particularly the reorganization of
public funding for home care (Doniol-Shaw and Lada, forthcoming publica-
tion). For example, formal group meetings where carers can share experi-
ences or analyse their practice are being increasingly phased out. But when
carers are subjected to violence in the homes where they work, such meetings
enable them to discuss with their colleagues and supervisors, within working
hours, to find ways to put an end to it. As the survey showed, this type of fo-
rum also allows carers to depersonalise the experience of violence. For ex-
ample, it was through such exchanges that carers learned that in people with
Alzheimer’s disease, violence can be one of the symptoms and not the result
of problems in the personal relationship; they were then able to act accord-
ingly, particularly by asking for specific training.

Ordinary violence

The initiation ordeal

Almost all the carers interviewed had encountered violence at work from
their first days in the job. They started work alone and as a rule with no par-
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ticular information about their carees, any illnesses they might have, or the
tasks to be performed. Starting the job in this way, they were faced with ver-
bal violence and interactions that directly called into question their skills and
knowledge.

This violence is compounded by the fact that newcomers to an associa-
tion (whether or not they have experience as carers elsewhere) are confronted
with ‘extreme cases’ well known to the supervisors. Analysis of the event
histories showed that they often started out with carees for whom other staff
were unprepared to work. Their first experiences were often of insanitary
homes and violent, sometimes alcoholic, carees who refused to be washed or
groomed. Later on, carers may find meaning in their work through such ex-
treme situations because they can use their experience and knowledge to re-
store the person’s dignity and independence (Doniol-Shaw 2009). But at the
beginning they are merely an ordeal, painful to remember even years later.
This observation led us to formulate the hypothesis that newcomers to the job
are deliberately ‘put to the test’ by confronting them with extreme situations
in the very first days. As part of a staff management approach, this would be
a kind of training policy. Associations in difficult financial circumstances,
working in a sector where staff turnover is high, might put newcomers to the
test and only offer training to those who stay on after such confrontations.
But it might be thought, on the contrary, that such practices are among the
reasons for high staff turnover.

Q. Did you have an interview for the job?

No. (...) But the first job I was given was a difficult one. When I told her, she (the
caree) said she was testing me. It was an old woman, I had to go to her place from
Monday to Sunday, feed her (…) She wanted to test me by shouting orders at me,
she was bad-tempered. I told her I was leaving. I’m like that. (…) She wanted me
to clean her sculptures with a toothbrush, and the table legs. I did it once a week
and said nothing. She was always after me. (…) I worked for that lady for three
weeks; a three-week ordeal. (aged 38, 5 years in a retirement home, 6 years
working for the association)

Sexual harassment and expectations of sexual availability

Doing menial work in a person’s home is a situation where sexual harass-
ment or sexual approaches are more invisible than in other places of work.
While employers seem rarely to discuss this, it emerged spontaneously from
a number of interviews. Such incidents were too often reported to be dis-
missed as anecdotal; they are characteristic of home care situations. Care
workers told us how, when they worked for men living alone or able-bodied
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husbands of disabled wives, these carees or clients expected their services to
extend to making their bodies available.

When you go to handicapped men... If you’re a woman, if you go to those gen-
tlemen, they have sexual needs and sometimes they hang around the person who’s
been sent to help them.

Q. Has this happened to you?

Yes. It was a gentleman. He tried proposition me, he hung around me. I told the
manager and said I didn’t want to go there any more. And that they ought to talk
to him about the proper distance to keep. But there was no need because he was
waiting for a place in a convalescent home.

Q. And your colleagues, do you often talk to your colleagues?

Yes. Clients made declarations of love to them, said they were in love with them.
After that it was difficult to reframe the situation.

I can wash their faces, yes, but not the shower, I wouldn’t dare. Feet and hands:
yes. But sure, if she wees, I wash her with a face-cloth; you can’t leave people in
that state. Mind you some old men are proper sadists. I knew one, he did it on
purpose; I said I wasn’t there to play with his thing and he stopped after that.

Interviews were also studded with accounts of the tactics adopted to keep
their bodies from male eyes, with particular attention to dress. Bare arms,
skirts and low necklines were avoided. Individual tactics like these, adopted
without prompting by the employer, sometimes matched the employer’s ex-
pectations. Some employers freely criticised care workers for their choice of
clothing if they thought it was not sufficiently discreet.

Associations whose care workers had suffered sexual harassment rarely
terminated their contract with the client or helped the worker report it to the
police. They usually responded by sending a different care worker to that
home, at the risk that they would be subjected to the same pressure and ag-
gression.

Humiliation at work: the servant-employer relationship

While sexual violence came almost exclusively from men, the humiliations
the care workers described having suffered in their subordinate position as
home carers usually involved women. It was usually a woman who organized
the housework, whether they were the caree (state of health permitting), the
caree’s spouse or both partners. It was when care workers were required to
do housework despite their skills as carers that the work became humiliating.
In such cases violence was inflicted by women who, on their own or as part
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of a couple, tried to transform the caring relationship into one of employer
and servant through repeated criticism and other humiliating remarks.

In this context, workplace violence is also constructed by the class rela-
tions between care worker and the caree. The following interview extract
provides a telling example.

A lady, where I replaced a colleague: Very chic, ‘chignon’ and all. (…) She
showed me what had to be done. It was hot, and I was thirsty. I asked if I couldn’t
have a glass of water. I said, Excuse me but I won’t be able to carry on, I had
nothing more to drink in my bag. And she said ‘Oh but I can’t give you anything
to drink!’ I said why not, and she said ‘But in my fine crystal glasses!’ I swear it! I
didn’t do anything, I didn’t say anything, I told her ‘Here’s your duster, I’m leav-
ing. If we don’t have the same values I’m sorry, you’d better call the association
to get someone else.’ I phoned the association myself first. (…) Now, I always
have something to drink in my bag. That way if they don’t want to give me any-
thing to drink I can drink even so. I took a resolution on it!

It is not possible to draw up a typology of ways to resist or confront work-
place violence, singly or, more rarely, collectively. The forms it takes vary
too widely, less according to the educational or social capital of the care
worker as of their position in the association, their or their own family’s po-
sition in the local labour market and the supervisors’ or managers’ ability to
address the issue. But for all these women we saw how such experiences
shape their approach to other carees.

Gender violence in the light of the social and ethnic
division of labour

All the care workers, whether racialized or not, suffered the forms of vio-
lence described so far. But racialized women also suffered racialized forms of
violence constructed by and within the ethnic division of labour combined
with the social and sexual division of labour, racism and discrimination. And
as we have seen in the analysis of gender violence, reducing or ending such
violence depends on the organization of the work, the practices of the legal
employer and the sector as a whole, as well as the mobilization of the work-
ers themselves.
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Occupational and social downgrading plus a chaotic life course are
fertile ground for ethnicization of gender violence and
ethnicization as a form of violence

The most highly qualified racialized women faced with occupational
downgrading

Although our sample was too small to allow generalization, research results
crossed with other field data suggest some altogether serious avenues for un-
derstanding the ethnicization of gender violence and its underpinnings. It is
important to note that taking work as a home carer, whether in the formal or
informal sector, represents a decline in occupational and social status for the
better qualified racialized women migrants. Unlike the other women, who
were all from working class backgrounds, these women came from the domi-
nant classes in their home countries. Joining the French labour market in-
volved a drop in job status and a decline in their place in the social division
of labour and in life. For these women, taking work in the formal or informal
home care sectors was a further step in this objective downgrading, though it
is important to note that joining the non-profit branch of the home care busi-
ness represented an upturn in their careers.

Erasing of inter-generational differences as a sign of discrimination

This experience of social downgrading tends to continue once these women
join an association’s workforce. The dynamic of their career in home care is
similar to that of their less skilled elders and of all racialized women. This
suggests that, for racialized women, the difference between the forms in
which the different generations join this sector have erased. By contrast,
these differences seem to be increasing for non-racialized women, assuming
that the policy of increasing skill levels in these jobs (by introducing diploma
courses in the school system) will constitute a standardized entry route to
home care for new, young entrants.

Thus while all the women in our sample were confronted with increas-
ingly insecure employment, this was especially true of the racialized women.
Their careers had been more fragmented and they had had greater difficulty
in finding a stable place in the labour market (Chaib 2001) and gaining ac-
cess to training. In this regard, unlike their colleagues they tended to acquire
training through intermediaries in the labour market. This suggests that the
agencies/associations they work for enable racialized women to bypass the
effects of the discriminatory dynamics encountered in the labour market.
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Jobs at the bottom of the heap and difficulty in acquiring qualifications

These women’s confinement to the bottom of the skills ladder points the
same way. Looking at their careers in the non-profit sector, the great majority
of these women are at the bottom of the qualifications ladder. Most associa-
tions keep few data on their staff and such statistics as exist are difficult to
compare. This prevents us from putting this observation into perspective with
the socio-demographic characteristics of the A-grade women. However, this
point deserves consideration as the finding matches analyses of the labour
market position of migrant women and female descendents of migrants.

These observations support the hypothesis that this situation is a product
and expression of the discrimination encountered by these women through-
out their careers because of their origin and gender. In other words, what we
see in practice and over the long term is the combined effects of gender and
ethnic discrimination and the vulnerable position of working class women in
the labour market (Lada, forthcoming publication).

How the question of origin arises and how racism is expressed in
home care

Analysis of the interviews raises the question of racism in the hiring process
and on the job. This is not always experienced as such by those who are
subjected to it, and it is not always put into words (Poli 2004), especially as
denial and silence on the subject are defensive strategies that enable people
to ‘bear up’ (Gaignard 2006). Our respondents’ words can be understood in
this light. For example: Ms N. (age 25, A-grade, 5 years’ seniority), born in
Sub-Saharan Africa. When she was looking for work in the home care sector,
employers she telephoned would call her in for an interview once she had
outlined her career path and told them her age. But when she met the em-
ployer, despite the promising telephone discussion, she received a negative
response even before the interview began and before she even had time to
describe her career path again.

The recurrent accounts of such situations matched the talks we had with
association managers, who explained how often (depending on place and
branch of work) they met with explicitly discriminatory requests from client
families, to which they had to respond, always finding an ad-hoc solution for
the case in hand. They might be asked quite explicitly not to send a ‘black
woman’, ‘an Arab’ or ‘any gypsies’: ‘Someone phoned today, a first contact.
(…) She didn’t want a black care worker. (...) People say it straight out. They
make no bones about it. The last time it was someone who didn’t want a
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gypsy’ (Supervisor). While the managers we met all said they gave no credit
to such requests, it may be supposed that like other employers and employ-
ment agencies (Damant et al. 2003), some associations complied with such
demands, less by conviction than for fear of losing a customer.

Ordinary workplace racism is, if not frequent, at least sufficiently com-
mon to amount to another form of violence at work. Sometimes women keep
this experience to themselves, sometimes the women discuss it. They meet
‘ordinary racism’ from the first time they visit a caree. The welcome they re-
ceive from the carees hints at their employing association’s policy on this issue.

I arrived, I said hello, I introduced myself, just as my friend had explained to me.
She said ‘Yes, they told me it would be a coloured person’. Because there are
people who won’t accept that, you see. They always tell the person in advance.
Anyway now she knew I was coloured. (aged 54, 6 years’ seniority)

Q: You mentioned colour in your interview. It’s a recurring theme. Is that because
of your experience?

There. Let’s talk about it. We’re the ones who get the jobs where you have to
walk for two, three hours and go up and down stairs. But if it’s a normal job …
(she shakes her head). But I say it. (…) because there are people in residential
homes and they have carers too, you see? Why don’t they give us jobs like that?
(…) For us no, it’s two hours here, an hour there. They send us here, then there.
You see how that upsets my life: I can’t look for another job or anything! (…) We
talk about it together. The others don’t get many hours either. We can see com-
pared to the other women. (age 54, 6 years’ seniority)

Some people don’t mind Arabs. They’re old people; they were used to it over
there, in Algeria or wherever, having people work for them. Rod of iron, you
know. They tell me they make them wash walls and floors. (Field notebook, home
care worker)

It may also be supposed that the difficulties some women routinely encounter
when replacing a colleague are also due to this mechanism. With time, mis-
trust often gives way to trust. That said ordinary racism does not completely
disappear from the work relationship. Some contexts or social events are
particularly likely to put the question of origins back on the agenda.

They ask me about my residency permit. They pass remarks, they say: you’re one
of those foreigners that come and take our money. Then I say, No, I work. Old
people have their ways of thinking. Otherwise, all in all, it goes smoothly. I don’t
take everything to heart or I’d already have left. They say, You know, blacks like
you, they do this, they do that. I laugh and say I’m brown, not black. They ask me
if this is my real hair because they think black people have frizzy hair. (aged 30, 4
years’ seniority)
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Mrs. X, she doesn’t like foreigners. She always says to me ‘But what have they
all come here for? They should go back home, there’s nothing but blacks and Ar-
abs here. (…) I don’t know if she forgets I’m Tunisian or if she does it on pur-
pose.’ (Ms L. age 54, A-grade, 18 years’ seniority)

Only one woman made the link between origin and hours of work. The rest
were silent on that point. Nor did they say anything about the toughness of
the work. But what some of their colleagues had to say about the attitudes of
some families was particularly striking. It shows how workplace racism can
generate mental and physical suffering in addition to having to undergo the
experience of violence at work (Lada 2009).

Conclusion

It is in situations of servitude that workplace violence is constructed and
takes form. Though neither servitude nor violence is an everyday occurrence
and not all service users are concerned, the organization of work and the
place of work provide a space where they can arise. So much so that they
seem to be constituent elements in the careers of all the home care workers
interviewed and some had suffered the experience several times. Such expe-
riences leave their mark and shape the care workers’ behaviour and how they
approach their carees, even several years later. The danger is always there,
especially as they start a new job, based on testing the worker, which reacti-
vates the possibility of abuse and puts workers in exploitative situations that
are sometimes intolerable. The workers do not call this violence by that
name. It arises through their day-to-day work and is smothered beneath an
‘organizational’ silence. It seems to us specific to home care in that the ‘or-
ganizational’ approach puts workers in positions of servitude and exploita-
tion and makes that servitude an integral part of their daily situation at work.
Sexual violence, essentially by men in the home setting, is part of this dy-
namic. Racialized workers are especially subject to such violence because
they are more often forced into a position of servitude owing to stereotypes
that render gendered, ethnicized and class-ridden forms of unpleasantness at
work invisible.

This empirical conclusion also calls for some theorization. One issue for
feminist and gender studies thinking and intersectionality approaches is to
take into account power relations between women as well as between the
sexes in analysing the oppression of women. This perspective, taking into
consideration the divisions among women as much as the antagonistic rela-
tions between men and women is not in itself a subject of debate. What is
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still under debate seems to us (in agreement with Galerand 2007) to relate more
to the best way to incorporate all these realities into an analysis. To contribute
in a very practical way to the discussion, we have attempted here to show how
the fact of occupying different positions in the gendered division of labour,
particularly owing to social/racial relations, does not dilute the effects this gen-
dered division of labour and therefore the effects of gender relations.

The gendered division of labour and its consequences by no means disap-
pear beneath the ethnic division of labour, as we have attempted to show in
our earlier studies. More precisely, the construction of a survey that allowed
us to make comparisons between women shows how the different divisions
of labour mutually construct each other and together construct workplace
violence. In that regard, the decision not to posit a hierarchy of social rela-
tions as reference frame at the outset seems to provide a heuristic way of un-
derstanding the social world in general and the problem of workplace vio-
lence in particular. It gave us the means to consider how, in practice and over
time, social relations interconnect and fabricate different positions in the sex-
ual division of labour. This position does not mean altogether abandoning a
theoretical framework in face of the complexity of the real world. On the
contrary, it means taking very seriously the co-construction of social rela-
tions, as does Danièle Kergoat (Kergoat 2005). This leads us to identify not
only the contradictions and the things that divide women, but also the strong
lines of continuity between women.
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Ethnicities in the Aftermaths of Sexualised
Coercion – Common Issues and Diverse Personal
Meanings

Bodil Pedersen           

Introduction

In Denmark, except concerning communities that are over-generalised as
‘Muslim’ minorities, the notion that gender equality is already a fact is wide-
spread. Yet statistics show that from 2000 to 2006 the Centre for Victims of
Sexual Assault in Copenhagen was contacted by only 27 men. In the same
period, however, 1764 women contacted the Centre (Madsen/Nielsen
2006: 5). From 2000 to 2004, slightly exceeding their representation in the
general population, 14% of the women were from non-western ethnic mi-
norities (Årsrapport 2004: 10).

In this article, as its title indicates, I use the broad concept of sexualised
coercion. It encompasses the psychologically not clearly distinguishable but
related practices of rape, attempted rape and other forms of sexualised sub-
jection (Sidenius/Pedersen 2004). Although not an exact reflection of the
frequency of sexualised coercion, the figures above do indicate that notions
of gender equality in Denmark must be questioned. Nevertheless meanings of
sexualised coercion are customarily understood in traumatology terms that
neutralise gender, ethnicity and culture (Elklit et al. 2003; Foa/Rothbaum
1998; Van der Kolk 1996). Consequently personal meanings of sexualised
coercion are frequently conceptualised and analysed regardless of person,
place and time (Marecek 1999; Pedersen 2004; Ronkainen 2001). When
gender and ethnicity are included, as in national surveys and in other statisti-
cal reports (Elklit 2002; Helweg-Larsen/Kruse 2003; Helweg-Larsen/Kruse
2004), they are conceptualised as separate entities. It is a conceptualisation
that does not fully grasp the intersections of their meanings with other as-
pects of the personal conduct of life. One reason is that personal meanings of
participation in social practices are rarely researched from first-person per-
spectives (Danziger 1990), as it is the aim of the study of which this article is
a part (Sidenius/Pedersen 2004; Pedersen 2008c).

The study draws on 40 series of consultations with women subjected to
sexualised coercion, supplemented by 15 interviews. Meanings of ethnicities,
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gender as well as of sexualised coercion and other life events (Clemans 2005;
Salkvist/Pedersen 2008) are seen as constituted and re-constituted through
processes of personal participation in the diverse contexts of everyday life
(Dreier 2008). One implication is that personal and societal meanings of eth-
nified and gendered social relations are changed over time and place in di-
verse intersecting social practices. The first-person perspectives of the par-
ticipants in the study are therefore discussed as having been developed in and
through participation in such practices. In them, gendered and ethnified par-
ticipation takes on forms that are habitual but changing.

In everyday life, ethnicities are not lived in essentially unified cultural
and religious forms. There are no clear lines of demarcation between the
conduct of lives of persons of diverse ethnic groups. Rather their lives are
creolised (Eriksen 1994; Hannerz 1992): They are lived as socially posi-
tioned personal hybrids of perspectives and practices in dealing with inter-
secting aspects of life conditions. Social positions may themselves be com-
posed of multiple, sometimes intermingled and untraceable elements in on-
going and situated ‘culture’.

‘Cultures’ must then be understood as part of a continual historical proc-
ess of change e.g. of creolisations. They seem unique and stable in our reify-
ing categorisations (Baumann 1996; Hall 1992). But they, and the ways they
are personally lived change as they engage in common and diverse local/so-
cietal practices. Such changes are related to forms of participation in a diver-
sity of contexts constituted by changeable social relations and practical goals.
This conceptualisation of creolisation is developed by drawing on Eriksen’s
and other anthropologists’ discussions of the concept and related phenomena
(1994), combined with a critical psychological approach to subjectivity
(Dreier 2008; Holzkamp 1995; Nissen 2005). Accordingly, when analysing
meanings of ethnified and gendered lives exclusively from the perspectives
one ethnic group, one risks over-emphasising similarities within the group, as
well as differences in comparisons with other groups (Haavind 2000).

A transversalist multi-ethnic approach

In 2001 the Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault made a statistical analysis
of the ethnic/national origin of the women it attended to that year. 19 out of
212 women, 9%, were first or second generation migrants from non-western
countries. In comparison their overall percentage of the population of Den-
mark was 3.7. But the Centre exclusively receives women from the Copen-
hagen area. Here they constituted 6.2%. The representation of women from
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non-western countries thus slightly exceeded their representation in the area
(Rapport 2001: 24–25), which may be linked to their expectations of severe
difficulties in talking to families and friends, expectations that may some-
times be exaggerated (Rapport 2001: 29–30).

Since research on ethnified gender has often focused on one specific mi-
nority, it has produced descriptions of what apparently constitutes the devel-
opment of specific ethnified meanings (Abu-Ras 2007; Huisman 1997; Goo-
denow/Espin 1993; Methora 1999). It may raise our awareness of restrictions
in the lives of minority women, co-determined by what is conceptualised as
‘heritage’, as well as of limitations imposed by social marginalisation. It may
also, however, imply turning a blind eye on issues common in and across the
conduct of diverse minority lives as well as majority ones.

Moreover, excluding majorities from studies implicitly constructs reduc-
tive and static dualisations of majorities versus minorities, western versus
non-western, and migrants versus non-migrants (Quin 2004). The following
remarks by minority women participating in this study underscore the need to
overcome such dualisations. They point to the complex constellations of
changing meanings of sexualised coercion in the conduct ethnified lives
(Salkvist/Pedersen 2008). Zarah stated: ‘It (the meanings of revealing experi-
enced events of sexualised coercion) depends on how the families think, how
far they have gotten with their lives….’. Jasmin added: ‘It depends on what
family you come from; just because it’s a foreign family, it’s not just one way
[…]. Actually it is so different, even though they all have the same religion,
but for example they have different traditions.’ But, the study showed that
most majority women, exempting the mention of religion, would have acqui-
esced to such reflections. Many described their families as central to the
meanings they delegated to having been subjected to sexualised coercion.
Also, and in contrast to majority conceptions of the crucial meanings of re-
ligion for non-western minorities, the only woman who referred to religious
practices as a specific difficulty was from the majority. While being under-
determined in studies of majorities, the meanings of ethnicities, cultures
and/or religions are often over-determined in studies of minorities.

Strategies of action by majority and minority persons are answers to a
multitude of similar and often contradictory processes in the same societies.
Multiple meanings of ethnified and de-ethnified participation are situated and
creolised in these processes. What may sometimes be termed (re)traditionali-
sation is intimately entwined with late-modern globalised conditions for the
conduct of lives (Giddens 1991). Diverse processes of ethnic minorisation
intersect with other forms of social and economical marginalisation. In some
cases they seem to provoke diverse forms of retrenchments into ‘tradition’
imposed on, and/or chosen by, ethnic minority women (Goodenow/Espin
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1993). But this is also the case in diverse aspects of the lives of majority
women. Moreover, for minorities as well as majorities marginalisation may
simultaneously enhance processes of ‘modernisation’.

In fact both tendencies, and the personal ways in which they are per-
formed, intersect with equally situated versions of other societal processes.
Personal possibilities are always engendered as well as restricted by ethnici-
ties, gender, and other relations of power. Participation is disconnected from
unequivocal ‘traditions’, and is more or less open to negotiation (Staunæs
2005). Closing in on situated personal dilemmas without naïvely equating
their situation, recent research illustrates how persons from majorities as well
as minorities may face similar issues and difficulties. They may consequently
develop comparable and similar strategies of action otherwise understood as
specifically ‘ethnic’ (Staunæs 2005; Pedersen 2007).

In consideration of this I have chosen a multi-ethnic and transversalist
approach to the meanings of sexualised coercion. It is one that crosses ethnic
categorisations and includes gender. It explores common issues without ig-
noring the diverse positions of those to whom universalities supposedly ap-
ply (Yuval-Davis 1997: 125).

Critical issues and personal concerns

When personal meanings of ethnicities and gender are excluded from re-
search, tendencies to overlook personal concerns related to critical issues
connected to sexualised coercion are reinforced. As in Nina’s proposition,
they may be especially precarious:

I think, to start with… you loose control during coercion. And then when you
don’t have control over what is going to happen, because other people are making
the decisions on what is going to happen, then it feels like you don’t have control
over your own situation.

She highlights how crucial loss of agency is. Loss of agency, during the events
and their aftermaths were equally the critical issue described by all women re-
gardless of ethnicities (Salkvist/Pedersen 2008). In order to explore the mean-
ings of loss of agency an agency-oriented research approach is needed (Dreier
2008; Quin 2004). The proposed analysis therefore focuses on personal con-
cerns and strategies of action. Consequently discussions are structured around
personal perspectives on crucial issues. One result of the study on which the ar-
ticle draws was that in its aftermaths sexualised coercion was attributed and re-
attributed changing meanings. Hence the following paragraphs do not focus on
isolated meanings of events of sexualised coercion.
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Accounts chosen

The vast majority of women who contacted the Centre for Victims of Sexual
Assault in the period of the study were between 15 and 25 years old (Status-
rapport 2000–2004). Consequently accounts by 5 young minority women and
5 from the majority, were strategically selected. According to the case
method, and in order to construct the foundation for a knowledge-generating
analysis, the goal of selection was to create as rich a material as possible
(Flyvbjerg 2001). When the number of participants is limited, a strategic se-
lection may maximise the access to relevant information, and strengthen the
analysis. Accounts of participants were therefore chosen on the basis of their
informative value. They are each and together the most saturated in relation
to the subject of the article. As extreme, deviant or critical cases are criteria
that enable a critical questioning of dominant perspectives, they also repre-
sent a maximum of variation. Hence accounts were selected in consideration
of similarities and diversities.

Jasmin (22), Leyla (25), Zarah (23), and Madiha (20)1 come from diverse
ethnic minorities from the Middle East. Jessica’s (18) mother is from a Far
Eastern country and her father from the ethnic majority. Anna (19), Catrine
(18), Jennifer (17), Jette (23) and Nina (23) are from the ethnic majority. The
few times these pseudonyms are not used, the quotes are chosen from the
main study in order to boost discussions.

Lives of young women

The young women participating in the study were in the process of develop-
ing new strategies of action. While seeking to extend and establish new con-
texts of action, they sought through these to change and limit their participa-
tion in, and dependence on, those co-determined by their parents. Further-
more, the necessity of dealing in an individualised manner with changes and
choices in and between diverse courses of action is generally intensified in
late modernity (Giddens 1991). So when having been subjected to sexualised
coercion, many of the women’s reflections concerned contradictions between
receiving help and support from parents, while developing or at least main-
taining acquired aspects of agency. But when daughters had been subjected
to sexualised coercion parents often worried more, and their attempts at con-
trol escalated.

                                                          
1 Madiha was interviewed by Karin Sten Madsen (Rapport 2001: 32–33).
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One young woman from the ethnic majority wanted to distance herself
from her parents who tried to keep track of her whereabouts through frequent
calls to her cell-phone. After the event she said: ‘I feel as if I have been put in
a playpen. They constantly want to know where I am’. Fearing her parents
would increase what she experienced as their ‘interference’, she did not want
them to know how upset she actually was. Jasmin, who had been living with
the perpetrator, feared him as he stalked and threatened her, and was afraid
of living alone. Her parents were informed and wanted her to move back in
with them. Her brother and sister also encouraged her to do so. Feeling
‘claustrophobic’ at the mere thought, she adamantly refused. In addition, and
like other women, she wanted to protect her parents from the possible after-
maths of the events of coercion. Then instead, and in order to avoid what she
saw as their attempts at controlling her life, she shared a single room be-
longing to a girlfriend. After the event Catherine lived with her parents, but,
against their wish, spent most of her time at her boyfriend’s. Describing
staying with her parents she said: ‘My mum always asks me how I am. It is
almost too much… My dad doesn’t ask anything. He just looks worried… I
don’t want to talk to him about it either’. Like many of the women, she pri-
marily turned to peers for support. Another young woman described getting
help from girlfriends as: ‘Yes, the girls! We have gotten together many times,
sat down, cooked a good dinner, and then things were talked about.’

Most informants had limited experiences in dealing with crisis-like situa-
tions without the support of their parents. In the aftermaths of sexualised co-
ercion they found developing agency a project fraught with contradictions
and personal ambivalences. When they experienced anxiety and felt at risk of
further events of coercion, dependency on their parents increased. Both mi-
nority and majority women frequently experienced parental involvement, in
what they also referred to as their private lives, as potential threats to their
agency. Even when having moved out of their parents’ homes, their relations
with them were full of dilemmas. Nina, who had been living on her own for
quite a while, briefly moved back in with her parents. She said:

For example my parents, they wanted to help. It was nice when they were at
home. But they weren’t supposed to talk too much about it, and they weren’t sup-
posed to sit in the same room as me, and not to look too much at me. But I did not
want them to be indifferent either.

As in her statement above, loss of agency was inherent to the experience of
sexualised coercion. She, like several of the women, needed support and a
safe place to live. But moving back in with parents could be experienced as
just another loss of agency.
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Individualisation of blame and guilt

Theory frequently connects events categorised as traumatic with feelings of
guilt (Herman 1992). In what may seem an illustration of this Jasmin ex-
plained:

Yes, well it is not my responsibility (that I was raped). But when it is someone
that I have had a relationship with, then maybe I think the thought that: Oh no,
could it be my own fault?’ She added: ‘Even if it isn’t… then I might sit and ar-
gue with myself: Oh no, maybe I did something wrong, something or other,
right?’

In most cases registered by the Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault, women
were acquainted with their perpetrators (Rapport 2001). Knowing the perpe-
trator contributed to wondering about responsibility for the event. Addition-
ally, and pointing to the sociality of the meanings of events (Refby 2001),
both majority and minority women spoke of sexualised coercion as some-
thing they may be blamed for. Jennifer (17), who was twice subjected to
sexualised coercion, had been drinking. She described her parents’ perspec-
tive: ‘They were very angry with me and told me off, and said that surely now
I would stop drinking so much. Yes… they thought it was my own fault’. She
was in despair over their attribution of guilt, and, like Jasmin, it made her
worry about questions of responsibility and reflect on them.

Ascriptions of guilt sometimes contradicted what may otherwise have
been considered normal and appropriate. Parents of minority women, for ex-
ample, may be proud of their daughter’s self-determined lives, and majority
parents may accept the consumption of alcohol as an integral part of being
young. But when it became associated with sexualised coercion, it was con-
nected to notions of responsibility, if not guilt, and took the form of woman
blaming (Pedersen and Stormhøj 2006; Roche and Wood 2005). Persons
from the majority as well as minorities were apt to associate events of coer-
cion with personal ways of conducting life. Especially, but not exclusively,
in the case of the young majority women, an implicit late-modern individu-
alisation of responsibility for one’s life seemed connected to this. Thus Anna
stated: ‘I don’t like telling my parents about it (sexualised coercion). They
have taken such good care of me. It is as if I haven’t taken proper care of the
freedom they have given me’. ‘Woman blaming’ and other individualisations
like this one mask connections between victimisation and aspects of gen-
dered conditions for lives (Ronkainen 2001; Pedersen 2009).

Reflections on agency and feelings of responsibility in the study sug-
gested that ‘feelings of guilt’ are not natural, universal reactions to sexualised
coercion, as assumed in much theory and ‘trauma talk’ (Marecek 1999; Hel-
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liwell 2000). They were evidently related to blame assigned by others. Jas-
min reflected in the following in a way that was reminiscent of most of the
young women: ‘I think it is much easier if… if I had been assaulted on the
street (instead of by someone she knew), and then raped. Then perhaps it
was not (seen as) my responsibility’. She connected her remark to assump-
tions about responses by ‘her’ ethnic community. Meanwhile, and most im-
portantly women’s consequent (re)evaluations of their actions concerned per-
sonal agency. They were attempts of subjects at (re)constructing personal
perspectives on agency in the aftermaths of subjection to coercion (Salkvist
and Pedersen 2008).

Mainstream concepts of culture over-determine differences in ethnic mi-
norities. Jasmin and the other minority women connected their dilemmas to
their ethnic backgrounds. On the other hand, taking their own perspectives
for granted, majority women did not reflect on their experiences as ethnically
related. But obviously reflections made by minorities as well as by majorities
must be understood as ethnically/culturally informed attempts at under-
standing events and their aftermaths.

Sexualisation and sexuality

In late-modern Scandinavia, serial monogamy or having multiple sexual part-
ners is widely practiced by ethnic majority youngsters (Byriel and Rasmussen
2002; Johansson 2007). While not necessarily on a basis of gender equality,
sexual relations are negotiated and regulated by the participants themselves
(Giddens 1995). Young women customarily view such relationships as ‘natu-
ral’ explorations of sexuality and social relations. In this study sexuality was
generally a discussable topic in conversations with women friends. However,
and despite an extensive sexualisation of the public sphere (Nordisk Minister-
råd 2006), struggling with the sexualised aspect of coercion, which made it es-
pecially difficult to speak to her father, Nina said: ‘It was difficult to tell my
mum and dad… it is also embarrassing… We never talked about sexuality in
the family’. When associated with sexuality, sexualised coercion seemed to be a
sensitive, and in some contexts, ‘private’ subject.

Yet Jette explained that the sexualised aspects of coercion were not the
most difficult for her. Reminiscent of other informants, she compared the ex-
perience to waking up next to a man after a night on the town thinking:
‘What am I doing here?’ She did not feel that it reflected on her reputation,
nor on her experience of her sexuality. Nor did she, as it is often assumed,
experience sexual problems in the aftermaths of the event (Hilden and Si-
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denius 2002). But as she understood sexualised coercion as an offence
against her right to self-determination, it made her very angry. Even subse-
quently experiencing many problems, another young woman pointed out:
‘He had nothing to do with my relationship to sexuality, sensuality and that
kind of thing. He was not a part of my sex life as such. So I don’t think my
relationship to sex has changed much.’ Similarly, Nina reflected: ‘When you
use the word sex you immediately think of something nice. Something two
people have together. So when you use the word sex in association with the
concept of rape, then it doesn’t seem quite right, right?’

Although young women from non-western countries seem to be the least
sexually active youngsters in Denmark, many embrace sexual practices (By-
riel and Rasmussen 2002). Jasmin told her friends that she had been sub-
jected to sexualised coercion. But the sexualised aspect was not her main
concern, being stalked and threatened by the perpetrator was. Again, the
critical issues do not seem to pertain to ‘sex’ as much as to agency and self-
determination.

Issues and dilemmas for minority women

Minority informant’s lives did not correspond to Danish stereotypes. They
were not married, and did not live with their parents. All had secondary edu-
cations and were employed. Yet they reported that their parents expected
them to protect their virginity until marriage. But conducting their lives in
creolised ways, they had sexual relationships while pretending abstinence.

In host countries minorities’ traditionalisations of the regulation of
daughters’ lives may be co-determined by marginalisation, and acquire di-
verse meanings (Goodenow and Espin 1993; Mørck 2002; Yuval-Davis 1992).
In host countries like Denmark men may experience discrimination as dis-
empowering and emasculating. This may encourage (re)constructions of tra-
ditional(ised) gendered strategies of action (Yuval-Davis 1997: 67). Woman-
blaming practices may be aspects of such strategies. Madiha said: ‘When you
are raised not to be out late at night or go clubbing… not to do this and not
to do that, then of course it is the woman’s fault (that you experience sexual-
ised coercion)… The hardest thing was to think about telling my father. Fa-
thers react very, very strongly’. The risk of being blamed for events appears
to be enhanced by (re)traditionalisations. Despite their very different rela-
tions to their families, both Zarah and Madiha referred to their experiences as
potentially soiling family honour. Madiha explained: ‘It is also hard for the
family to go through all that… (instead) do something … the family can be
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proud of.’ Such dilemmas may mistakenly be understood as static expres-
sions of religions or traditions, instead of as answers to overarching aspects
of contemporary social relations or to relations between majority and minor-
ity (Baumann 1999). Besides, in diverse family contexts, young majority
women like Anna also kept silent about the events. They were equally wor-
ried about feelings and actions of family members, sometimes especially
about those of fathers and brothers.

All the same the young minority women seemed especially concerned
about perspectives of families and communities, including the sanctions or
rejections of potential future husbands. Minority boys and men were ascribed
stances similar to those of the parental generation. So concerning their possi-
bilities of marrying someone from ‘their’ ethnic communities, public knowl-
edge of their ‘loss of virginity’ became a real worry. This may make the
women refrain from reporting sexualised coercion to the police. Furthermore,
Jasmin described how she was accosted in the street by men instructing her
to behave in accordance with ‘tradition’. It was also suggested that she marry
the perpetrator, and she included it in her reflections on how she may again
be fully recognised as a member of ‘her’ community. Most majority women
made sharp distinctions between the meanings of self-initiated sexual rela-
tionships and sexualised coercion. To minority women this distinction did
not seem so clear. Jasmin said:

There it is again that thing, that you (majority women) don’t have to be a virgin
when you get married. But we do. If I was Danish, and had Danish parents, of
course I would tell them (about being subjected to coercion), but not when my
parents are foreigners.

The creolisation of their lives seemed to contribute to complicate their relations
to their parents and to others. They reflected on how to keep events secret, as
they simultaneously wanted to participate in aspects of traditionalised life as
well as in the multiethnic life of youths. Thus (re-)traditionalisation of perspec-
tives on sexuality, with an emphasis on virginity, was described by minority in-
formants as occasioning interconnected dilemmas. Zarah said: ‘If they (her par-
ents) said that there was nothing wrong with it, that it wasn’t a problem with
virginity, then of course you would tell them quietly and easily’. She continued:
‘I live alone. Of course it wasn’t (OK) in the start. But I fought until the end, so
now I have moved.’ She stated this as an argument against telling her parents
about coercion, and added that physicians have to get permissions from parents
when you are under 18 and in need of an abortion. Since both self-initiated
sexuality and experiences of coercion were associated with restrictions of
(re)traditionalisation, some minority women experienced particular ambiva-
lences in attempts at developing connected aspects of their agency.
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Jessica’s mother was from the Far East and a practicing Catholic. For
support Jessica turned to her father and her sister-in-law, who both came
from the ethnic majority. Discussing her reasons for not wanting to talk with
her mother about her problems she, like Jasmin, explained that she consid-
ered her mother to be too ‘old fashioned’. The conflicts and ambivalences the
young women experienced were evidently mediated through their participa-
tion in contradictory practices of diverse and interconnected majority and
minority contexts. Keeping secrets and working out who to tell and what to
tell them became a constant necessity. In their trajectories across contexts,
they had grown critical of (re)traditionalisations of women’s sexuality and
thus risked conflicts with, and exclusion from, facets of their life in minority
communities. It meant risking deprivation of possibilities of participating in
constitutive parts of their current life. In the aftermaths of sexualised coer-
cion, social isolation and marginalisation was an issue for all informants
(Salkvist 2006). But for minority women ‘belonging’ to minority communi-
ties it seemed to accentuate the risk of isolation.

Modifying the conduct of minority lives

Linked to participation in diverse contexts over time and place, personal
stances and strategies of action are intentionally and continuously re-flected
on and transformed (Dreier 2008). Regarding gender, the conduct of life of
the minority women seemed specifically conflict-ridden. Perhaps therefore
gendered and generational modifications of stances seemed most conspicu-
ous in their accounts. Speaking about relations to a possible future daughter
Zarah said: ‘… I’d rather that she’d come and tell me (about being subjected
to sexualised coercion)’. Jasmin argued: ‘But that is double standards. You
want your daughter to come and tell you, but you won’t tell your own par-
ents’. Zarah replied: ‘Yes, I know, but that’s because our parents are much
more eh… a little more old fashioned’. Jasmin wanted to protect her parents
from knowledge that she expected they did not to want. Experiencing their
own stances as far more negotiable (Giddens 1991; Søndergaard 1996), Jas-
min’s and Zarah’s exchange referred to conflicts with (re)traditionalised ones
as necessitating specific strategies. Zarah emphasised it saying: ‘I wouldn’t
tell my parents… Perhaps later on I’ll tell my siblings’. Evocative of major-
ity women, when in need of support concerning gendered and sexualised ex-
periences, they regularly turned to girlfriends.

Nonetheless, summing up a discussion about disclosing events of sexual-
ised coercion, Leyla stated: ‘I think it is more sort of personal… how you
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want it yourself… how you judge it’. Acquiescing in this description of their
choices as being personal, the young women were actively modifying and
creolising aspects of their stances so as to resemble individualising ‘majority
discourses’. These young women, wanting more self-determination than they
experienced was possible in parts of the minorities, developed kaleidoscopic
ways of conducting their lives. Accordingly conflicts and modifications were
more clearly voiced by them than by majority women. Despite of this, re-
flections on and modifications of perspectives and stances were central for all
participants. In its aftermaths, subjection to sexualised coercion made each
one of them re-evaluate and/or modify her perspective on the gendered con-
duct of daily life (Pedersen 2008b).

Concluding remarks

The conduct of lives of the minority informants constituted rather advanced
and sophisticated forms of creolisation. It is difficult to determine how ac-
counts and analyses would have evolved if women with more (re)traditio-
nalised conduct of lives had participated. Furthermore, the informants do not
speak for all young women who have been subjected to sexualised coercion
(Pedersen 2003). Meanwhile, the issues they deal with are not just individual
psychological issues. Although they may present themselves in different
ways and be attributed diverse personal meanings, they are issues of daily
life that many women have to deal with. They are issues embedded in socie-
tal praxis.

The article examines the meanings of issues connected to ethnified mi-
norities and majority. Ethnification of daily life intersects with gendering and
(re)traditionalisation as well as with individualisation. The impression of
ethnic differences in their interwowen personal meanings is boosted by ana-
lytical categorisations into majority and minorities. It is also strengthened by
the explicitness of ethnicity in accounts by minority participants versus its
implicitness in accounts by majority participants. These dynamics are linked
to the current Danish discursive over-determination of gender-trouble in the
lives of minority women, and to its corresponding under-determination in the
lives of majority women. Masking aspects of diverse gendered relations of
power inherent in practices of sexualised coercion, both over- and under-
determination may be understood as symbolic violence (Pedersen 2009;
Bourdieu 1998). In countries in which women have obtained legislative
equality this form of violence may even be basic to practices of gendered
inequality (Krais 1993).
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With an analytical focus on personal meanings of ethnicities as well as on
the social, intersecting and changing character of the conduct of lives, some
issues stand out. In this study, diverse forms of symbolic violence were seen
to inhibit young women’s efforts at dealing with central issues concerning
the meanings of the aftermaths of sexualised coercion. Minority women did
not conceive their problems to be similar to those of majority women, nor
linked to issues common to young women in general. They formulated them
within a gendered discourse of ‘them and us’, and consequently over-
generalised minority women as having essentially different problems. In
contrast, majority women rarely voiced sexualised coercion as forms of vio-
lence against women. In a Danish context, linking sexualised coercion to
gender may appear to be a negation of the proclaimed gender equality, and
may have seemed unfounded. Thus, when subjected to individualising and
woman-blaming discourses, they did not recognise them as such. Conse-
quently, both minority and majority women had difficulties unravelling the
complex agency-related intersecting meanings of ethnicities, gender and
sexualised coercion. Yet they did not seem to feel guilt as often and auto-
matically as trauma-literature may lead us to expect. Rather their feelings and
reflections were concretely linked to social and gendered ascriptions of
meanings. As minority as well as majority women are released from tradi-
tion-orientated regulations of sexuality and other aspects of their lives, they
are ascriptions that are undergoing change.

Living the lives of young women had consequences for agency in gen-
eral, and for relations to families in particular. Some were more secretive
about the events of coercion than others. Some, especially some minority
women were more experienced in leading secret lives. Meanwhile, some ex-
perienced specific dilemmas relating to their parents and other members of
the ethnic communities. Expectations regarding virginity restricted them in
confiding in, and getting support from parents. Public knowledge of the
events entailed specific risks of exclusion. Generally, the more constrained
and contradictory the lives of the young women were, the more they were
troubled in their struggles to (re)gain agency. At times creolisation of their
conduct of lives contributed to this. Other major struggles were, however,
apparent in the lives of some majority women. Besides, as supported by the
study on which this article draws, the events of sexualised coercion as such
did not determine the meanings ascribed to them (Pedersen 2008c). In their
aftermaths, regardless of ethnicity, they were social and situated, hereby
contributing to their diverse and changing meanings. Ascribed meanings
were connected across diverse contexts of the informants’ pasts, presents and
envisaged futures, each informant having her own unique and personal tra-
jectory. Thus, the study as a whole suggests that research should focus more
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on the contextualisation and re-contextualisation of the personal meanings of
the aftermaths of sexualised coercion.

Research must unmask the symbolic violence inherent in dualisations of
universalist versus relativist approaches, in conceptualisations of majority
versus minority, in practices individualising gendered violence, and in the
gender blindness of certain versions of multiculturalism. They should be re-
placed by approaches that encompass agency in its connectedness to the
complex and intersecting social relations in which we conduct our lives.
Wishing to avoid further victimisation of already victimised women, gender-
informed transversalist research that includes first-person perspectives is
necessary for prevention and support practices.
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Correlates of Partner Violence and Health
among Migrant Women in Germany:
Results of Comparable Analyses of Quantitative
Survey Data

Monika Schröttle and Nadia Khelaifat        

Introduction

Although partner violence1 has elicited studies world-wide, relatively few
have examined partner violence among migrants and their descendants or
specific risk factors in such violence (see chapter by Condon/Lesné/Schröttle
in this Reader). Furthermore, whilst violence and its health impacts have
been a focus for research in many countries (also through the DHS survey
programme, see Hindin/Kishor/Ansara 2008), there has been little national
level research on such relationships in Europe (Martinez, Schröttle et al.
2006a). There is thus substantial knowledge internationally about the rele-
vant risk factors/correlates2, but, given the lack of quantitative survey data
allowing such analysis, the potential differences between population groups
have as yet received little attention (Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008; see chapter
by Romito et al. in this volume). This article is based on the results and sec-
ondary analyses of the first national representative survey on violence against
women in Germany (Schröttle and Müller 2004). It examines correlates of
partner violence of i) Turkish origin women and ii) women from the former
Soviet Union who have migrated to Germany, and compares the data to that
of indigenous German women.3 It partly distinguishes Turkish migrant
women of the first and second migrant generation, and, furthermore, it dis-
                                                          
1 We use the term ‘partner violence’ here interchangeably with domestic violence and abuse.
2 Risk factors and correlates will be used interchangeably: a risk factor or correlate is here in-

terpreted as something that is associated with, or correlates with, a woman’s exposure to vio-
lence.

3 For this chapter the terms migrant women, Turkish origin and women from the former SU
are used instead of the term ‘ethnic minority women’ as neither the women from Turkey are
related to (only) one ethnic group nor do the women who have migrated from the former SU
to Germany; many of the latter have German origins related to their ancestors but were
socialized in the countries of the former SU. The term ‘migration background’ (Migrations-
hintergrund in German) is a defining criterion of German official statistics to describe a
population composed of migrants and their descendants since 1950 and is used here, because
it widens the perspective from men/women who have migrated themselves to their des-
cendants and next generations.
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tinguishes different forms, levels and patterns of violence. This type of in-
formation is crucial for a better understanding of the specific risks of partner
violence for migrant and ethnic minority women.

Migrants born in Turkey or in countries of the former Soviet Union con-
stitute the largest migrant groups in Germany. While the Turkish migration
flow began under the ‘Gastarbeiter’ (guest worker) scheme in the 1950s, the
flow from the former Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries,
often repatriates of German descent, began much later, in the 1990s (Münz
and Ulrich 2000; Krobisch and Heckmann 2008). There is now a substantial
population of people born in Germany whose parents or grandparents were
born in Turkey. These, and their migrant parents, whose values and customs
are often labelled as ‘non German’, have been in the spotlight in widespread
debate on issues linked to integration. Such debate is shaped by aggressive
anti-Islamic rhetoric against Turkish migrants, who are accused of not being
willing to integrate into German society. Assumptions about ‘traditional’
gender relationships as well as violence against women (and girls) in these
communities are being used for anti-immigration-politics. Yet this debate
lacks attention to internal differences, thereby contributing to a collective
prejudice against all Turkish migrants and to all migrants associated with
Muslim religions.

The examination of quantitative data, despite several limitations (see Con-
don/Lesné/Schröttle in this Reader), can contribute to more detailed identifi-
cation and differentiation of women affected by violence and thus make sug-
gestions for appropriate intervention, support and prevention programmes
tailored to the migrant women’s specific needs. Although higher rates and
more serious levels of partner violence particularly against Turkish origin
women were found in the German VAW prevalence survey, it is important
not to stigmatise the whole (Turkish) migrant community as being more op-
pressive towards women, since partner violence is also a major problem
among the German origin majority and other migrant groups.

Data used for the study

The following results are based on secondary analyses of the first large-scale
representative study on violence against women in Germany. The original
study was conducted in 2003 on behalf of the Federal Ministry for Family
Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth and was published under the title
‘Life situation, safety and health of women in Germany’ (Schröttle and Mül-
ler 2004). It included survey data of more than 10,000 randomly selected
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women aged between 16 and 85 who were living in German households and
had different ethnic origins. While in the main study women were inter-
viewed in German, in additional samples, randomly selected women with a
migration background, not fluently speaking German, were interviewed in
both Turkish and Russian.4 The samples for all age groups included 501 in-
terviews with women who migrated from former countries of the Soviet Un-
ion, 371 interviews with women of Turkish origin and 8,699 interviews with
indigenous German women. The ethnic origin of the interviewees was de-
termined by the country of birth of both parents, and, as a subordinate crite-
rion, by the citizenship of the interviewee. Therefore, migrants of first and
second generations were included and third generation migrants only when
they did not (yet) hold German citizenships. All interviewees were chosen
from a representative community sample, which guarantees high quality and
representativeness of the sample. Overall, the original study found that one in
four women of the entire study population had experienced at least one case
of physical and/or sexual assault by their current and/or former partners.
Most violence was found to be domestic violence perpetrated by current or
former intimate partners in their own homes (Schröttle and Müller 2004).

The study ‘Health – violence – migration’ (Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008)
was a secondary analysis of the data from the national prevalence study and
examined the connections between health, migration background, and vio-
lence. It aimed at finding out i) whether, and to what extent there was a dif-
ference in the current health of women with and without migration back-
grounds, ii) what factors could cause difference, and iii) how violence, dis-
crimination and social imbalances may have an influence on women’s health.
The initial study analyses of the data had found increased prevalence rates of
partner violence among women with a Turkish migration background in par-
ticular; furthermore, research findings of the German and other national
prevalence data show a general relationship between violence and negative
health consequences (Martinez, Schröttle et al. 2006b). This secondary
analysis included: interviews with 8,023 indigenous German women, 368
women of Turkish origin and 475 women from former Soviet countries, aged
between 16 and 75 years.5 This analysis was supplemented by a further study

                                                          
4 The Turkish and Russian interviews were conducted using translated questionnaires and

face-to-face-interviews with additional (written) self-completion questionnaires on child-
hood and partner violence. All interviewers were female, intensively trained for the inter-
views and most of them had a migration background themselves and could conduct the
interviews in their mother tongue. That was an important precondition for reaching more
migrant women to make them feel comfortable and confidence.

5 The case numbers/sample sizes differ slightly between individual secondary analyses/
studies, because either different age groups or only subsamples of women with current or
previous partner were included; furthermore definitions of “migration background” differed.
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into the levels of severity, patterns, risk factors and consequences of partner
violence (Schröttle and Ansorge 2009), which concentrated on the entire sur-
vey population and included a few additional analyses on migrant women.

The correlates of partner violence among Turkish women were examined
in another secondary analysis within a Masters Thesis (Khelaifat 2007).6 A
distinction was made between first and second migrant generations. Here, the
overall objective was to explore correlates of partner lifetime violence among
Turkish origin women to find out “high risk groups” and investigate possible
differences between the first and second generation. It was based on 310
Turkish women under the age of 60 years who had been identified to have
been in at least one partnership, 78% of whom were of the first migrant gen-
eration.

Prevalence, severity levels and patterns of partner
violence

Although the majority of (severely) abused women in Germany do not have a
migration background, in the German study, migrant women of Turkish ori-
gin, by comparison, reported violence at the hands of their partners more of-
ten, and it was more severe and more frequent than violence reported by
women of German origin and women from the former Soviet Union (Schrött-
le and Ansorge 2009). Turkish origin women in this study were affected
most frequently and most seriously by physical and/or sexual partner vio-
lence.

Table 1 shows that with respect to current and/or former partners,
women of Turkish origin reported slightly higher rates of physical and/or
sexual violence, but with respect to the current partner, there was twice the
rate of at least one act of physical and/or sexual violence (see Table 1).

                                                          
6 The data analysis included a sample description at the bivariate level using chi-square tests.

Furthermore crude and stratified odds ratios were calculated. In the study, different from the
other studies, migrant status was used. The migrant status was based on two variables:
‘country of birth’ and ‘country, where a woman had mostly grown up until the age of 16’.
Ergo when a woman was born in Germany and had also grown up in Germany she was con-
sidered to belong to the second generation, while women who were born in Turkey and had
either grown up in Turkey, Germany, or another country were considered to belong to the
first generation.
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Table 1: Prevalence of partner violence in the sample groups by
comparison based on women below 75 years of age

Origin of respondents
German Origin Turkish Origin Former USSR

Partner violence

At least one act of physical and/or sexual
violence by current and/or previous partners*

26% 37% 27%

At least one act of physical and/or sexual
violence by current partner**

13% 29% 16%

Sexual abuse by current partner **   1%   5%   3%

More severe forms of psychological abuse by
current partner (with and without other forms
of violence)**

16% 39% 30%

Patterns of severe forms of psychological
violence without physical/sexual violence

10% 21% 20%

Patterns of severe domestic physical/ sex-
ual/psycholgical abuse by current partner
(more frequent acts and regularly in combi-
nation with severe psychological violence)

  5% 18%   9%

* Related to women who have a current and/or former relationship
** Related to women who have a current partner
(sources: Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008; Schröttle and Ansorge 2009)

The detailed analysis of physical, sexual and psychological partner violence
prevalence highlighted that women of Turkish origin are not only more fre-
quently but also more severely affected by physical, sexual and psychologi-
cal abuse by their current partner. One in six Turkish origin women (18%)
had reported patterns of severe physical, psychological and partly sexual
violence by the current partner in comparison with 5–9% of women from the
other groups. Furthermore, both groups of migrant women had reported lev-
els of severe psychological violence through current partners which were
twice as high as those reported by women of German origin (see Table 1).
This suggests that, as far as psychological abuse is concerned, not ethnicity
but the consequences of migration and the accompanying social tensions and
strains on gender roles may have an important role in amplifying the risk of
violence.

With respect to violence experienced through different perpetrator
groups, including violence inside and outside the domestic context, women
from former Soviet countries – irrespective of victim-perpetrator relation-
ships – more frequently encountered sexual abuse (18% vs. 12–13% in the
other groups, see Table 2, second line). Contrary to this, indigenous German
women reported sexual harassment more frequently than women with a mi-
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gration background (61% vs. 51–54% of migrant women; see Table 2). Psy-
chological and physical violence in various areas of life, committed inside
and outside the main partner relationship, had been experienced by all groups
to the same extent, or with no significant (or distinctive) differences. How-
ever, both migrant groups had faced significantly higher rates of discrimina-
tion from their social environment than German origin women. More than
one in five women with a migration background stated that they had experi-
enced disadvantage or mistreatment due to their sex, age or ethnic origin,
compared with less than one in ten women of German origin (see Table 2).

Table 2: Prevalence of violence through all perpetrators in the sample
groups by comparison based on women below 75 years of age

Origin of respondents
German Origin Turkish Origin Former USSR

Violence – all perpetrators

Physical abuse – irrespective of
victim-perpetrator relationship

38% 45% 40%

Sexual abuse (only criminal offences) 13% 12% 18%

Sexual harassment 61% 51% 54%

Psychological abuse – irrespective of
victim-perpetrator relationship

42% 44% 45%

Discrimination based on sex, age or ethnic
background

  9% 23% 21%

(sources: Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008; Schröttle and Ansorge 2009)

It is important to include data of the different types, severity levels and pat-
terns of violence within and outside the domestic context for a better under-
standing of the lived situation of migrant and ethnic minority women (within
national and social contexts). The German data shows a very high prevalence
of psychological violence through partners of both migrant women groups.
Women of Turkish origin, in particular, experienced patterns of severe abuse
(physical, psychological and sexual violence) by their current partners to a
significantly higher extent than other groups in this study. Yet the study also
shows that the majority of women with and without migration background
were not affected by any form of violence through partners. Thus, simplified
stigmatisation of specific groups of ethnic minority women due to abusive
partner relationships cannot be confirmed by the existing empirical data. The
results demonstrate that violence against migrant women is not only found in
the domestic context but also in other life settings, and social discrimination
also contributes to the victimisation of these women. Some migrant women
were victimised through specific forms of violence (e.g. sexual violence)
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outside the domestic context, and this could be due to vulnerable working
conditions and isolation which might lead to higher risks. The analyses high-
light that the victimisation of migrant women and German origin women
might differ considerably.

Correlates and risk factors for partner violence

Understanding the causes of partner violence is crucial for its prevention.
Partner violence is considered to be ‘entirely a product of its social context’
(Jewkes 2002: 1423). Partner violence is understood to be the result of ‘in-
terplay of personal, situational and cultural factors…’ (Krug et al. 2002: 97;
Schröttle 1999). However, systematic research on risk and protective factors
in partner violence is limited; most studies are of cross-sectional design and
only examine a restricted number of predictive factors. There is not enough
evidence in these studies to indicate i) which factors are the most important,
and ii) how the direction and interplay of multiple risk factors with victimi-
sation can be identified (Krug et al. 2002). With most ‘risk factors’ or corre-
lates, the causal relationship cannot be established. Risk factors or correlates,
which have been found so far, thus should be treated cautiously and cannot
be assumed to be complete (ibid.).

Which factors are correlated with the increased violence experienced by
migrant women, particularly in relation to the increased violence affecting
different generations of Turkish migrant women? Is this primarily a case of
increased risks resulting from difficult social and economic conditions, and
discrimination experienced/faced by migrants in Germany? To what extent
are gender-specific power-relations and gender-equal task-sharing within the
partner relationship relevant? These questions were examined in the multi-
variate analyses. Overall, it was found that the migrant women more often
had disadvantaged social situations; they frequently lacked educational and
financial resources, had limited knowledge of the German language, held in
some cases more traditional values, but also lacked awareness of support fa-
cilities. This, in turn, all complicates women’s attempts at breaking out of a
violent and abusive relationship and increases the risk of severe violence.
Most of all, violence experienced by women in their families of origin, espe-
cially violence between parents, was an important factor for the victimisation
of women in later adult life.
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Socioeconomic and educational resources

Although suggested in some studies, no simple educational and social class
correlation with regard to domestic violence was found for the whole popu-
lation in either the initial or further analyses of the 2004 German prevalence
study. With respect to the severity levels and patterns of violence, women
with lower levels of education and income are not generally more affected by
severe abuse than women with higher education or a privileged social situa-
tion. However, analyses of risk factors for migrant and ethnic minority
women affected by severe partner violence showed that a higher level of
education and socio-economic status, having an independent income and oc-
cupation appear to be protective factors for migrant women.

Education

More highly educated Turkish origin women experienced significantly lower
rates of severe physical and sexual partner violence than less educated Turk-
ish women. For highly educated women, the rates of partner violence are
comparable to German women. Yet, almost all women of Turkish origin who
reported physical or sexual violence by their current partner had no accred-
ited professional training or higher education. The role of education cannot
be disregarded: while in itself it cannot protect women from partner violence,
it is vital for empowering women to leave violent relationships because it
helps them to gather and understand information about violence and support
institutions, and consequently gain control over their world (Kishor 2000 as
cited by Kishor and Johnson 2004: 31).

Employment and professional status

Employment and occupational status were relevant protective factors espe-
cially for women of Turkish origin with respect to severe grades and patterns
of partner violence. Employed women of Turkish origin were, in contrast to
migrant women from the former SU, less frequently affected by psychologi-
cal, physical and sexual violence and severe patterns of abuse by intimate
partners than unemployed women of Turkish origin. A low professional
status heightened the risk for Turkish women of severe forms of current part-
ner violence, while women from the former SU were at higher risk when
they had a middle or high professional status. Thus, these results partly sup-
port previous studies which showed that working women might be at in-
creased risk of partner violence under certain circumstances (Yilmaz and
Battegay 1997; Kishor and Johnson 2004). For women from the former So-
viet Union (SU) countries, whose men were often unemployed in the migra-
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tion context, the women’s employment status might be perceived as a threat
or a loss of power, often accompanied by higher alcohol consumption and to
some extent by violence towards the partner. But for Turkish women the re-
sults rather confirm studies which have found a correlation between unem-
ployment of women and partner violence (Coker et al. 2000; Richardson et
al. 2002; Vest et al. 2002; Walby and Allen 2004).

Male status, occupational/economic resources and the related dynamics
within the couple relationship, varied depending on the (sub)cultural, social
and ethnic backgrounds and were found to affect domestic violence in differ-
ent ways. In the German majority population similar contradictory mecha-
nisms were found as the two groups who were most affected by partner vio-
lence were women under 35 with no education and no social resources on the
one hand, and women over 45 with higher incomes, higher education and
higher occupational status on the other hand. Unemployment of male part-
ners was discovered to be a factor that heightened the risk for violence
against women, independently of their cultural or ethnic background: here
the prevalence rates were equally high in all examined groups and no group
differences emerged. As Jewkes (2002) has pointed out, ‘Violence is fre-
quently used to resolve a crisis of male identity’ (ibid.: 1423). Although this
underlines male unemployment as being a violence-promoting factor, it can-
not be the single causal factor because the majority of violent male partners
of women from the German survey were not unemployed nor did they hold
subordinate job positions.

Income and social position

Low household net income (or when partly or fully dependent on state bene-
fits) and a marginal household or personal income was highly correlated with
domestic violence but only for migrant women within the survey. Low
monthly household net income was found to increase the risk of partner vio-
lence, particularly among younger second generation migrant women of
Turkish origin. This finding confirms previous studies which have also found
a similar association (Bureau of Justice Statistics 1994; McCauley et al.
1995; Dearwater et al. 1998; Coker et al. 2000; Sahin and Sahin 2003; Mal-
coe et al. 2004; Walby and Allen 2004) but it must be stressed that these cor-
relations are not significant for the whole survey sample.

The direction of causality between violence and income is not clear: it is
possible that poverty precedes partner violence or vice versa, since divorce or
separation often means that women become poorer (Kishor and Johnson
2004: 27). As maintained by İllkkaracan (1996: 5–6), Turkish women who
had faced partner violence were often quick to give up legal procedures in-
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volving the payment of alimony to avoid future threats and pressures or be-
cause they did not know their rights due to language problems. This can also
contribute to the lower socio-economic status of women affected by intimate
partner violence.

Traditional gender relations/gender relationships and male
dominance

Male dominance in the relationship increased the risk of (severe) partner
violence for all women irrespective of their origin. However, women of
Turkish origin more often described their current partners as very dominant,
though migrant women from the former SU also reported this. Male domi-
nance in relationships was found to be a relevant factor in all population
groups but is especially significant for partners of migrant women; yet most
partners of migrant women (independently of their country of origin) do not
display male dominance within relationships. Male dominance in intimate
relationships is found to be a risk factor, but also a consequence of violence
in intimate relationships, thus the direction of causality cannot be determined
due to lack of longitudinal studies.

Divorce and separation

As observed in social work and police practice for many years, the post-
separation and divorce situation pose a high risk for all women with regard to
severe violence by the current or former partner. This was also confirmed in
the findings of the German survey: being divorced or separated was found to
be significantly correlated with the experience of lifetime partner violence.
Separated/divorced women of the whole sample population (with and with-
out migration background) were three to five times more likely to have expe-
rienced partner violence than women who were not divorced/separated. This
result is also in line with several studies and national prevalence surveys,
which have identified being divorced or separated to be highly associated
with partner violence (Martinez and Schröttle et al. 2006b; Bureau of Justice
Statistics 1994; McCauley et al. 1995; Coker et al. 2000; Richardson et al.
2002; Vest et al. 2002; Walby and Allen 2004; Watson and Parsons 2005;
Hyman et al. 2006).

Although separation is correlated with violence for all women, for
women with a Turkish migration background this risk is considerably higher:
separated/divorced women of Turkish origin were more than six times more
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likely to have experienced partner violence when compared to married women,
and more than four times more likely than single/widowed women (Khelaifat
2007). When stratified by age, it was ascertained that women under 35 of
Turkish origin had an almost fifteen-fold risk of partner violence when com-
pared to their married counterparts, and an almost tenfold risk when com-
pared to their single/widowed counterparts.7 When these women separated
from their partners, they stated significantly more frequently than other re-
spondent groups having experienced threatening or violent (stalking) acts
and, furthermore, having been exposed to higher rates of violence and threats
regarding the joint custody of children. Overall, the data shows that about
one third of the women with a Turkish migration background were eminently
at risk of becoming a victim of violence by their previous partners during
separation or divorce. This applies to one in seven women from former SU
countries, and one in ten women of German origin (Schröttle and Ansorge
2008). This increased risk of encountering violence makes separation for
some groups of migrants even more hazardous.

Language skills, duration of stay in Germany and social
integration of the women

Poor German language skills in both migrant groups were found to correlate
with physical and sexual assaults by partners. For migrant women who had
lived less than ten years in Germany, the duration of stay was not related to
violence by current partners. Additionally, there was no significant correla-
tion between German born and other migrant women. Fewer social contacts,
or not feeling socially integrated, were correlated with partner violence for
all women irrespective of their origin. Both groups of migrants were signifi-
cantly less embedded in social relations than women of German origin.
About one quarter of migrants of both populations were socially integrated to
a low degree compared to 7% of women of German origin in current partner
relationships. Twice as many women of German origin as women with a mi-
gration background were highly socially integrated (41% vs. 19–20%). Never-
theless, compared to the other respondents groups, Turkish migrants experi-
enced extensive occurrences of violence, and this was found even when there
was increased social integration. There is speculation that stronger involve-
ment in traditional family structures might hinder some migrant women
leaving violent partners and this may also be a related factor.

                                                          
7 However, this result should be treated cautiously as the sample size was very small.
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The causality of the association between low social contacts and partner
violence cannot be established here. It is possible that low levels of social
contacts make Turkish and other migrant women more vulnerable to partner
violence. Nevertheless, partner violence has also been found to decrease so-
cial contacts because abusive partners may restrict and control women’s so-
cial interactions to prevent detection, and women might withdraw from
sources of help and support due to feelings of shame (Smith, Tessaro and
Earp 1995: 173–174). However, without social contacts, abused women are
trapped in their relationships because they lack much needed support, advice
and help to leave. Social contacts in migrant communities might not be help-
ful per se. Some migrant communities pressure women to remain silent when
they encounter partner violence (Bhuyan and Senturia 2005: 897). In these
communities, violence is excused on grounds of tradition, love or honour,
and the group norms are considered to be superior to a woman’s individual
needs. In addition, when women do not adhere to group norms, pressure,
isolation and even violence can be sanctioned (İllkkaracan 1996: 5).

Violence in childhood and youth

Childhood experiences of violence seem to be the most powerful risk factor
for violence against women in couple relationships according to this study
and several other national surveys worldwide (Schröttle and Ansorge 2009;
Martinez and Schröttle et al. 2006: 30f; Straus and Yodanis 1996; Coker et
al. 2000; Jewkes et al. 2002; Kishor and Johnson 2004; Watson and Parsons
2005). Women who had experienced violence during childhood and adoles-
cence in the German study had, independently of migration/national back-
ground, a two to threefold risk of suffering partner violence in later life;
women, who had been sexually abused before their 15th birthday, had a four-
fold risk of suffering sexual abuse in adult life. Three quarters of women af-
fected by patterns of severe violence in current relationships had experienced
physical, sexual and/or psychological assaults during childhood or adoles-
cence. This has an immense impact on their psychological and physical
health, which calls for continuing support (beyond an acute violent situation)
for women (and their children) independently of their social and migration
background.

When not confronted with violence during their childhood and youth,
women with and without a migration background experienced physical/sex-
ual violence and severe patterns of violence by intimate partners less often.
In comparison, migrant women in the German survey had not reported sig-
nificantly higher rates of violence during their childhood and youth with re-
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spect to parental physical and mental violence, as well as sexual assaults
during childhood and youth. The only difference was found with respect to
witnessing violence between parents which was reported by women of
Turkish origin significantly more often. Witnessing violence between parents
was significantly correlated with physical/sexual intimate partner violence. If
no violence between parents was witnessed by women, no significant differ-
ences emerged any more between the different groups of women with and
without migration background. Overall, the above results emphasise the vital
role for raising awareness of the intergenerational transmission of violence
within prevention programmes directed at all women and men regardless of
their ethnic origin.

Health factors, violence and migration background

Indicators for the negative health consequences of VAW have been estab-
lished in several national and international studies since the 1990s8. In the
German survey, as in other European prevalence surveys on VAW, two
sources were used in order to examine health impact on VAW: on the one
hand questions on the current physical and psychological health status were
included and results correlated with different forms of victimisation through
violence (here confounding factors for the current health status like age, so-
cial and economic situation are controlled); on the other hand the direct im-
pact of violence perceived by the women were investigated (Martinez and
Schröttle et al. 2007). The results from the German survey, in line with other
studies, found strong correlations of VAW with psychosomatic health com-
plaints such as: head and stomach aches, gastro-intestinal complaints, cere-
bral problems, dizziness, respiratory complaints, circulatory problems, skin
conditions, abdominal pains, menstrual problems and other gynaecological
complaints. Several psychological problems were also quoted significantly
more frequently by those affected by violence, especially stress symptoms,
sleeping disturbances, feeling low, depression, suicidal thoughts, anxiety and
panic attacks, reduced working performance and eating disorders (Schröt-
tle/Hornberg/Bohne et al. 2008; Schröttle and Khelaifat 2008). Furthermore,
victims of violence had nearly twice as many complications during preg-
nancy or childbirth.

                                                          
8 For an overview of international results, see Schröttle, Hornberg and Bohne et al. 2008 and

for methodological considerations, Martinez and Schröttle et al. 2006 b, 2007, see also Krug
et al. 2002
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Interestingly, the German study found in parallel that not only a less
positive self-assessment of current health was particularly evident especially
among Turkish migrants above 45 years, but also that several of the above
stated health and psychological complaints were reported more often by mi-
grants, especially by Turkish origin migrants of the elder generation (e.g.
headaches or stomach aches, gastrointestinal complaints, stress symptoms,
cerebral problems gynaecological symptoms, anxiety, panic attacks, sleep
disturbance and suicidal thoughts). Thus, as violent assaults, as well as health
problems, were identified to be more frequent in women of Turkish origin,
the hypothesis was tested by multivariate statistical analysis, whether and to
what extent the worse health situation of specific groups of women migrants
was related to their experiences of violence.

It was found that the greater health burden of Turkish origin migrant
women was not solely or predominantly due to their increased affectedness
of violence, but was also linked to variables of their present life situations.
The poor health situation reported by a proportion of women migrants, in
particular women of Turkish origin in Germany, was mainly linked to the
women’s difficult social situation: here indirect influences are highly relevant
such as the interconnected factors of education, income and social integra-
tion. Low educational and income status, a lack of social contacts, low social
integration, and insecure or poor working conditions were found to be the
main factors influencing Turkish migrant womens’ health status. Thus, the
health situation of these women is compromised not only by a higher preva-
lence of violence, but to high extent by additional social and economic fac-
tors, including social discrimination. Vice versa, the problematic health and
social situations of relevant groups of women migrants may increase their
vulnerability to intimate partner violence, consequently making it more diffi-
cult to leave violent (couple or family) relationships.

Discussion of the results with respect to intervention,
support and prevention

A considerable proportion of migrant women in Germany are affected by
violence and health problems and find it difficult to leave abusive situations
because they are undermined and impaired by social as well as psychological
and interpersonal discrimination in German society. The findings associated
with risk factors of violence, in this study, show that the violence faced by
some of the migrant women living in Germany is similar in terms of vio-
lence-promoting conditions faced by women without a migration back-
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ground. Yet, these conditions seem to be more frequent and more severely
prevalent within certain migrant populations. Vocational and social support
for women with or without a background of migration, particularly before
and during the phase of starting a family, is a crucial precondition for im-
proving women’s health status and reducing the prevalence of violence. Eco-
nomic and work security, plus psychosocial support in the context of separa-
tion and divorce are also vital in this context. This provides a direct and indi-
rect positive influence on the health and violence situation of women, chil-
dren and subsequent generations.

Several issues require further and parallel attention. Migrant women and
men should be given specific and individual support regarding their profes-
sional and educational needs, factors of discrimination must be actively ad-
dressed, whilst raising awareness of gender equality in intimate relationships
may be an additional important objective for family and partner relationships.
However, it should be pointed out that discrimination of women and equality
differences between genders continue to exist in wider German society, and
the reduction of these problems should be a common project for all women
and men, with and without a migration background. Improving social support
in a way that addresses concrete needs and expectations is a key factor in
preventing violence against migrant women. Thiara (2005: 4) asserts that mi-
grant women ‘require higher levels of support over a longer period of time’
since they often face ‘extreme isolation and also feelings of guilt due to
thinking that they have failed both their families and their community’. She
found that migrant women felt much more comfortable and positive about
services when they were able to talk to women who had similar backgrounds
and spoke their languages. Women from similar cultural backgrounds, in
turn, could relate much better to the pressures and contradictions faced by
abused migrant women and thus were in a better position to counter-act tra-
ditional views (Thiara 2005: 4). The provision of culture-sensitive support
for Turkish migrant women could consequently facilitate the development of
trustful working relationships, which would in turn help abused women to
make informed choices (Thiara 2005: 4). Hence women with a background
of migration require multilingual and culturally sensitive services for protec-
tion and support. This support must not only be built up for, but also, by
women with a migration background.

24 hour telephone hotlines regarding partner violence offered in Turkish
on a national basis within a national helpline that is just starting in Germany
might be a further valuable intervention. To reach first generation women, or
women aged 35 years and older with low social integration, it may be effec-
tive to design national strategies with Turkish immigrant communities as
well as trans-national cooperation with Turkey (the government and Turkish
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women’s rights organisations). Among Turkish migrant communities in Ger-
many, using the Turkish Television/broadcasting network and printed media
might also be influential in addressing the issue of partner violence. Provid-
ing mother-tongue therapeutic and long-term offers of psychosocial support
(e.g. continuing support after staying in a women’s refuge) is urgently re-
quired due to the distinctive difficulties and stresses faced by migrant groups.
This has not been sufficiently addressed, and the provision of a broad-range
of services for traumatised women, including comprehensive support, crisis
intervention and trauma therapy, is sparse. The study found that Turkish
women seldom use support through therapy. This may be a language prob-
lem because therapy is not regularly available in different languages in Ger-
many, but also a fear of stigmatisation as Turkish women are often not used
to these kinds of services. When considering the serious adverse affects on
physical and psychological wellbeing caused when violence was experienced
or observed during childhood and adolescence, it is crucial to initiate longer
term processes of stabilisation and recovery for affected women and their
children. Serious action is required to terminate destructive cycles of vio-
lence and prevent transmission to future generations. Early prevention and
intervention and a range of high quality support for women and children with
and without migration background affected by violence are not a social ‘lux-
ury’ for economically prosperous times. They are a social necessity when
considering the human misery and resulting economic costs.

Specific support and safety measures for all affected groups, during and
after separation, are required. Thus, violence prevention and intervention
should be tailored to the needs of migrant women during and after separation
and divorce. Furthermore, legal advocacy and assistance is probably essential
according to İllkkaracan (1996: 4–5). Turkish origin women are faced with
more problems when seeking their legal rights because i) they often do not
know the German legislative system, ii) they often have problems under-
standing the language and iii) they have nowhere to stay after separation
(İllkkaracan 1996). Moreover, they fear they will lose their children. In addi-
tion, some migrant women might still be dependent on their husbands re-
garding their residence permit. The current residence act in Germany, similar
to that in other European countries, in forcing many women migrants to stay
in violent relationships for several years, has to be criticised intensely and
changed fundamentally in order to better protect women and their children.
There are national (Lehmann 2002; Hagemann-White, Katenbrink and Rabe
2006: 24) and international (Bhuyan and Senturia 2005; Hague et al. 2006; Raj
et al. 2004) recommendations to inform migrant women about their rights.

Nevertheless, discussions about violence against women should not only
focus on the social problems of the abused migrant women and their situa-
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tions at large, as these situations may vary greatly in reality as we can see
from this and other studies presented in this Reader. Further studies with
larger migrant populations are required to gain more insight into the occur-
rence and correlates of partner violence, whilst distinguishing between dif-
ferent groups of migrants. In addition, gender relations in mainstream Ger-
man society (particularly in the middle and upper middle classes, where the
German study found either high rates of violence that were hidden more eas-
ily) should be examined. The prevention of domestic violence and support of
victims of violence is essential irrespective of their social or ethnic back-
grounds whilst acknowledgment must be given to the different needs of
women affected. Reducing violence in society, at the same time as increasing
gender equality in education, the professions and economic life more gener-
ally, requires interlinked strategies, which address the interdependencies of
gender, power, health and violence. This must be studied urgently and in
greater detail, given the continued displacement of traditional gender roles
affecting all women and men irrespective of their origin.
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Introduction: gendering the ‘immigrants, racism and
health’ question

Migration, especially economic migration, is characterized by the selection of
populations that are young, healthy, as well as capable of and motivated to
join the workforce. Notwithstanding this ‘healthy migrant’ effect, after some
time in the host country, in most cases immigrant people present a prevalence
of health problems higher than natives. Historically, this excess of bad health
has been attributed either to genetic causes or to ‘cultural differences’, such
as eating, hygiene or sexual practices. These explanations still persist, despite
the lack of scientific evidence and more than a century of research exposing
their limits (see Atkin and Chattoo 2006).

More recently, a number of studies have shown that not only social dis-
advantage, but also discrimination and racism, circumstances all linked to
being an immigrant or a ‘visible minority’, are associated with an increased
risk of mental and physical bad health (Krieger 2000; Nazroo 2006). The as-
sociations with health problems are observed using self-reported measures of
discrimination or objective measures, such as difficulties in obtaining a bank
loan (Gee et al. 2002; Harris et al. 2006; Velig et al. 2007). Unfortunately,
the scope of most of these studies is limited by their lack of a gender per-
spective (Llacer et al. 2007). Generally ‘sex’ is not considered as an impor-
tant, explicative variable, being instead only statistically treated as an ‘effect
modifier variable’, missing the opportunity of exploring gender differences
in the migrants’ experiences, or in the associations between risk factors and
health. Even when only women are studied, the risk factors considered do not
include sexual harassment in the work place, sexual violence or intimate
partner violence (Schultz et al. 2002), despite this violence being tragically
common in women’s lives. This omission is particularly striking, as this vio-
lence is likely to be even more frequent among women who are socially vul-
nerable: immigrant, and especially undocumented migrants, and minority, ra-
cialized women (Krieger et al. 2006). While the studies on racism and health
tend to assume a gender-neutral approach, neglecting women’s specific so-
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cial position and experiences, the studies focusing exclusively on migrant
women’s health tend to reduce them only to two traditional feminine personi-
fications: the mother and the prostitute. For instance, a traditional field in
public health concerns migrant/minority women’s reproductive life and
functions, an important yet specific topic (Rash et al. 2007; Wolff et al. 2008;
Lyons et al. 2008). More recently, a number of studies have focused on the
health effects of being a trafficked woman, another important but hyper-
specific issue (Zimmerman et al. 2008).

Interpersonal and institutional racism, discrimination
and violence

There are different ways to conceptualize and measure racially motivated
discrimination and violence. Most authors distinguish between interpersonal
discrimination, which refers to discriminatory interactions between individu-
als, which usually can be directly perceived, and institutional discrimination,
which refers to discriminatory policies or practices embedded in organisa-
tional structures, that tends to be more invisible (Karlson and Nazroo 2002).
A Canadian document (CRIAV 2002) makes a distinction between overt and
covert/subtle/polite racism: the first refers to explicit acts (or omissions),
such as calling people names, attacking them physically, or excluding them
on the basis of race or ethnicity; the second, to the various ways of letting
people know that they are different, or that their only or most salient charac-
teristic is race. In addition, racism may be ‘structural’, being so deeply em-
bedded in every aspect of society, that most people ‘do’ it almost uncon-
sciously (CRIAV 2002). Racist discrimination can be found in access to jobs
and income, and is usually coupled with gender discrimination1. In Italy,
among nurses, immigrants from outside the EU are paid 20–40% less than
Italians; unfortunately, the data are not analyzed by gender (Bencini, Cerre-
telli and Di Pasquale 2008).

Other discrimination concerns housing: immigrants and minorities are
concentrated in poorer and often segregated geographic areas and in poorer
quality and overcrowded accommodation, and have more difficulties in ob-
taining a bank mortgage to buy a house (Nazroo 2006; Bencini, Cerretelli
and Di Pasquale 2008). Still other discriminations can be observed in access
                                                          
1 For instance, in Canada, in 1995–96, the average annual income for all Canadian men was

31,117 dollars; for ‘visible minority men’, it was 23,600 dollars; for all Canadian women,
19,200; for aboriginal men, 18,200; for ‘visible minority women’, 16,600, and for aboriginal
women, it was 13,300 dollars (CRIAV 2002).
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to health care and to justice. This latter aspect is particularly relevant for the
issue of women and violence. In some countries, because of the racism of
police forces, criminal justice system and prisons in the host country, immi-
grant and racialized women appear to be reluctant to call the police in cases
of domestic violence out of loyalty to their family and community, not wish-
ing to fuel racist stereotypes (CRIAV 2002; Thiara and Gill 2010; for a dif-
ferent picture, see the Italian data in the Creazzo et al. chapter in this vol-
ume).

Thus, interpersonal discrimination and violence are common in the lives
of immigrant or minority people. In the UK, according to the Fourth National
Survey of Ethnic Minorities, 13% of ethnic minorities reported experiencing
racially motivated physical or verbal attacks in the previous 12 months (Karl-
son and Nazroo 2002). Similar figures were observed for Maori and Asian
peoples in New Zealand (Harris et al. 2006). High discrimination in the
workplace was observed among UK ethnic minority groups, with 19% of
ethnic minorities reporting being refused a job in the previous 12 months,
both for perceived religious and ethnic reasons (Modood et al. 1997). In
these articles, figures are not presented separately by gender. Most of these
studies consider the relationships between racist discrimination, violence and
health for ‘visible minorities’, people who are citizens with, at least in theory,
all citizenships rights. But immigrant people must struggle also with other
difficulties: restrictive immigrant laws, abrupt changes in laws or policies,
bureaucratic delays and harassment. Few studies have considered the effects
of being an undocumented migrant on migrant women’s health. A study in
Geneva (Wolff et al. 2008), on medical care in pregnancy, showed that un-
documented migrants have more unintended pregnancies, delay prenatal care,
use fewer preventive measures, and are exposed to more partner violence
during pregnancy. Authors conclude that not having a legal residence permit
leads to a greater vulnerability for pregnant women.

Women’ immigration in Trieste and Italian immigration
laws

According to official data, in 2005 around 2.5 million immigrants lived in It-
aly, of which more than half (55.8%) were women. Internationally, Italy
ranks 16 among the 20 top destination countries for international migrants
(UNDP 2006). However, official statistics only count regular immigrants
while many immigrant women and men are in Italy illegally, without the
necessary documents. For instance, the Italian Catholic Unions (ACLI) esti-
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mate that, in 2008, there were 500,000/600,000 illegal immigrant women
working as nannies or house helpers2 (around the same number was working
legally). Available data show that, in the last ten years, the number of immi-
grants in Italy rose steadily: in the Friuli-Venezia Giulia Region (this study
was carried out in its administrative centre, Trieste), from 1991 to 2001, their
number has tripled. At the time of the study, 40,985 foreigners3 (around 3.3%
of the Region population) lived in Friuli-Venezia Giulia; 48% of them were
women (Caritas 2002). More specifically, according to the files of the Trieste
Register office, in 2002, 108,447 Italian women and 4,558 foreign women,
mostly from countries of ex-Yugoslavia and Eastern Europe, were living in
the city.

Notwithstanding the historical experience of millions of Italians as mi-
grants, Italy seems ill prepared to become an immigration country. Immigra-
tion laws have been traditionally restrictive, considering immigrant people
only as work-force, and treating them as a security, ‘law and order’ issue
(Scevi 2004). At the time of the study, the law in operation was the ‘L.189/
2002’, also called ‘Bossi-Fini’, from the names of two right-wing male Min-
isters who had drafted it. According to the estimated needs of the labour
market, a fixed number of immigrants were accepted each year. Immigrants
could enter Italy only if they already had a regular job, with the employer
signing a ‘contract of residence for work’, an accommodation guarantee and
the commitment to pay the return journey of the worker to the country of ori-
gin. With the ‘residence contract’, the immigrant could request a ‘residence
permit’, lasting two years. An immigrant found without the ‘residency per-
mit’ had to be expelled. The ‘Bossi-Fini’ was a tough immigration law: the
residence status of immigrants was rendered precarious and totally dependent
on the employer, with a heightened risk of blackmail and abuse; family re-
unification was deeply restricted; immediate repatriation of the ones who do
not leave Italy after being ordered expulsion; and the crime of not compli-
ance with the order of leaving Italy were also introduced. The process was
made even harder by the gap between the law and its application. Due to the
inefficiency of the Italian bureaucracy or to the racism of its officials, or
both, even when the immigrant worker and her/his employer presented all the
necessary documents, there were very long, and anxiety generating, delays:
in the summer of 2009, many of the applications regularly presented in 2007
were still unanswered4. Sadly, in July 2009, the right-wing Italian govern-
ment promulgated a new immigration law, which was even more restrictive,
                                                          
2 ‘600,000 le badanti irregolari’, La Repubblica, July 7, 2009, p.16.
3 Not all the foreigners are classed as ‘immigrants’. In this case, 13% of foreigners were the

US soldiers and their families, at the Aviano US Army base.
4 ‘I ritardi: Flussi bloccati e 311,000 domande respinte’. La Repubblica, July 6, 2009, p.9.
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within which, among other measures, being an illegal immigrant became a
penal crime.

On the other hand, Italian health policies concerning immigrant people
have been more respectful of human rights. Between 1995 and 2000, and un-
til now, several laws and measures have been promulgated, asserting that
health is a right for every person living in Italy, independently from her/his
status. Immigrants, regular or irregular, have the right to medical care, in-
cluding prevention and rehabilitative measures. Those with a regular resi-
dence permit have the same rights to access the National Health System
(NHS) as Italian citizens, while those without the permit to stay can be pro-
vided with a ‘Regional card’ by the Health Regional Agencies, which gives
access to emergency care and to ‘essential’ care. As for Italians, all medical
care concerning women’s reproductive and childrens health, and the preven-
tion of infectious diseases is totally free within the NHS. Health operators are
forbidden to inform the authorities of irregular immigrants. In a first draft of
the new law, the Italian government tried to cancel the forbiddance, but, in
the face of a strong opposition from health professionals’ associations, the
measure was dropped, and, until 2011, irregular immigrants could still safely
access health services.

The study aims and methods

The data presented in this chapter are drawn from a multi-method study on
‘Health and health care of immigrant women in Trieste’5, a city of 210,000
inhabitants located in North-eastern Italy. The study, carried out between
2003 and 2006, comprised different parts: a secondary statistical analysis of
the files of immigrant women’s access to reproductive health services; a
qualitative study, with interviews with women and ‘key informants’; and a
quantitative survey, with questionnaires to a sample of the women. In this
chapter, we present only the results of the questionnaire survey.

The aims of the study were to analyze the health and health care of immi-
grant women, in order to facilitate their access to health facilities and to im-
plement specific information and preventive measures. To meet these objec-
tives, the study had to involve also those women who are often excluded both
                                                          
5 The study was promoted by the Office for Women and Migrants policies, directed by Dr.

Daniela Gerin of the Agency for Social and Health Services of Trieste (ASS n.1) and was
funded by the Health Department of the Regione Friuli Venezia Giulia. Giuditta Creazzo
was the principal investigator; Daniela Paci, the study coordinator; Emanuela Pipitone, the
data manager and statistician: Patrizia Romito, the scientific advisor. The working group
also included: Donatella Barbina, Iris Tekovich, and Imma Tromba.
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from surveys and from health care: women who are undocumented immi-
grants, illiterate, or do not speak Italian. Constructing the sample and inter-
viewing the women represented the main difficulty of the study, and was
possible only with the involvement of twelve female cultural mediators
working within the Trieste health services. They come from eleven coun-
tries6, and were trusted by the women of their communities. They collabo-
rated in the different parts of the study, contributing to defining the aims and
constructing the interview guide and the questionnaire; translating the ques-
tionnaire or checking its translation; contacting the women to be interviewed;
and helping the women, when necessary, in filling in the questionnaire.

The quantitative survey: sample, instrument and
procedure

Overall, 465 immigrant women participated in the survey. We wanted to in-
volve women living in different situations: legal and illegal/undocumented
migrants, whether they spoke Italian or not, and whether or not they used the
health service. Moreover, in constructing the sample, we wanted to respect,
as far as possible, the estimated proportion of nationalities of immigrant
women in the city. Most women were approached by the cultural mediators,
among those contacting health services, NGOs, cultural or religious associa-
tions; others were recruited by the women themselves via a ‘snowball sam-
pling’ technique. Mediators explained the study to the women (its aims, ano-
nymity of the questionnaires and confidentiality of the answers), stressing
that they were free to participate or not to do so, and that declining to partici-
pate was not going to affect in any way their health care. Informed, spoken
consent was requested and, when obtained, an appointment for filling in the
questionnaire was set; in some cases, and with the women’s agreement, a
group appointment was set up in a location chosen by the women.

The questionnaire was inspired by national and international literature,
and by the content of the interviews carried out in the qualitative part of the
study. It comprises 115 questions, including: socio-demographic information;
migration history; physical and mental health; reproductive history; experi-
ences of violence and discrimination; knowledge of rights; access to health
services and experiences with health professionals; family and social rela-
tionships; comments and suggestions. An earlier version of the questionnaire

                                                          
6 Albania, Romania, Serbia, Croatia, Hungary, Iran, Morocco, Senegal, Kenya, Venezuela,

and Colombia.
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was tested with a different sample of 50 women, and revised according to
their suggestions. The revised version was translated by the Mediators, with
the researchers’ assistance, into 6 languages: Spanish, Serbian/Croatian, Al-
banian, Rumanian, French, and English. The questionnaire was intended to
be self-administered. The Mediator explained to the women its content, and
stayed nearby, available for help. In 43% of the cases, due to women’s illit-
eracy, or bad sight or difficulties in understanding some questions, the me-
diators administered the questionnaire or helped the women filling in the an-
swers; 73% of women answered the questionnaires in their mother tongue;
23% in Italian; and 4% in another language they knew.

Measures of women’s health and experience of discrimination and
violence

In the questionnaire, we asked questions about several indicators of physical
and mental health: symptoms of common problems, symptoms of panic at-
tacks, depression (measured with the General Health Questionnaire, Gold-
berg, 1972), medicine consumption. In this chapter, we present only the re-
sults concerning one indicator of mental health – that of panic attacks.
Women were asked if, in the last year, they had experienced anxiety or panic
attacks, described, according to the DSM-IV (1994) as occurrences of intense
fear or discomfort, that might include rapid heart beats, feelings of suffoca-
tion, nausea, fear of losing control or dying. Answers were: no; yes, one or
twice; yes, more often, and were re-coded dichotomously: no and yes.

Different types of indicator of discrimination and violence were used.
Firstly, the indicators of institutional/structural discrimination were: having
or not having a legal residence permit and, among those who had it, how
much time they had to wait to obtain it; the partner having or not a legal resi-
dence permit; the fact that the children, or some of them, were living in the
woman’s home country; being insured, regularly or with a temporary card, or
not to the National Health Services; subjective evaluation of income; char-
acteristics of housing. Secondly, a number of questions were designed to
produce indicators of interpersonal, ethnically based, harassment/discrimina-
tion. The woman was asked if, in the last year, someone did or said some-
thing against her as a foreigner, that hurt, offended, humiliated or deeply ir-
ritated her. A list of perpetrators was provided, including employers, col-
leagues, acquaintances, family members, or unknown people. Answers were:
no; once; 2/3 times; more often. In the analyses, answers were re-coded
dichotomously: no and yes. Women were considered as having suffered from
ethnically motivated discrimination if they reported at least one occurrence of
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discrimination from one perpetrator. In addition, the woman was asked if, in
the last year, a health professional did or said something against her as a for-
eigner that hurt, offended, humiliated or irritated her. Among the women
who had contacts with health services, answers were: no; once; 2/3 times;
more often; and were recoded dichotomously: no and yes. Thirdly, two ques-
tions were put on the topic of interpersonal violence, on psychological vio-
lence and on physical/sexual violence. Women were asked if, in the last year,
they had experienced psychological violence (defined as being offended, in-
sulted, followed, controlled, impeded to do something or to see someone,
having their belongings destroyed). In another question, they were asked if
they had experienced physical or sexual violence (being physically attacked
or beaten up, or being obliged or pressurized to have sexual contacts against
their will). A list of possible perpetrators was provided, including a hus-
band/fiancé or ex husband/fiancé, a family member, an employer, a col-
league, acquaintances, and unknown people. Answers were: no; once; 2/3
times; more often. In the analyses, answers were re-coded dichotomously: no
and yes. Women were considered as having suffered from violence if they
reported at least one occurrence of violence from one perpetrator.

Strategy of analysis

After a description of the demographic and social characteristics of the
women interviewed, we calculated the frequency of the different types of
discrimination and violence suffered by them, and the bi-variate relationships
between discrimination and violence and symptoms of panic attacks in the
last year. We then carried out the Cochran-Mantel-Haenszel test to calculate
the Odds ratios of experiencing a panic attack in presence of each type of
discrimination and violence, controlling for age and ethnicity, as both may
have an influence on discrimination/violence and on panic attacks. Migrant
groups were categorized as: Europe, Central/South America, Africa and
Asia. Preliminary analyses (not presented here) have shown that perceived
income was strongly associated with all the health indicators. We, therefore,
also calculated the Odds ratios of a panic attack, controlling for age, ethnic
group and perceived income.
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Demographic, health and social characteristics of the
women interviewed

Among the 465 women who answered the questionnaires, 59% born were in
Europe (36% in ex-Yugoslavia, 22% in Central-Eastern European countries,
and 1% in other countries); 18% were born in Central and South America,
18% in Africa and 5% in Asia. Women’s geographical origins correspond to
the origins of foreign women in Trieste (although Asian women were slightly
underrepresented in the sample). Most women came to Italy independently,
to study (10%), work (33%), or financially help their families (25%); 16%
migrated with their husband for a better life; 23% followed their husbands
who were already in Italy; 9% said they were escaping war or social disor-
ders; and 2% were escaping a violent partner or ex-partner (more than one
answer was possible).

The women’s ages ranged from 18 to 64 years, with most women being
between 18 and 44 years old. Most were married or cohabiting (66%), and
had children (68%). Educational levels of the sample varied widely: 18% of
the women attended school or University for 15 years or more; 46% for 9–14
years; 28% for 6–8 years; only a minority (7%) was illiterate or with few
years of schooling. As regards occupation, 41% had a regular job, 17% were
working illegally, 11% were unemployed, 24% did not have paid work and
7% were students or in other situations. Among those who were employed,
87% had a blue collar or service job. Their knowledge of the Italian language
varied: 38% said they speak and understand ‘well’, 30% ‘fairly well’, 24%
knew only a few words, and 8% did not speak or understand at all. This
means that the study had a broad coverage of education levels, Italian lan-
guage proficiency, occupational status and family circumstances. Concerning
women’s mental health: in the previous month, 14% of them had experienced
depression symptoms and 11.5% was taking psychotropic drugs. In the last
year, 25.6% had experienced one or more panic attacks

Analysis of the frequency of discrimination and
violence

Table 1 presents the frequency of institutional/structural and interpersonal
discrimination and violence as reported by the women. At the structural
level, 24% of women, and 17% of their partners, had an illegal immigrant
status, as they lacked the residence permit; among those women who had the
permit, 13.8% had to wait more than 1 year to obtain it. Among those who
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had children, in 38.3% of cases the children, or some of them, were living
away, mostly with other relatives in the country of origin. While most
women (89%) had access to the NHS, 11% did not have this possibility, be-
cause they were not registered through the Regional card. As for social dis-
advantage, 38.8% evaluated their income as scarce or not adequate, and 16%
were living in temporary accommodation: with friends, in the house where
they were working as live-in nannies or house helpers, or in collective ac-
commodation.

At the interpersonal level, sixty-two women (13.3%) had suffered racist
harassment in the last year, in most cases (76%) more than once. Perpetrators
were mostly unknown people (31%), otherwise employers and colleagues
(34%). Among the 321 women who had some contact with health services in
the last year, 9% reported occurrences of racist attitudes towards them or dis-
crimination by the health personnel; the corresponding figure in the whole
sample was 6%. In addition, 78 women (16.8%) reported occurrences of psy-
chological violence in the last year, in 79% of cases more than once. The
most frequent perpetrator was a partner or ex-partner, followed by another
family member, then an acquaintance, an employer or a colleague; only in a
minority of cases was the person unknown. In the same period, 30 women
(6.5%) had experienced acts of physical or sexual violence, occurring, in
61% of cases, more than once. The most frequent perpetrator was a partner
or ex partner, followed by an unknown person, and then by a family member.
To have an estimate of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV), we considered the
sub-sample of 303 women who were married/cohabiting with a partner or
who were in the process of leaving him: 10% had suffered psychological
violence, and 5% physical or sexual violence by a partner or ex-partner in the
past year.

Relationships between institutional discrimination, interpersonal
violence and panic attacks

Results of bi-variate analyses show that both structural/institutional discrimi-
nation and interpersonal violence negatively affected women’s mental health
(Table 2A). Not having the residency permit or having had to wait for a long
time before obtaining one, living in temporary accommodation, and describ-
ing her own income as irregular or inadequate, were all strongly associated
with the occurrence of a panic attack. There were no significant associations
between the partner not having the residency permit, a child/children living
away, the woman’s working status, and not being insured at the National
Health System and panic (data not shown), hence these variables were not
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analyzed in the multivariate analyses. At the interpersonal level, having suf-
fered racist harassment or discrimination, including during contacts with the
health services, psychological violence, and physical/sexual violence were all
strongly associated with panic attacks.

The multivariate analyses confirm most of the bi-variate results. Control-
ling for age and ethnicity (Table 2B), women without a residence permit or
having had to wait for a long time were 2.3 times more likely to have a panic
attack, and those with a scarce/inadequate income were 2.8 times more likely
to experience panic than women who were not exposed to these factors.
Living in a temporary accommodation almost doubled the probability of a
panic attack (p<0.05). The impact of interpersonal, racially based discrimi-
nation on mental health was strong. Women exposed to racist harassment
presented an odds ratio of having a panic attack almost three times higher
than those who were not exposed. A similar trend was observed for women
reporting racist discrimination in health services. The impact of interpersonal
violence was even more powerful. Women exposed to psychological vio-
lence were approximately seven times more likely to have a panic attack, and
those exposed to physical/sexual violence were 5.7 times more likely to ex-
perience panic than women who were not exposed.

Introducing income into the models reduced partially the strength of the
associations between discrimination or violence and panic attacks (Table
2C). Controlling for age, ethnicity and income, being without a residence
permit/having waited for one for a long time, living in temporary accommo-
dation, and reporting racist discrimination in the health services were no
longer statistically associated with panic attacks. On the contrary, racist har-
assment, psychological violence and physical/sexual violence all increased
significantly the probability of a panic attack. More particularly, women ex-
posed to psychological violence were just over four times as likely to have a
panic attack. Women exposed to physical/sexual violence were more than
five times as likely to have a panic attack; the impact of physical/sexual vio-
lence on panic attacks was reduced only very slightly by introducing income
into the model.

Discussion

The immigrant women interviewed in this Italian city had experienced various
types of discrimination and violence, both at the institutional/structural and at
the interpersonal level. As women, they suffered psychological, physical and
sexual violence, mostly perpetrated by a partner or another family member. As
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immigrants, they were subjected to several instances of racist harassment and
discrimination and to severe institutional/structural violence. Almost a quarter
of the women were without a residence permit, a frightening situation to have
to endure. Among those who had the permit, many had to wait more than one
year to obtain one, a period filled with financial hardship and anxiety. Eleven
percent had no national health insurance, unaware that, even if they were living
illegally in Italy, they had the right to the Regional health card, without any
risk. Thirty-eight percent of those who had children, their offspring had re-
mained in their country of origin. Around 40% had an inadequate income, and
16% lived in poor, often shared, accommodation. While many had a good level
of education, 87% of those who were employed had a manual job, often in the
service sector. Several qualitative studies have described these experiences and
the suffering they may entail (Macioti 2000; Ehrenreich and Hochshield 2004).
A full analysis of the links between these various types of violence and dis-
crimination is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, these figures illus-
trate how the situation of an immigrant, or minority, woman can best be under-
stood through the lens of intersectionality, a key methodological tool allowing
us to read the deep connections between various systems of domination – gen-
der, race/ethnicity and social class/poverty – in the lives of many women and
their effects on health (Crenshaw 1994).

In the bi-variate analyses, all types of discrimination and violence were
significantly associated with having panic attacks. More than one third of the
women without the residency permit, living in temporary accommodation, or
having a poor income, reported the occurrence of panic attacks, compared
with 18–23% of respondents without these institutional discriminations. The
impact of interpersonal violence was even stronger: when exposed to racist
harassment, also in health services, half of the women had panic attacks, as
against 23–28% of those not exposed. Other studies have shown the same
trend (Gee et al. 2002; Schultz et al. 2006; Williams, Neighbors and Jackson
2003). In the New Zealand Health Survey (Harris et al. 2006), experiencing
any type of racial attack or discrimination by a health professional, in the
workplace or when searching for housing, was associated with poor or fair
self-rated health, lower physical functioning, poorer mental health, smoking,
and cardiovascular disease. Not surprisingly, the impact of violence was even
stronger than the impact of discrimination. Among women reporting psy-
chological or physical/sexual violence, respectively 59.2% and 67.8% suf-
fered panic attacks, compared with 18.8%–22.8% among the not exposed
women, a trend confirmed by previous studies of this relationship (Campbell
2002; Golding 1999; Romito, Molzan Turan and De Marchi 2005).

In multivariate analyses, the strength of some of these associations was
reduced. The association between housing conditions and panic was non-
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significant when controlling for age and ethnicity (OR 1.88, CI 0.97–3.62),
and was slightly lessened adjusting also for income. The associations be-
tween the ‘residence permit’ variable and panic attacks was significant when
controlling only for the demographic factors (age and ethnicity; see Table
2B), but become non-significant when adjusting also for income (Table 2C).
This suggests that its impact on health lies in the intersection of institutional
discrimination – and the additional inequities and anxiety that it generates –
and financial difficulties. However, it is possible that with a larger sample,
these associations would have been significant.

Interestingly, the associations between the indicators of interpersonal
violence and panic were only slightly reduced after adjusting on age, ethnic
groups and income (except for racism in health services that becomes not
significant). Women exposed to racist harassment were 2.3 times more likely
to suffer from panic attacks than those not exposed. Those exposed to psy-
chological violence, mostly by family members and by partners, and to
physical/sexual violence, mostly by a partner or ex-partner, had even higher
OR (respectively of 4.53 and 5.44) of a panic attack than women not ex-
posed. Notably, the impact of physical/sexual violence was almost unmodi-
fied after adjusting also on income.

Having a child or children living in the woman’s country of origin was
not associated to experiencing panic attacks. This was a common situation
for the women in this study, concerning the 38.3% of those who had chil-
dren, a proportion similar to that found among immigrant domestic workers
interviewed in California: 40% of mothers had at least one child ‘back
home’, usually in the care of relatives (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 2005).
These authors stress that ‘being a transnational mother means more than be-
ing the mother to children raised in another country. It means forsaking
deeply felt beliefs that biological mothers should raise their own children and
replacing this belief with new definitions of motherhood’ (p. 312). Other
authors have described the suffering of the children, often separated from
their mothers for many years (Salazar Parrenas 2004). However, there are
different models and different experiences of motherhood. From the qualita-
tive data of the Trieste study, it appears that many women were deeply aware
of their crucial role in providing for the whole family and were proud of it,
even if this meant being temporarily separated from their children. This could
explain why this factor was not associated with worse mental health.

There are multiple theories explaining how racism may affect health.
These include differential exposure to determinants of health (e.g. socioeco-
nomic, professional, environmental and behavioural), differential access to
health services, and the direct effects of racism such as trauma and stress
(Karlsen and Nazroo 2002). Krieger (2003) identified five key pathways:
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economic and social deprivation; exposure to environmental hazards; so-
cially-inflicted trauma; targeted marketing of harmful products such as to-
bacco and alcohol; and poor health care. While these theories are good in
grasping the main factors that affect minority people health, they do not fully
consider the effects – direct and indirect – of being an undocumented immi-
grant, a ‘risk factor’ also for the health of male immigrants. Nor do they con-
sider the risk factors attached to being a woman, such as psychological,
physical and sexual violence, mostly inflicted by partners and family mem-
bers.

Our sample was reasonably heterogeneous and, differently from other
published studies, it included also undocumented women immigrants. Also
for these reasons, comparing our results to those of other studies is risky, as
the methods, the sample composition and the social context vary. We cannot
assume that similar results mean that similar facts or experiences have been
measured, nor that different figures imply a different reality. Still, and with
this precaution in mind, if our results are in the same range of those of others,
we can be at least partly reassured on the validity of our data. Among the
women interviewed in Trieste, 13% reported racist harassment in the last
year, the same percentage reported by ethnic minorities in Great Britain
(Karlson and Nazroo 2002) and in New Zealand (Harris et al. 2006). In these
studies, figures are not presented separately by gender, although in both
cases the authors state that these attacks were more common in young males.
In our study, 9% of the women who had contacts with health professionals in
the last year (6% in the whole sample) reported being discriminated against
within the health care system because of their ethnic origin. This is higher
than the 2% of Maori and Pacific peoples and 1.3% of Asians who reported
unfair treatment by a health professional because of their ethnicity in New
Zealand (Harris et al. 2006). Even if Harris et al. calculated the percentage of
discriminated people on the whole sample, women in Trieste reported more
occurrences of bad treatment. One explanation could be that minority people
in New Zealand were citizens with all the citizenship rights, while the
women interviewed in Trieste were immigrants, and in same cases irregular
immigrants.

Studies in Europe have shown that immigrant women report more IPV
than natives (Condon and Schrottle 2007), also around pregnancy (Saurel-
Cubizolles and Lelong 2005; Romito, Molzan Turan, Lucchetta and Scrimin
2007). In the present study, 10% of the interviewed women reported psy-
chological and 5% physical/sexual IPV in the last 12 months: these figures
are almost identical to those found in two studies involving Italian women of
similar age and using similar questions on IPV (Romito 1998; Romito, Mol-
zan Turan and De Marchi 2005). It is possible that immigrant women in this
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study had underreported violence, especially when they filled in the ques-
tionnaire with the mediator’s help. However, as regards their national and
cultural origins, they were a highly heterogeneous group, sharing only the
status of immigrant women: there is no reason to expect a homogenous expe-
rience concerning IPV. With regard to mental health, the rate of depression
reported by migrant women in Trieste (15%) was the same as that found in
two other studies, involving Italian women in the same age range, and using
the same instrument (the General Health Questionnaire) (Romito 1998; Ro-
mito, Molzan Turan and De Marchi 2005).

The main limit of this study lies in the fact that ours is a convenience
sample. However, a representative sample of immigrant women in Trieste,
including also illegal immigrant was – and is – impossible to achieve.
Moreover, the sample was rather small, precluding the possibility of doing
more complex analyses. Strengths of the study, however, lie in the inclusion
of women who were illegal, illiterate and not speaking Italian, and in its gen-
der perspective, allowing us to describe the living experiences of the respon-
dents as immigrants and as women. In addition, this study is the first in Italy,
and one of the few internationally, to show that racism and discrimination are
bad for women’s psychological health. Further studies, with larger samples,
will make it possible to analyse more thoroughly the intersections of the dif-
ferent systems of gender, class and ethnicity, and their impact on women’s
health. We feel that such an approach will be useful also in order to gain a
better understanding of the experiences and health of male immigrants.

After this study was completed, a new, harsher, immigration law was
passed in Italy, which considers being an irregular migrant as a penal crime,
making the life of migrant people even more difficult. The right-wing gov-
ernment, and especially one political party, the Lega, support anti-immigrant
policies also at the local level, and foster a violent racist ideology (Volpato,
Durante, Gabbiadini, Andrighetto and Mari 2010). Unfortunately, most Ital-
ian media seem to follow this stream (Morcellini 2009). International surveys
report that contemporary Italy ranks high among EU countries for hostility
and racism against immigrants (EU-MIDIS 2009; Horowitz 2010). In 2009,
the day before the new Italian immigration law come into force, a young Mo-
roccan women, Fatima Aitcardi, killed herself. According to her family, she
was terrified and depressed because she had not been able to obtain a resi-
dence permit7. This tragedy reminds us that the health impact of racism is not
only a scientific topic nor a theoretical human right issue: for many women
and men it is truly a question of life or death, their life or death.

                                                          
7 La Repubblica, August 7, 2009.
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Table 1: Discrimination and violence experienced by the women

At the institutional/structural level
(N) %

Has a residence permit
Yes, waited 1 year or less (280) 62,2
Yes, waited more than 1 year   (62) 13,8

No (108) 24,0
Partner has a residence permit*

Yes (209) 83,0
No   (42) 17,0

Children living abroad**
No (190) 61,7
Yes (118) 38,3

Insured at the NHS
Regularly insured (325) 72,3
With a Regional card   (75) 16,7
Not insured   (49) 11,0
Income
Good/adequate (279) 61,2
Poor/not inadequate (175) 38,8
Housing
Owned accommodation (107) 23,3
Rented accommodation (278) 60,7
Temporary accommodation   (73) 16,0

At the interpersonal level, in the last 12 months

(N) %

Racist harassment
No (403) 86,7
Yes   (62) 13,3

Racist discrimination in Health
Services*** No (292) 91,0

Yes   (29)   9,0
Psychological violence

No (387) 83,2
Yes   (78) 16,8

Physical/sexual violence
No (435) 93,5
Yes   (30)   6,5

* Among those who have a non-Italian partner
** Among those who have children
*** Among those who had contacts with the health services
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Table 2: Discrimination and violence at the institutional and interpersonal
level and symptoms of panic attacks in the last year

A)
% of women with

panic attacks

B)
Odds Ratios** (95% CI) of

panic attacks
adjusted for age and eth-

nicity

C)
Odds Ratios (95% CI)** of

panic attacks
adjusted for age, ethnicity,

income

At the institutional
level

% (n) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Residency permit
– Yes, no waiting* 19.3 (52) 1.00 1.00
– Long wait, no

permit
37.1 (59) 2.32 (1.46–3.67) 1.57 (0.94–2.63)

p < 0.001 p < 0.05 ns

Housing
– Owned or

rented*
23.1 (86) 1.00 1.00

– Temporary ac-
commodation

37.3 (28) 1.88 (0.97–3.62) 1.86 (0.91–3.77)

p < 0.05 p < 0.05 ns

Income
– Good/adequate* 18.0 (49) 1.00 / /
– Scarce/not ade-

quate
37.3 (63) 2.78 (1.70–4.54) / /

p < 0.001 p < 0.001

At the interpersonal level, in the last 12 months

Racist harassment
No* 22.6 (91) 1.99 1.99
Yes 50.0 (25) 2.99 (1.53–5.82) 2.32 (1.16–4.66)

p < 0.001 p < 0.05 p < 0.05

Racist discrimination in health services°
No* 28.3 (81) 1.99 1.99
Yes 50.0 (14) 2.63 (1.10–6.27) 2.21 (0.92–5.31)

p < 0.05 p < 0.05 ns

Psychological violence
No* 18.8 (71) 1.99 1.99
Yes 59.2 (45) 6.95 (2.62–18.40) 4.53 (1.89–10.82)

p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001

Physical/sexual violence
No* 22.8 (97) 1.99 1.99
Yes 67.8 (19) 5.72 (3.20–10.21) 5.44 (2.61–10.17)

p < 0.001 p < 0.001 p < 0.001

* Reference category. ° Among women who had attended health services.
** logit estimates (Woolf, 1955; Haldane, 1955).
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‘Hard, Feisty Women’-‘Coping on Your Own’:
African-Caribbean Women and Domestic
Violence

Ravi K. Thiara         

Introduction

Intersectionality as a conceptual tool, which gives primacy to women’s mul-
tiple social dis/location and subjectivities that result from intersecting forms
of oppression, has increasingly begun to be used by researchers to examine
violence against women (VAW). However, while there has been a great deal
of debate since the late 1980s about the concept of intersectionality and its
utility in explaining ‘difference’ between women, it is still a relatively under-
developed area within much VAW theory and practice. Indeed, research on
issues for minority ethnic women affected by intimate violence and abuse has
been fairly uneven. In the UK, the growing body of research on minority
ethnic women and VAW has generally tended to focus on particular groups,
mainly South Asian women, and on particular issues, mainly domestic vio-
lence and culturally specific forms of harm, such as forced marriage, honour
based violence and female genital mutilation (Batsleer et al. 2002; Thiara and
Gill 2010). It has also highlighted specific pressures (community, family and
individual) and social barriers (racism and discrimination) that shape re-
sponses to women in such situations. Despite a long history of settlement in
the UK, the experiences of African-Caribbean (AC)1 women affected by do-
mestic violence have largely been absent from or marginal within the debates
about VAW and minority ethnic women. It is the aim of this chapter, by

                                                          
1 African-Caribbean women here includes those women who have ‘origins’ in the islands of

the Caribbean as well as subsequent generations of women classified as ‘Mixed Black and
White’, that is women who may have one parent who is ‘Black Caribbean’ and the other
who is ‘White’. Many African-Caribbean women were recruited into industry, catering and
public services in the post-war boom, with this migration flow perpetuated by family net-
works. Women have historically worked long hours in the lowest echelons of the labour
market (Byron and Condon 2008). In the UK, the numbers of Caribbean born women re-
corded as living in the UK by the 2001 census were 137,637; 565,876 people classified
themselves in the category ‘Black Caribbean’, these being a combination of Caribbean born
and descendants of the migrant generation.
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drawing on research conducted by the author in the UK2, to address this
omission and present some key issues highlighted about professional re-
sponses to AC women as well as women’s experiences of violence in their
lives3. In particular, it argues that the essentialist racialised construction of
AC women as ‘strong’ and as lacking ‘cultural needs’ has served to reinforce
their inequality and discrimination and to ultimately leave them unprotected
from violence and abuse.

Limited knowledge

Clearly, an important aspect of examining AC women’s experiences of inti-
mate violence through the intersectional lens is to recognize the added forms
of ‘violence’ and control that racialised women are subjected to by state
agencies, including the police and social services (Mama 1989; Razack 1998;
Thiara and Gill 2010). There is also, of course, the symbolic violence, of ab-
sence and marginality, within much feminist and race/ethnic studies dis-
course as well as feminist activism. The particularity of AC women’s experi-
ences of violence has also tended to be obscured by assertions of the univer-
sality of the VAW experience for women, dubbed the construction of a ‘col-
lective victimhood’ by some (Thiara 2008; Thiara and Gill 2010). While it is
indisputable that there are key commonalities in the experiences and impact
of intimate abuse on all women, such assertions have, in fact, failed to pro-
vide any specific focus on the nature and impact of violence on AC women.

While research remains extremely limited, the first ever study of domestic
violence in black communities – African, African-Caribbean and Asian –
highlighted the ‘brutalisation’ of women at the hands of men and statutory
organizations, pointing to women’s experience of racism shared with black
men but the additional violence of men in women’s personal lives (Mama
1989; see also Batsleer et al. 2002; Thiara 2006; Thiara and Turner 1998). In
looking at the prevailing political conditions which force black women to
tolerate high levels of abuse in their personal lives, Mama argued that:
                                                          
2 The qualitative research was conducted in two localities with a high percentage of African-

Caribbean groups in the West Midlands, UK with the aim of exploring women’s experi-
ences, professional responses and improving services. A total of 26 professional interviews
and 22 interviews with women were analysed for this chapter. The range of professionals
interviewed included domestic violence support workers, community workers, family sup-
port workers, police officers and health professionals. Around a third of those interviewed
were AC professionals. Women were aged between 21–54 and had separated from abusive
men at the time of interview.

3 All of the AC women interviewed had been in relationships with AC men and it is these ex-
periences they spoke about in the interviews.
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In the case of black women, male violence in the home is compounded by general
societal racism and state repression, to create a situation of multiple oppression
and further punishment for those bravely struggling to establish lives for them-
selves and their children, away from violent men (Mama 1989: xiii).

In the U.S., Richie, in critiquing notions of ‘universal risk’, has also argued
that VAW of ‘color’ is embedded in issues of structural racism and poverty
and made calls for a more complex and contextualized analysis of gender
violence which takes account of both historical and contemporary social pro-
cesses that differentially affect black women (2005: 54). She argues that so-
cial disenfranchisement frequently combines with gender inequality to ‘lure’
black women into seeking respect and ‘success’ in a socially constructed
‘ideal’ nuclear family, only to be subjected to men’s violence. Moreover,
while explanations of this are highly contested, US research shows that both
lethal and severe forms of domestic violence are disproportionately high in
African-American communities This is seen, by some, to be the result of so-
cio-economic factors and racialised inequalities within African-American
communities – such as poverty related structural conditions, racial and eco-
nomic isolation, chronic unemployment, social disorganization, lack of in-
volvement in social networks, population and housing density, and family
disruption – rather than ‘race’ (Hampton, Carrillo and Kim 2005: 127).

Following from Mama’s earlier research, in relation to VAW in the UK,
research on AC women has revealed that they continue to under-utilise main-
stream and statutory services, partly for fear of racism and insensitive re-
sponses. The limited use of domestic violence services also results from the
continuing lack of information about services, negative perceptions about
their appropriateness for AC women, and concerns about sharing facilities
such as bathrooms and kitchens, which underpin women’s concerns about
hygiene and privacy (Thiara 2006). When seeking help, AC women are more
likely to self-refer and less likely to want a refuge space though stigma and
shame particularly prevent older AC women from seeking help for domestic
violence (Rai and Thiara 1997; Thiara and Turner 1998). In particular, older
women rarely report abuse to the police (Cook et al. 2003). Indeed, the small
size and close-knit nature of many AC communities can also influence
women’s choices in situations of domestic violence. The role of family and
friends is also significant as they are likely to be a major source of support
for AC women and children, who emphasize resolving their own problems
(Thiara 2006).
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Responses to AC women – construction shapes
protection options

The ways in which AC women, and indeed their communities, are con-
structed shapes the responses they receive from professionals and agencies
when seeking to protect themselves and their children from men’s violence.
Two factors have been particularly potent in shaping professional responses.
First, the normalization of violence, as part of the wider criminalization of
black groups, in black communities acts as a barrier to undermine women’s
attempts to ensure protection against male violence. This normalization of
violence appears to lead to a greater tolerance of VAW by agencies and pro-
fessionals and shapes their responses to women, which are frequently marked
by a reluctance to interfere. As a result of inadequate professional responses,
AC women have often been left to ‘wage a hidden and individualized strug-
gle’ against intimate violence (Mama 1989: xvi). Second, the notion of the
strong black woman who is ‘hard’ and ‘feisty’ has often left women to nego-
tiate services and separation from men without any support being provided.
Indeed, the form of the black family has been under research and public
scrutiny for decades with attention focused on female headed families and
male absence (Reynolds 1997: 97)4. This has resulted, according to Rey-
nolds, in two oppositional discourses, that of the lazy, irresponsible and un-
reliable black man, on the one hand, and of the strong, single and independ-
ent ‘superwoman’ (1997: 97), on the other. While critiqued by many, the
construction of the black ‘superwoman’ is a fiction which has been made
popular by the media and supported by academic research on AC’s women’s
role in the labour force, and has significantly affected professional and aca-
demic discourse on AC women role and family life. Given its positive con-
notations, the importance of the image of the strong black woman to AC
women’s subjectivity has also created contradictions for many women, as
discussed in the second part of the chapter.

Although rooted in essentialist and biological explanations, the ‘super-
woman’ stereotype/construction – suggesting that there is something in black
women’s genetic makeup that predisposes them to be naturally resilient and
able to survive and succeed against adversity (Reynolds 1997: 98) – affects
the way in which professional responses to AC women are made in the con-
text of VAW. It is often assumed by professionals that AC women are
strong, ‘give as good as they get’ and can thus ‘cope’ with men’s violence, as
elaborated further below.
                                                          
4 This discourse was already constructed in the Caribbean, see Christine Barrow, cited in

Byron and Condon (2008) pp.170–174.
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Failure to provide protection

It’s like if I go to the police they’re going to come in and they’re going to label
me, he’s this, she’s that and I bet they’ve done drugs and that. And all the stereo-
types and all the historical experiences connecting black people with any outside
agency immediately come into play in somebody’s head so hence they don’t
contact them. Because they just think rather than you judge me I’ll go to a friend
because I know they won’t judge me. Whereas they think a police officer will be
looking for cannabis and not looking at the fact that I’ve just been beaten up. (AC
professional)

Research has shown that it can take black women much longer to get their
needs met by statutory agencies (Mama 1989). This is particularly the case
where women are attempting to ensure protection without any support, a
situation which is evidently common for AC women who are frequently left
to negotiate access to services on their own. For instance, when women are
left to navigate the legal process alone, taking legal action can be experi-
enced as an unfamiliar, unsupportive and extremely difficult process –
‘you’re in a zone that you don’t know about, its unfamiliar territory…and
what’s thrown at you, its quite embarrassing and frightening especially when
you’re a private person but its something that you have to do’. While the
lack of knowledge and support through legal processes is an issue for many
women, this takes on a greater significance for AC women for whom the de-
cision to involve criminal justice agencies, widely perceived to be racist, in
‘punishing’ black men is an extremely difficult one.

Police responses

I was at my mum’s one night, I was at my nan’s the next night, my friends the
next night. I was sitting outside my friend’s house thinking where the hell am I
going to go tonight? I phone the police and say I’ve seen him you haven’t made
an arrest yet. I was crying and everything and the policeman turned round to me
and says ‘…I don’t think you’re as vulnerable as you think you are’. (AC woman)

The first time it happened I rang the police they said to me it’s not enough for us
to do anything. And he done it again, I phoned them up and they said all they can
do is give me another log number...This third time I rang them again, they came
out and I didn’t hear nothing from them for about two months so I phoned to see
what was happening and a few days later somebody rang me back to say we want
another statement off you. After that he phoned me to say [partner] been charged
with assault and your court date is such and such a date. When I went to the court
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it was bank holiday. The court was locked. After that I rang him I could not get
through to him for about a month…eventually when I went to court it was all
messy. First of all the statement they gave me wasn’t the statement that I’d done,
on a computer like they’d typed it over and taken out what they wanted to take
out and put in what they want to put in. And my solicitor went round the court
trying to chase a hand written one which was more appropriate though bits were
still missing… (AC woman)

Police responses to AC women have been identified as particularly problem-
atic and rather than being protective of women have been widely experienced
by them as punitive. At best, they are marked by police inaction and, at
worst, they construct AC women as ‘undeserving victims’ as the above
words of a woman illustrate. Both serve to compromise the protection of
women as violence against AC women is seen as ‘less serious’ or they are
seen to be ‘less affected by it’. This acts as an example of how racism and
sexism combine to undermine the safety of women and result in differential
impacts on AC women.

Professionals who were interviewed considered police responses to AC
women as greatly concerning, stating that they ‘are not dealt with properly
and their situation not taken seriously resulting in a lack of protection for
women and women losing faith in the system’. It was further commented that
the unequal treatment of AC women ‘is so obvious it is unbelievable’. Al-
though the reluctance of AC women to use external services has been widely
noted, women experienced negative response from many statutory agencies
when they did attempt to use them. This was especially so with the police
who, even when contacted by women for help, tended to respond on the basis
of stereotypical assumptions and in ways which left women feeling let down.
Consequently, the fear of racism and judgement prevented many AC women
from seeking subsequent help.

Women tended to use the police at a point of crisis and had clear expec-
tations about the action they wanted taken – ‘I wanted him arrested, removed
and kept in but they took a statement and let him go’. However, those women
who had contacted the police as their first and only port of call related very
negative experiences. Officers were frequently ‘very casual and unsympa-
thetic’, failing to contact women for days and weeks. On telephoning the po-
lice after her violent partner turned up at her workplace, a woman was told
‘can’t you get your family?’ The police sometimes took four to six hours to
attend an incident after a report had been made and sometimes women were
not contacted by officers for weeks following reports. A statement had not
been taken for two weeks after a report of a serious incident. Additionally,
women were not allocated an officer and had to constantly chase things to get
information. They were not referred to other support services or given such
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information, and not asked by officers if they were safe or had concerns
about their safety. Given that women’s fears about their safety increased after
they contacted the police, the ineffective response from the police made them
more vulnerable and hence created greater danger – ‘every day I was waking
up thinking have they done it yet and because I didn’t know if they would
keep him in or he’d be out on bail I was thinking he’d get me again’.

Although making the decision to involve the police (and the criminal jus-
tice system) had been a difficult one for many women, especially those con-
cerned about ‘betraying’ black men and the repercussions of this for them
and their children, the police attitude resulted in women dropping charges.
Many stated they had not been heard and lost faith and could ‘see why
women don’t go through with it’. This creates a contradiction for AC women
who, recognizing the historical surveillance of their communities and the
disproportionate arrests/sanctions against black people, are less willing to use
the criminal justice system (CJS) as an initial way for protecting themselves.
Fear of being disloyal and not wanting to get their partners into trouble with
a CJS that already discriminates against black people was a strong factor
shaping women’s reluctance to go to the police and ‘doing things themselves
to protect themselves rather than get him into trouble’. Thus, AC women
carry the responsibility for not colluding with a racist state to incarcer-
ate/criminalize black men, despite men’s violence towards them. If they do
so, it is often a last resort. To be faced by racist and inadequate responses
from the police, then, leave women unprotected from intimate violence. In
any case, the over-reliance on the CJS as a primary response to domestic
violence and to ensuring women’s safety has to be reconsidered for black
women as it creates concern for such women about state power or ‘authori-
ties’ encroaching into personal lives (Richie 2005: 50). Indeed, only women
with very severe cases tend to pursue action through the CJS and generally
regarded the system as ‘white, racist and middle class’.

Greater punitive approaches also by welfare agencies, such as Social
Services, to black families have been highlighted by other research (Mama
1989; Quereshi et al. 2000). In relation to Social Services, none of the
women in Mama’s study who had contact with them reported this as a posi-
tive experience, describing their encounters and interventions as more coer-
cive, punitive, and threatening rather than supportive (1989: 96). Housing
agencies were also reported to ‘pass the buck’, and to be insensitive and hos-
tile in their responses, where black women not only had to wait a long time
but were frequently offered inferior housing in undesirable areas – ‘they al-
ways seem to give you the nasty houses’. This is supported by support serv-
ices assisting black women who frequently lament the response of housing,
not only offering sub standard housing to vulnerable women and children but
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also in racist areas which makes racist victimization a high probability. This
makes the finding that housing is frequently the main reason for women
staying in abusive relationships even more significant for AC women. More-
over, women’s reluctance to involve the police, or police inaction, can disad-
vantage their attempts to get housing if they require evidence of violence.

Assumption about ‘lack of cultural needs’

I think there’s assumptions made and particularly about black women that the
cultural differences aren’t there so don’t need to be taken on board. With the
Asian community we understand that if somebody needs to come into the hostel
and if they have religious beliefs and we’re not providing for that that’s going to
be a barrier. I don’t think black women are understood in the same way. (Profes-
sional interview)

The lack of insight and commitment to AC women’s issues on the part of
services and professionals, resulting from the assumption that they can cope
or that their needs can be responded to through more general responses, was
considered to be widespread – ‘they don’t understand their particular needs
and their culture…I remember the word dysfunctional families being used a
short while ago’. The focus on cultural differences and diversity at the ex-
pense of racism and equality by service providers particularly tends to disad-
vantage AC women who are considered not to have ‘cultural needs’. This is
in contrast, for instance, to South Asian women who are viewed to be domi-
nated by their cultures. This leads to a disregard by service providers of their
particular requirements and cultural contexts and results in AC women
viewing support services as being inappropriate and something to only be ac-
cessed as a last resort. Part of the reason for AC women’s cultural needs be-
ing overlooked is because they are not as obvious as those of South Asian
women, as the following shows:

Not being able to do their own little bit of cooking… because on a Sunday it’s
such a traditional thing that you have like a punch that’s made. But it’s made with
alcohol. And we had to say well you can’t do that because it’s a dry project and
you can’t… it’s their tradition and in every black home if you go on a Sunday
that’s what they’ve got. They’ve got rice and peas and your punch. And it was
difficult for them not to do that.

Part of the reason for this is the crude reduction of ‘cultural needs’ to lan-
guage barriers by service providers and thus the assumption that AC women
who speak English have no any specific needs. This focus on language and
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to some extent religious differences often obscures AC women’s require-
ments, which can frequently be viewed by professionals as ‘a weird habit’.

For a lot of black women that I come across hygiene is a big big issue. There’s a dif-
ferent way of doing things from washing clothes to washing dishes to cook-
ing…hygiene has always been something that women come to the office and say I
can’t cope because of the kitchen, because of the bathroom. (Professional interview)

Moreover, differing ways of expressing and dealing with issues often got
misinterpreted or stereotyped by workers without the insight into AC
women’s ‘norms’:

If they said something or did something or made a gesture we wouldn’t take it to
heart because we know that. That’s just because of the moment, the heat of the
thing, whereas it can be quite intimidating…If you’re speaking to a white worker
and you raise your voice…aggressive. She’s going to want you to back out of the
office and come back when you’ve calmed down. But it might not have meant
that she wanted calming down. That’s just how she is. But if you’ve not got an
understanding of that then it becomes difficult. (AC professional)

Added to this is the importance placed on the ‘unspoken’ (gesturing, hissing
etc.) as a form of communication for AC people, something again that gets
misinterpreted by professionals rather than being seen as a form of cultural
expression:

You can go in a room and there are grunts and some moans and some body lan-
guage that another person from a similar background will understand and some-
body else quite easily misinterpret. (AC professional)

Women’s responses to their situations – ‘strong black
woman’ protecting her ‘race’

What needs to be broken down within the black community is this sense that
black women are seen to be strong women and they’re expected to be strong
women…and there must be a greater sense of failure to admit that you need to go
into a refuge or get help…that somehow they have failed because they should be
able to deal with these problems on their own. (AC professional)

Clearly, VAW challenges the stereotype of the ‘strong’ or ‘castrating’ black
woman (Mama 1989: 88). However, the construction of the strong black
woman coupled with negative responses from agencies when accessed by
AC women, shapes women’s reactions to their situations. This coincides with
wider pressures on women to minimize the surveillance of men in black
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communities, and acts in accordance with men’s pressure on women not to
disclose their violence and maintain the secrecy of abuse for the sake of the
‘race’. All of this serves to constrict women’s options and forces them to deal
with their situations on their own, further reinforcing the stereotype of the
strong black woman whilst normalizing the absence of black men.

As noted earlier, the construction of the strong black woman is central to
AC woman’s identity and subjectivity and viewed to have great potency, un-
derlined as it is by powerful historical legacies and complex psychological
processes. Although the ways in which this plays out in practice are varied,
contradictory, and contested, two aspects are examined here. Firstly, as al-
ready noted, the myth of the strong black woman results in pressure for AC
women to protect their ‘race’ by not exposing men and their violence to out-
side agencies and to avoid reinforcing stereotypes. Secondly, it forces
women into dealing with intimate violence by themselves or through their
networks to show men that they will not be ‘ground down’ and beaten.

Protecting the ‘race’

Just as some South Asian men are asserted to invoke ‘tradition’, religion or
‘culture’ to justify and rationalize VAW, some AC men were reported to use
‘race’ and the history of racism to do so. This places pressure on women to
tolerate men’s violence, which is explained as resulting from black men’s
oppression and draws on reductionist accounts of struggle which ‘attribute
existing black family structures and familial/gender relations to slavery
[and] inadvertently portray black people as objects rather than subjects of
their cultural development’ (Reynolds 1997: 100). Consequently, VAW re-
mains a ‘buried phenomenon’ and leads to a ‘collusive silence’ which pro-
tects the abuser and prevents women from accessing help (Mama 1989: 84).
Thus, high levels of violence to women are tolerated by their communities
and by statutory agencies. In the US, West speaks of a self imposed rule of
silence in the name of solidarity within black communities as ‘to speak out
on violence in families of color too often invited excessive state surveillance
and the stigma of community betrayal, not safety’ (West 2005: 157). This is
clearly of significance to AC women in the UK as a ‘gag order’ imposed by
women to protect themselves from stereotypes and oppressive social policies
equates to community and male pressure to suppress information about do-
mestic violence and leads to women not disclosing their abuse. Despite re-
ceiving greater attention, domestic violence still remains something that is
generally not spoken about within AC communities as women ‘try to keep
things secret’ often because of the stigma attached to disclosing abuse.
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The ways in which black people are treated in society and the institutional
racism they are subjected to is a common thread in woman’s narratives.
Since ‘black people get stereotyped a lot’, this made women reluctant to put
themselves in situations where this could happen to them – ‘when people
know about it they stereotype you as coming from a broken family’. Not
wanting to reinforce stereotypes of black families and black men also led to
the view that ‘as black people they had dealt with it in their own way’. Cer-
tainly the emphasis by women on independence and sorting things out in
their own way is easy to understand when the history of exclusion and racism
is considered. Racism and stereotyping are major factors explaining the re-
luctance of AC people generally and women experiencing abuse in particular
to seek help from agencies perceived to be white and discriminatory. How-
ever, simply assuming that AC women do not seek outside help because of
racism is also too simplistic as there are clearly a range of complex personal
and social reasons for women not doing so.

Moreover, the stereotype of female headed families where men are
largely absent and where black children, particularly boys, are growing up
without fathers, can lead AC women to remain in abusive relationships to en-
sure their children have fathers, something that is commonly used by abusive
men. However, in their attempts to ensure fathers in children’s lives and
challenge stereotypes, AC women endure years of post-separation abuse
from men who make demands over contact with children but use this to con-
tinue their violence against women (Thiara and Gill 2011).

Shame

If you’re already told that your black men are criminals, are drug pushers, are this
and that, then you’re actually having to come and say he is, you’re reluctant to do
it. (AC woman)

Shame is a significant factor for AC women in both naming their abuse and
taking steps to deal with it. In particular, the fear of shaming the family and
the ‘race’ was a large issue and this was especially seen to be the case for
women when deciding whether to press charges. Taking action against black
men was considered to bring shame on black people while pressing charges
or going through the courts or exposing abuse within the community was
seen to be shameful for the family – ‘she didn’t want to bring shame on the
family and her mum who was alive at the time but she did go to court and she
did press charges once her mother passed away’.

Responses to men’s violence by younger women were considered to be
different from those of older women, a generational effect and not an effect
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of age as this generation settled in Britain with the model of bourgeois family
as the norm (Byron and Condon 2008: 188–192). Younger women were seen
as being more willing to take steps to tackle domestic violence. Shame was
seen to be a bigger factor for older women:

It’s like how did I let this man do this to me at my time of life. And how did I get
myself into this situation. And how can I face my church members. Because if
they’re church goers it’s very difficult for them to walk into church and they
know that you’re not living with your husband. You know your church is where
you go and meet your friends and where you talk about things. But you don’t
want people talking about you because that’s a shame thing. (AC professional)

Thus, the many dilemmas for AC women centre around the extent to which
they compound the construction of their communities (men) as criminals and
families as dysfunctional by being vocal about their experiences of domestic
violence. This was an argument used by many men to keep women in situa-
tions of abuse by asserting that ‘she will bring shame on black people’.

Doing it their own way/coping on your own

Sometimes women aren’t even aware, they wouldn’t class it as that because peo-
ple’s perception and understanding and definition of domestic violence in differ-
ent communities is different and some people will feel that unless men have
physically assaulted them, it’s not domestic violence, that it’s just life, it’s just
pressure and that’s just how men are. (AC professional)

Because they saw themselves as strong women to whom such things did not
happen, many women remained in denial about their experiences of intimate
abuse. When this was asserted by some women, this had the effect of silenc-
ing other women who feared being judged as weak if they disclosed abuse.

For women already reluctant or not at a stage of being able to name
abuse, this especially resulted in an obscuring of their experiences with many
believing they were not experiencing domestic violence. Sometimes women
equated domestic violence with ‘a black eye’ and did not immediately recog-
nize their own experiences of verbal and emotional abuse as domestic vio-
lence. It was stated that ‘perhaps its cultural differences…black women don’t
see being told that you can’t go out or financial abuse as domestic vio-
lence….so its about whether you believe it yourself’.

An associated idea, that of ‘being a good woman’ can also have much
currency in some AC communities, where putting up with abuse signaled that
a woman should be praised for being strong enough to live with these hard-
ships, as captured in the following:
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Something I hear banded around a lot in the black community is what a good
woman is. And I’ve certainly heard people saying that I know I’m a good woman
because I have put up with the violence… There seems to be some credibility that
goes with that, that you might have had it hard and you might not have been in a
good relationship but if you’re coping that’s a sign of how strong you are and
how good you are. (AC professional)

In relation to AC men and their violence, ‘being a strong woman and not let-
ting them take all your dignity away from you’ was a pervasive belief among
AC women. This sometimes resulted in women tolerating high levels of vio-
lence from men to show them that they would not be ‘beaten down by men’.

Relying on family and friends

I think women feel that they should be able to sort things out for themselves, that
their family should support them. They don’t like to go into a kind of institution
where they have to obey the rules and regulations and structures. It’s also a bit of
a stigma.

A consequence of ‘dealing with it in their own way’, being a strong black
woman, and experiences of racism from service providers was the reliance
by AC women on family and friends to assist them with men’s violence.

Unlike some women who cannot turn to their family and friends for sup-
port, AC women commonly used their families:

Within the Afro-Caribbean community there’s always a sense of family, so that if
you have a problem you can go to some part of your family because you could
expect for someone to put you up for a few nights or whatever or as long as it
takes for you to get yourself straightened out. (AC professional)

Only when they were unable to rely on their family and friends was it con-
sidered likely that AC women would access outside help. In part, concerns
about privacy and that AC women ‘don’t like a lot of people knowing about
their business’ led to women making decisions about seeking external help.
This sense of privacy was also bound up with a deep rooted suspicion of
statutory services with the following being a common comment made:
‘They’re very private in that sense and they’re very suspicious of services
like social services, the police and they’re very fearful that all those things
[information about abuse] are going to be passed over’.
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Conclusion

Women’s location within intersecting systems of oppression and inter-
sectional discrimination determines their experiences of violence, societal
perceptions of the deserving ‘victim’ and women’s access to help, protection
and justice. This chapter has argued that the construction of AC women as
‘strong’ and ‘hard’ by key professionals such as the police contradicts the
stereotype of a victim, leading to them being viewed as less deserving of
protection and less severely affected by the violence. This serves to under-
mine their attempts at protecting themselves and their children from male
violence in their intimate relationships. It has also been argued that although
AC women are reluctant to involve external agencies when they do seek as-
sistance, often at a point of crisis or as a last resort, they are faced with insen-
sitive and discriminatory responses. This has to be understood, in part, in the
context of the historically oppressive relations of the British state to black
women. The construction of the strong black woman not only shapes profes-
sional responses but is central to women’s own, where they are likely to
maintain the secrecy of abuse as a way of protecting black men, the ‘race’
and their own identity as a strong woman who will not be beaten down by
men’s violence. Despite these numerous pressures, AC women are not help-
less to their abuse but build protective factors and seek help in a range of
ways. Clearly, some contact support organizations and even the police while
others draw on support from within their own family and friendship networks
to resolve issues. What is clear is that although it is widely assumed that AC
women are choosing to cope on their own, some were doing so because of
the inappropriate and often negative responses they received from agencies
they approached for help, something that has to be considered in future re-
sponses to AC women dealing with men’s violence in their lives.
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Forced Marriages: Between Social Construction
and Experience of Family Enforcement

Beate Collet and Emmanuelle Santelli        

The question of what are called ‘forced’ marriages has been highlighted in
French politics and news media for several years now and has produced the
ambiguities that often arise with issues involving immigrants and their de-
scendents. Voluntary bodies1 and the authorities2 have acted to raise public
awareness of the problem and find adequate ways to care for victims. How-
ever, the way in which public opinion has responded to the issue, declara-
tions by certain political figures3 and legal measures under the government’s
immigration policy, impact on representations of immigrants and their de-
scendents. As a result, media coverage of ‘forced marriages’ tends to accen-
tuate the differentiation between a civilized ‘us’ and an archaic ‘them’, so
helping to maintain a monolithic vision of cultures.

The polemic over how many forced marriages there are illustrates the
ambiguity. A figure of 70,000 forced marriages in France was circulated in the
early 2000s. On analysis, this figure proved to be an estimate of the number of
young women originating from certain countries and likely to be faced with a
forced marriage. But in statements by politicians reported in the media, it had
been transformed into actual cases of forced marriage per year (Dittgen 2005;

                                                          
1 Voluntary bodies involved include Mouvement français du Planning familial (French family

planning movement); Ni putes, ni soumises (‘not tarts, not submissive’); Femmes contre les
Intégrismes (women against integrism) in Lyon; Femmes informations juridiques interna-
tionales Rhône-Alpes, Lyon, which provides legal information for women; ELELE – Migra-
tions et cultures de Turquie, Paris, which helps Turkish migrants integrate; GAMS – Groupe
femmes pour l’abolition des mutilations sexuelles (women’s group for the abolition of
genital mutilation) in Paris; Voix de femmes, (activist group in Cergy-Pontoise) and many
others.

2 Eg. Seine-Saint-Denis department Conseil Général, Paris municipality and the Ministry of
Education.

3 Philippe de Villiers, presidential candidate, in a television broadcast on TF1, 12 February
2007.



242 Beate Collet and Emmanuelle Santelli

Gresh 2007; Hamel 2008). In 2003, GAMS4 used the same figure to appeal for
better provision for victims coming to the association for help. The Haut
Conseil à l’Intégration (consultative body on immigrant integration) cited it in
its 2003 annual report5, so making it more official, more statistical and thus
scientifically grounded, whereas its purpose was in fact essentially political (see
Collet, Philippe and Santelli 2008 for a more detailed analysis of how the issue
of forced marriage broke into the public arena). The question is: how can
unacceptable practices causing physical or mental injury or breaching the
principle of equality between men and women be denounced while avoiding
any confusion between arranged marriage and forced marriage? Failure to
avoid that confusion only helps to cast suspicion on minority groups simply
because their cultural practices do not exactly match those promoted in
Westernized cultures of the early twenty-first century.

It is important to know whether there is a resurgence of forced marriages
in the context of immigration today, in France particularly but also more
broadly in Europe. It does not seem possible to measure the scale of the phe-
nomenon precisely. The mere fact of bringing the issue out of the private
family sphere into the public arena through discussion within various sectors
of society (albeit polemical) and awareness campaigns organized by non-
profit bodies increases the number of reported cases. Until there is public de-
nunciation of these marriages they cannot be counted. The forced marriage
issue is an excellent sociological example of how a social reality comes into
existence once it is socially, politically and publicly constructed. Without
public denunciation and the introduction of social and legal assistance (Clark
and Richards 2008)6, forced marriage would remain cloistered in the private
sphere and those subjected to it would not know that they can find help to
oppose it. Apart from making it possible to measure the phenomenon, denun-
ciation of such practices enables young women to realize that this is violence
and that it is possible to escape it. However, the way the issue is handled po-
litically is not driven solely by a desire to protect women against violence. It
can also involve political issues connected with controlling immigration and
monitoring minorities regarded as politically sensitive, such as Muslim mi-
norities (Wilson 2007)7.

                                                          
4 GAMS, Groupe femmes pour l’abolition des mutilations sexuelles (women’s group for the

abolition of genital mutilation).
5 Haut Conseil à l’Intégration (2003): Le contrat et l’intégration Annual report. Paris: Rapport

remis au premier ministre, accessible sur internet.
6 In recent years political debate on the issue has developed in a number of European

countries, together with institutional measures to prevent or ban forced marriages.
7 Wilson shows how in the United Kingdom the fight against forced marriages, and

particularly the drafting of the recent act of parliament, have pursued the goals of controlling
immigration and countering Islamic fundamentalist terrorism.
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Forced marriage as a sociological construction

Uncertainty about the scale of the phenomenon and its polemical nature
make it difficult to construct ‘forced marriage’ as a sociological object. A
study of ‘non-consent’8 provided the opportunity to reflect on the social
emergence of the ‘forced marriage’ phenomenon and on the sociological ap-
proaches that seek to understand it by analyzing gender relations and the
multicultural realities of our society.

‘Forced marriages’ seem to lie at a junction between value systems: indi-
vidualistic values based on love and free choice versus more holistic values
that focus on marriage alliances as the basis of inheritance and symbolic
transmission. Examined more closely, however, this comparison is not so
simple. An apparently individual, free choice of spouse is also shaped by so-
cially constructed, interiorized social mechanisms, while families arranging a
marriage generally seek the consent of the future spouses. It should also be
borne in mind that neither the so-called traditional or customary cultural
practices nor the religious framework (Islam in this case) advocates the use
of constraint or violence to establish a marriage. Nonetheless, the way things
are presented suggests that ‘forced marriage’ emerges from the confrontation
between value systems setting two generations in a family against each other.
But this confrontation is not only intergenerational; it has become inter-
cultural because the younger generation uses a different frame of reference to
their parents’ with respect to marriage preferences and practices (Neyrand,
Hammouche and Mekboul 2008).9

The testimony of young women confronted with forced marriage
(whether in preparation or already accomplished) shows the undeniably vio-
lent and sometimes altogether sordid nature of the practice. A forced mar-
riage involves relations of domination of men over women and elders over
the young. Because whether the marriage is religious or civil, we speak of
‘forced marriage’ once it involves violence: one of the spouses has refused
                                                          
8 The study’s title is Entre consentement et imposition, les modes d’entrée dans la conjugalité

à l’intersection du genre, de l’ethnicité et des rapports entre générations (Between consent
and enforcement: modes of entry to conjugal life at the junction between gender, ethnicity
and relations between generations). It was conducted in 2006–2008 by a team of seven
researchers from different institutions: Rim Ben Hassine (student), Beate Collet (sociologist,
Paris-Sorbonne), Pascale Donati (senior researcher, Paris), Christelle Hamel (sociologist,
INED), Claudine Philippe (sociologist, INSERM, IRIS), Saïda Ousmaal (teacher), Emma-
nuelle Santelli (sociologist, CNRS, MoDys Lyon). The research was based at INED and
financed by INED, ISH Lyon and MSH Paris-Nord. It produced a feature in the journal
Migrations & Société, coordinated by Emmanuelle Santelli and Beate Collet (2008).

9 This book, the first about forced marriages in France, focuses its analysis on intercultural
confrontation. This is an essential dimension, but must be seen in the light of inter-
generational and gender relations.
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the marriage or at least has not given their free and enlightened agreement, or
their consent is forced from them by psychological, moral or physical pres-
sure. This social reality implies that forced marriage is part of a wider prob-
lem of family violence and even more broadly of gender relations.

Violence in the family is not exclusively a feature of foreign and/or im-
migrant families (i.e. from cultures different to that of the majority group)
and patriarchal mindsets have by no means died out in France (Maruani
2005; Blöss 2001)10. The nationwide survey on violence against women in
France (ENVEFF) shows this clearly (Jaspard et al. 2003): women of all so-
cial and cultural backgrounds suffer physical, psychological and sexual vio-
lence in some form or other. In the case of forced marriage, family violence
arises in connection with marriage because in the country of origin it was
traditionally the parents who controlled marriage alliances: maintaining this
prerogative in the country of arrival is ‘a way of asserting membership of the
identity group’ (Neyrand, Hammouche and Mekboul 2008). So family ten-
sions can be extreme if the parents are still operating in a register in which
male pre-eminence and authoritarianism prevail in relations between parents
and children, men and women (Kateb 2009), while the children have adopted
the values current in French society. They can crystallize around marriage
and lead to imposing a marriage partner by force. For the woman, to be mar-
ried against her will is the expression of both intergenerational and sexist
violence. The men also seem to be subjected to pressure, but on the whole
have greater scope for breaking free of parental enforcement.

As well as the confrontation between value systems, there is also a con-
frontation between systems of sociological explanation. The debate is some-
times conducted as if recognition of minority cultural particularities were in
total contradiction to the defence of women’s rights. Researchers in the UK
and North America, where these issues have been studied for many years,
describe a tension between feminism and multiculturalism (Moller Okin
1998; Guenif-Souilamas and Mace 2004). How can the two approaches be
combined? Is it possible to argue that minority populations’ cultural practices
must be respected while condemning violence against women and the exces-
sively patriarchal ways of certain social milieus (of whatever cultural compo-
sition) in the name of gender equality and non-violent interpersonal rela-
tions? Anne Phillips thinks it is, provided we reject the stereotyping of other

                                                          
10 Proof of this is the violence against women in the public and private domains (sexual

harassment, insults, rape), but also discrimination in the labour market (the ‘glass ceiling’
and wage differentials) and politics (under-representation of women despite a deliberate
policy of parity). See Maruani (2005) and Blöss (2001) to grasp the extent to which access
to the higher echelons of power are still eminently problematic for women.
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cultures and recognize that the cultural practices of any minority population
will include variation and diversity (2007)11.

For the ‘forced marriage’ phenomenon to exist socially, it is important
that it be constructed in legal terms. Without international recognition of the
principle of gender equality and the gradual elaboration of legal protection
for women and children against violence12, a social reality such as forced
marriage would not be visible. National and international law recognize the
principle of free consent to marriage as a fundamental principle, and any le-
gal action to determine the forced nature of a marriage is based on the con-
cept of consent between marriage partners. However, not all countries have
written the principle of gender equality into their legislation to the same ex-
tent (Mekboul 2008). Sociologically speaking, there are still two major ob-
stacles.

One is the divergence between international legal principles and the per-
sistence of ancestral or customary traditions. Any social reality, anywhere in
the world, is marked by such discrepancies. Simply, societies differ in the
degree to which they have advanced towards recognizing such legal princi-
ples, though none has realized them fully. In France, the first thorough legal
and anthropological study of ‘forced marriage’ was conducted by Edwige
Rude-Antoine for the Council of Europe in 200513.

The second obstacle concerns the question of consent. The notion of con-
sent seems to be the key to identifying forced marriage in legal terms, but it
is still sociologically problematic (for a more philosophical discussion, see
Fraisse 2007). But male domination of women works in many subtle ways so
it is not always easy to assess the violence involved in obtaining consent. So-
cialized from childhood to conform to the role and place of women in a pa-
triarchal society, women confronted with a plan for an arranged marriage
may succumb to the decision rather than consent14. They do not always have
the necessary independence to refuse such plans, especially given their emo-
tional tie with their parents (Deveaux 2006). This raises the question whether
there can be consent in a relation of domination, or more broadly in an une-
qual relationship. As the meaning of consent cannot be clearly defined, a
more sociological definition of ‘forced marriage’ is difficult to establish and

                                                          
11 Anne Phillips argues for going beyond controversy-based interpretations with a more

flexible view of culture as being always socially and sexually constructed.
12 Attested in the various supra-regional and national versions of the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights, the many International Charters and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights).

13 Edwige Rude-Antoine (2005) has been comparing anthropological and legal systems
regarding immigration for many years; see also an earlier book published in 1997.

14 Following Nicole-Claude Mathieu’s much-quoted expression ‘céder n’est pas consentir”
(1991).
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the role of sociology is to deconstruct this social reality and arrive at a better
understanding of the phenomenon through a more nuanced view.

These analyses also raise the question of defining the concepts of ‘domi-
nation’ and ‘violence’. There are three different conceptions of domination
depending on the sociologists’ theoretical position. For sociologists working
from a feminist perspective, a woman’s submission to or acceptance of even
the institution of marriage as such reflects a relation of domination. Seen in
this way, marriage is always imposed, regardless of social or cultural milieu,
since a woman’s condition very rarely allows her to freely consent to sexual
intercourse. In a gender-based theoretical framework, in which equality is the
central issue, forced marriage is an abuse of a dominant position in a patriar-
chal system whose legitimacy is today called into question. The culturalist
analysis, on the other hand, seeks to understand forced marriage within a
specific cultural system; free consent and equality, as values, reveal the
forced nature of a marriage but in so doing reveal the imposition of Western
values. It is not easy to find an analytical approach that will make the junc-
tion between all these preoccupations.

The concept of violence poses the same theoretical problems. Once a re-
lationship of domination is recognized, violence is its corollary, though tak-
ing many different forms (real or symbolic, direct or indirect, physical or
psychological). It is not easy to draw a line between a tolerable social con-
straint (integration into a social circle, wanting to please the parents etc.) and
an intolerable one (psychological pressure or physical violence). For these
reasons, in our study, the only possible empirical benchmark for identifying a
marriage as forced was the discourse of the women concerned. They had to
have signaled that they had suffered violence, either at the time of the mar-
riage plan or after the wedding.

Studying non-consent

To address the issue of immigrants’ descendants’ conjugal and family deci-
sions, we and our colleagues conducted a study entitled Étude sur le non-
consentement (non-consent study), expressly addressing the dual problem of
gender relations and the confrontation between value systems (Collet and
Philippe 2008; Santelli and Collet 2003). It was a theoretical and empirical
study which began by deconstructing the emergence of the ‘forced marriage’
issue in the public arena before exploring the experience of victims of forced
marriages and the institutional provisions made for them. From the start the
study took a dual approach, both political-institutional and based on bio-
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graphical experience, with the idea that this complex phenomenon could be
better grasped by alternating between these two spheres. Interviews were
conducted with associations, social workers, organizations and institutions
responsible for finding solutions for women confronted with the problem,
whether concerned specifically with violence against the women or with
women’s situations more generally. Carried out in Montpellier and the Paris
and Lyon areas, the interviews provided the opportunity to ascertain avail-
able facilities, partnerships and changing methods of intervention. They laid
the basis for analyzing the emergence of the recognition of the phenomenon
while highlighting the difficulties and limitations of such methods of social
intervention.

Twenty interviews were held with women confronted with the reality of
an imposed or forced marriage, to gain some understanding of the process of
enforcement within the family and the courses of action open to the women
to deal with the situation. They were interviewed in women’s shelters, the
encounters being mediated by voluntary bodies or through personal contacts
of members of the team15. The women made up a very varied population but
could not be called a representative sample. Most of them were immigrants,
others were young women born of immigrant parents and either born or
brought up in France. Some had been exposed to the threat of a forced mar-
riage; others had been unable to avoid it or had only denounced it some years
later. Our specific mode of access to the population concerned reflects the
construction of the research object. All the interviewees said they had been
compelled to marry or had openly refused to obey parental orders. It was not
possible to reach women living in a forced marriage, unable to express their
refusal or disagreement, and who live among us without us knowing the re-
ality of their private lives.

The analysis set out below focuses on the experiences of victims of
forced marriage from an event history standpoint. How is the process of en-
forcing a marriage within a family to be reconstructed from these women’s
accounts? Forced marriage is a multifaceted phenomenon, given the different
forms of violence and domination and the difficulty of defining consent be-
tween spouses. By looking more specifically at these young women’s experi-
ences we can gain a better idea of the phenomenon and its variety.

                                                          
15 We would like to thank these young women for having trusted us as they did. Thanks also to

Rim Ben Hassine, Pascale Donati and Saïda Ousmaal for conducting the interviews and to
the various associations who enabled us to meet the women.
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Women’s attitudes to marriages imposed on them by
their parents

Including women who had been married by force and also those who were
under threat of it made it possible to describe how the process of imposing a
marriage unfolds in a family and the means available to these women to op-
pose it. Four different attitudes for dealing with parental pressure stood out.
Each reveals relations between generations, the spiral of violence and the
roles of the various protagonists (mother, father, broader kin group, brothers
and sisters, friends, neighbours, social services) and sheds light on the social
roots of the enforcement process. The possibility of resisting this violence var-
ies according to a woman’s personal characteristics and background (national-
ity, the country she grew up in, how long she has been in France, her level of
education, social network etc.). There are various family configurations, but all
fall within a patriarchal pattern of family relations which seems to be amplified
in a situation of residential segregation and closing of borders.

Refusal on principle

Some women reject their parents’ plans to marry them on principle and from
the outset, regardless of what the potential spouse is like or the motives put
forward. They assert their wish to choose the man they will live with because
they have developed a conception of the couple in which the partners’ feel-
ings for each other and their shared plans for their life together are essential
factors. These young women have internalized the values of romantic love
that predominate in Western society. These are women born in France and
socialized to the values of French society. They are better educated than the
rest (baccalauréat or higher). They have a diverse network of friendships
(friends from different cultural backgrounds and social milieus) and have
formed their reference universe through this process of socialization. This
has distanced them from the values and social practices of their family and
community of origin.

When they become aware of their parents’ plans for a forced marriage
(having already rejected all their parents’ proposals) they usually flee from
home, helped by friends and intermediaries such as teachers, social workers
or voluntary bodies they have turned to. These are the women best able to cut
family ties because they are fully aware of the incomprehension between
their world of values and their parents’. By leaving home when forced mar-
riage threatens they are often also escaping violence both in the family (ille-
gal confinement, beatings) and in the marriage (beatings, rape). But some
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had been deliberately deceived by their parents (father and/or mother): on a
trip to the country of origin they were deprived of their identity papers.
Without access to their mutual help network they could hardly escape the
marriage and its consummation (which can only be described as rape). Those
that manage to escape the situation and the family circle are then able to ex-
press their aspirations and how they mean to live their lives. Very often, they
make a radical break with the world in which they grew up. Their parents’
marriage plan has revealed a deeper level of incomprehension than was evi-
dent before.

Circumstantial refusal

Circumstantial refusal is when women accept the principle of marrying ac-
cording to their parents’ proposals but reject the marriage actually proposed
for circumstantial reasons. These women have internalized endogamy as a
norm more than those who object on principle. They validate their parents’
values, including the idea that it is legitimate for parents to organize matri-
monial alliances. But they reject the particular suitor proposed because they
think the time is not right (they have not completed their studies or think they
are too young) or the suitor does not match their criteria (e.g. too old, not to
their taste in looks). In this respect, they share with the first group the aspira-
tion to individual choice and the project of living according to the ideal of
romantic love.

While these women, like the first group, are from immigrant back-
grounds, they are generally less well educated. Above all, they are less able
to imagine a life without the support and comfort of their family of origin.
Their family socialization has been clearly gender-specific: girls’ activities
outside the home were controlled, they had to do all the housework, were at
the service of the men of the household and emphasis was on the prime im-
portance of family roles for girls. More generally, they have not questioned
the legitimacy of arranged marriage; it was only the circumstances they did
not agree with. They might accept one arranged marriage to avoid another.
When women of this group refuse, they do not imagine what the reaction will
be. Their attitude crystallizes their parents’ anger and disapproval. They now
discover that their parents are prepared to go further and intend to maintain
their authority uncontested. The arranged marriage proves to be non-
negotiable. Often these women find themselves drawn into an increasingly
violent spiral: insults, threats, blows, confinement, confiscation of mobile
phones and ID papers. Often there had already been violence in these fami-
lies; patriarchal order reigned, with the mother subjected to male authority as
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much as the girls. But the marriage refusal issue amplifies this violence and
other family members may join in, particularly the mother, but also brothers
and sisters.

These women do not have the same kind of mutual support network as
the first group. They think they will be able to come to an arrangement with
their parents. Their social network does not give them the same access to a
world of different norms with which to contest their parents’ decision. Nor
does it provide the means to escape before the marriage takes place. Some
may manage, usually with the help of a relative (an aunt or an elder sister),
social services or the non-profit sector, but there is a marked reticence to
criticize their parents and to denounce them. Despite their refusal to give in,
they are not questioning the legitimacy of their parents’ actions. They remain
ambivalent and do not always opt for the solutions the welfare associations
propose. Because of the difficulty of breaking their ties with their families,
several of them had in the end been forced to marry under pressure of vio-
lence. Often it was only later, this time in the face of conjugal violence, that
they decided to leave and took steps to divorce or have the marriage an-
nulled.

Refusal after the event

A third group of women did not refuse to marry but expressed their rejection
after the event. They had accepted the principle that it was their parents’ role
to choose their husband. Only afterwards, immersed in a particularly violent
situation (ill-treated by the family-in-law, beaten by the husband) did they
decide to flee and declare the marriage a forced one. Enduring a situation un-
acceptable to them, they retrospectively define their marriage as forced. We
can imagine that if their marital life had been a smooth one they would never
have wished to break it off. Many are so vulnerable and isolated in their
family situation that they long delay before making a denunciation.

Thus, these women ultimately denounce their marriage as forced when
they face marital violence, extreme subordination or humiliation: a violent
husband, unjust in-laws or ill-treatment at their hands, problems such as ill-
ness, handicap or a drug problem that were not revealed before the marriage.
Calling it a forced marriage is a way of de-legitimizing it and highlighting
the violence used against them. Most women in this group are immigrants
who came to France after their marriage and have no support network of
family or friends. Some had accepted the marriage without conviction, as a
means to emigrate and escape their own family. This is different from cases
where family strategy on both sides is aimed at allowing a man residency in
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France by right of marriage with a French citizen. Rather, it is a more com-
mon situation that these women face: a marriage alliance that serves to
maintain family and community relations. In this exchange logic, and in the
face of an increasingly restrictive immigration policy, women are still the
prime victims in a milieu that maintains the tradition of using women as bar-
gaining chips. The survey found many such examples: a man who offers his
daughter to his friend or an orphaned woman married off so that the hus-
band’s family will take charge of her.

Some of the situations encountered were particularly sordid and can
rightly be called modern slavery16. Deprived of their freedom, some women
were forced to do all the domestic work for the husband’s family. Such ille-
gal confinement is accompanied by various kinds of ill-treatment ranging
from insults to confiscation of belongings, sexual harassment or even rape by
male family members (total subjection and confinement of the woman)17.
They are so severely damaged psychologically they have difficulty taking the
smallest initiative. They are not culturally prepared to rebel, just as they were
not able to refuse the marriage. They have very low self-esteem, badly un-
dermined by the violence they have suffered. Once out of their ‘prison’, they
need help from several institutional structures to be able to cope. Most, hav-
ing no qualifications or working experience, have difficulty achieving finan-
cial independence − and if their children are still with the family-in-law, their
prospects are grim.

Accepted forced marriages

A fourth type of attitude is that of women who recognize the forced nature of
their marriage but do not denounce it at the time and have in some way
adapted to it. Like the women of the second and third types, these women are
convinced of the legitimacy of parental authority in matrimonial matters and
have not dared to oppose the project. They accept the marriage as their fate,
having internalized the fact that they have no individual freedom in this
sphere. The marriage can, therefore, be imposed on them without too much
violence. Some of these women are immigrants, others of immigrant parent-

                                                          
16 The Comité contre l’esclavage moderne (Committee against modern slavery, CCEM)

denounces all forms of modern slavery: forced labour, debt servitude, forced marriage,
illegal workshops and sexual exploitation of women and children. See 2006 CCEM annual
report at http://www.esclavagemoderne.org/ img_doc/2006_bilan_site.pdf.

17 As with other types of modern slavery, there may be many women are living in these condi-
tions without the neighbours realising or raising the alarm. A survey of this kind cannot
cover these situations.

http://www.esclavagemoderne.org/
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age. Their family socialization has been strongly gender-specific, based on
the individual’s absolute dependence on the family group. They could not
envisage a personal choice, let alone a refusal. In their view, their parents are
in a position to suggest the matrimonial alliance that is in their best interests,
so they give way. They are ready to give up a love relationship to marry the
man their parents have chosen according to their lineage tradition. Although
most of these women have little education, some have had secondary educa-
tion or more. Once they reach the age of 25, they are afraid of not finding a
husband and, above all, of not having children, so they allow the choice of a
husband to be imposed on them.

This situation is much like that of immigrants’ daughters in the 1960s and
1970s whose parents imposed a husband on them. Women of this type have
one thing in common: having absorbed a traditional conception of gender
relations, they are aware that marriage is not a free choice but have accepted
theirs and seem to accept their fate. They also clearly say that though they do
not love their husband, they have learnt to tolerate him because he offers
them a decent relationship. They also maintain the relationship out of respect
for their families and/or their children. Despite all the drawbacks of the rela-
tionship, they accept what with hindsight they can see as a violence done to
them, in the name of a certain family order that must be respected. This be-
haviour pattern demonstrates the difficulty of drawing a line between consent
and refusal. It seems a very thin line because even if these women expressed
their reticence, they did not persistently refuse and at some point they said
‘yes’.

These four different ways of refusing or denouncing a forced marriage
reveal the two concomitant factors that define a marriage as forced: a refusal
expressed more or less assertively at some point and the parents’ persistence
in wishing to enforce the marriage at all costs. The question of consent is
necessary but not sufficient for comprehending the process of forced mar-
riage. Consideration must also be given to the different forms of violence
used to force a woman to comply with a matrimonial system that defines a
system of social relations. Our typology has also shown that some women
(the second and third types above) are more exposed to violence in the family
when they express ambivalence towards their parents’ value system. This
violence may be physical or psychological, but in all cases it exposes indi-
viduals to a patriarchal domination light years away from the values of
equality and freedom. Women may find it more or less easy to escape from
this depending on how far they adhere to their parents’ value system.
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Tighter adherence to patriarchal conceptions in the
context of immigration

To conclude, it is important to highlight the particularity of some family
situations. There is not the space here to discuss the social causes in terms of
immigrants’ situation on arrival (with conditions for legal immigration be-
coming increasingly restrictive) and after (with increasing segregation in the
suburban housing estates). However, it seems that certain family circum-
stances are more likely to produce a forced marriage. These are families
where the parents’ attitudes have not changed; on the contrary, in the new
country, they seem to have hardened, perhaps into an even more rigid con-
ception of patriarchal control than in the home country.

A feature of all the situations encountered is that social and interpersonal
relations within the family are ruled by a patriarchal logic. Young women are
faced with a traditional conception of matrimonial alliances in which a mar-
riage strengthens family and clan ties, helps to amass assets or supply a ‘serv-
ice’, with women as bargaining chips. From this perspective, the women even
more than the men in the family are subjected to the infallible logic of the group
which, in turn, provides protection, assistance and resources for each member.
Family ties are ties of dependence, not freely chosen, and are based on a strict
organization in which men dominate women and elders dominate the young.

Anne-Catherine Wagner (2008) has shown that among the French aristoc-
racy and high bourgeoisie, both men and women are subject to family im-
peratives based on the same idea of marriage with ‘one of our own sort’. The
difference lies in the way the family’s matrimonial choice is imposed on the
young: one punishes misalliance by disowning or banishing the couple or
denying them privileges, the other has a conception of mandatory family ties
and will impose family marriage alliances by violence if need be. While it is
important to bear in mind that forced marriage seems to concern a very small
minority, it is clearly part of a system of violent relations towards women. It
is a type of restrictive and violent behaviour in the family arena which de-
serves censure, but it is not to be confused with customary practices in other
cultural contexts. This violence against women becomes a system in itself,
over and above the reference culture. While there may be conjugal violence
in Western societies, here it takes on a particular resonance at the inter-
generational level. What is at stake is the possibility for women to freely
choose the man they will marry, but in both cases, the women remain objects
of male domination.

However, it is because identities become racialized that the stigmatization
is liable to be extended to the entire Muslim immigrant population, for
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whom, overall, practices are further removed than most from the new West-
ern sexual order. It is by making clear that these practices are a minority phe-
nomenon, by denouncing the social conditions that produce them and by
providing suitable assistance for women seeking a way out that family val-
ues, here and elsewhere, can be transformed.
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Standing in the Same Dream: Black and
Minority Women’s Struggles Against Gender-
Based Violence and for Equality in the UK

Pragna Patel and Hannana Siddiqui             

Through the perspective of Southall Black Sisters (SBS), this article charts
the journey that black and minority women in the UK have made since the
1970s in resisting racism and violence against women. We touch on early
struggles against the backdrop of racism and multiculturalism and bring it up
to date by examining these struggles in the context of the ‘War on Terror’.
The State’s pre-occupation with counter terrorism coupled with its assimila-
tionist policies on ‘cohesion’ has replaced multiculturalism as the dominant
framework for managing race relations. More recently the new coalition gov-
ernment’s agenda for the ‘Big Society’ also threatens to undermine further
the gains that minority women have made both by cutting vital services and
by devolving power into the hands of local religious groups. Our main argu-
ment is that the ‘War on Terror’ coupled with an anti-welfare state agenda
consolidates the power and role of faith based groups in delivering policy
and services which, in turn, has the effect of communalising the secular, pro-
gressive spaces that black and minority women in particular, have carved out
for themselves since the late 1970s. A regressive politics of identity based on
religion is playing an increasing role in shaping South Asian women’s lives
in the UK and this has profound implications for our collective struggle
against gender-based violence and equality. The struggle for equality and for
the human rights of minority women in the UK is now inextricably linked to
the struggle for secular spaces.

‘Washing our dirty linen in public’

SBS is now over 30 years old. It was founded in 1979 in the heat of anti-
racist activity in Southall, West London. The late 1970s was a period of mass
community (secular) mobilisations against racism and often involved all sec-
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tions of black and minority communities. Many in the anti-racist movement
mobilised under a ‘black’ political identity which signified unity against
common experiences of colonialism and racism. The defining moment for
SBS came during the uprisings of 1979 when anti-racists organised a mass
demonstration to prevent a fascist organisation, the National Front, from
marching through Southall, an area with a high South Asian population. The
protests led to mass arrests and assaults by the police on Asian and African-
Caribbean male youths and to the murder of a white anti-racist activist, Blair
Peach, who was killed by police officers from specialist militarised police
units. In the course of the anti-racist struggle, SBS was born.

Although anti-racist struggles throughout the UK involved black (Asian
and African-Caribbean) women, by the late 1970s, many black women felt
the need to establish autonomous black feminist groups to counter the effects
of both racism in the wider society and gender inequality within their com-
munities. The earlier struggles by black women focused largely on the need
to create unity amongst different groups of minority women. It was a fragile
unity but nevertheless vital in enabling black women to forge a feminist
identity. However, in reality, much of the early activism by black and minor-
ity women was dominated by struggles against racism manifested in protests
against immigration policies and practices and racial and police harassment.

SBS broke this mould. Having set up the first black women’s service
centre in West London in 1982, our struggles and campaigns, out of neces-
sity, drew on the routine experiences of the many women who came to us
with stories of violence, persecution and imprisonment in their homes and
with it related issues of poverty, racism, immigration problems and home-
lessness. Our stance had to take account of experiences of violence and abuse
in the family and was the main reason why we broke with the myth of com-
munity ‘unity’ since we sought to wage simultaneous struggles against both
violence against women and racism. For example, in the late 1970’s, we
challenged the notorious practice of the virginity testing of South Asian
brides entering the UK on the basis of marriage, for being both racist and
sexist. Wider protests against this practice focused on the racial stereotyping
of Asian women but failed to emphasise the fact that it was also a sexist
practice in that it denied Asian women their right to bodily integrity.

SBS broke the silence on domestic violence in the early 1980s with pro-
tests against the murder of Mrs. Dhillon and three of her five daughters by
her husband who set them alight because she had failed to give birth to a son.
Unlike the mobilisations in Southall born out of anger and indignation
against fascist and racist provocation in 1979, the same community re-
sponded to this atrocity with silence. When we raised concerns about domes-
tic violence and the oppression of women more generally, we were accused



Standing in the Same Dream 261

of ‘washing our dirty linen in public, not only by conservative elements in
our communities who felt threatened by our challenge to patriarchal family
values but also more disturbingly, by the anti-racist left who were concerned
that by campaigning publicly we were fuelling racism against the commu-
nity, thus creating further negative stereotypes of our cultures as ‘backward’
and ‘barbaric’. Our response to such accusations was to argue that we could
not prioritise the anti-racist struggle at the expense of the feminist cause or
political expediency. We argued that black women’s realities are as much
shaped by gender inequality as by racism and that by subscribing to the view
that there is a hierarchy of oppression we would be colluding in our own op-
pression. We argued for the need to address the family as a site of female
inequality whilst also acknowledging that it could also be a ‘bulwark’ against
oppressive state intrusion and racism manifested in, for example, harsh anti-
family re-unification measures in immigration law (Joshi 2003).

Our campaigning created a backlash in the community which threatened
the very existence of SBS. In the mid 1980s, SBS faced closure when local
community leaders organised a petition calling for the withdrawal of our
funding from Ealing Council, which funded the domestic violence services
we provided. We were accused of being ‘home-wreckers’ and of conspiring
to destroy the very fabric of ‘Asian culture’. By portraying SBS as ‘western-
ised’, they attempted to use their power to de-legitimise us as if we did not
belong to the community. The threat of closure was averted when many of
the users of SBS mobilised and protested, arguing that without SBS, women
would have no safety net when escaping violence and abuse.

As the 1980s progressed, we focussed more and more on the role of the
state and its failure to protect minority women against domestic violence.
The challenge was to make the state more accountable to women’s need for
protection in a context where domestic violence was largely regarded as a
private matter and where the state took no responsibility for the violent ac-
tions of non-state actors. The situation was compounded in the case of black
and minority women by the existence of racism and the politics of multicul-
turalism which encouraged ‘cultural sensitivity’, which in practice translated
into non-interference into the family affairs of minority communities.

Multiculturalism and ‘mature multiculturalism’

Throughout the 1990s, much of our activism was clearly focused on chal-
lenging state policy and practice towards South Asian women in particular.
There were two reasons for this. Firstly, the end of the decade and the elec-
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tion of the new Labour government in 1997, provided more opportunities for
us to influence social and welfare policies and secondly, some of the worst
aspects of the policy and practice of multiculturalism had to be confronted
head on for their devastating impact on minority women’s rights.

Since the 1970s, multiculturalism has been the dominant social policy ap-
proach to race relations between the State and minority communities in the
UK. First introduced in education, it was quickly accepted as a tool of na-
tional policy across a range of issues at the local and national levels (Anthias
and Yuval Davis 1992; SBS 1989). Prior to the 1970s, the initial focus of
British race relations policies was on assimilation into a ‘British way of life’
based on the notion that ‘good’ race relations can only be achieved if minor-
ity communities shed all aspects of their religious and cultural identity. This
slowly gave way to a form of multiculturalism which valued the need for dif-
ference and to that extent was useful in the fight against racism. However,
the problem with this notion of multiculturalism is that recognition of diver-
sity was seen as an end in itself – a way of simply ‘tolerating’ difference. The
difficulty with the multicultural approach was that in practice it was stripped
of its more progressive elements, which were and still are necessary in the
fight against racism.

SBS and other minority feminists have been critical of the multicultural
model for constructing minority communities as homogeneous and for pro-
viding the space for unelected community representatives, usually male and
from religious groups and the business classes, to determine the needs of the
community. They act as mediators between the community and the State but
in reality they have rarely recognised, let alone represented, the individual
rights of women or other powerless sub-groups within the community, even
though such interests are often articulated in the name of anti-racism or even
human rights. In the process, the struggle for community representation at the
political level becomes highly contested, but it has largely been won by pre-
dominantly fundamentalist and conservative male dominated groups who
usually have exclusionary and conservative if not extremist political agendas.

Our starting point in tracing the impact and development of multicultur-
alism as it affects minority women, especially South Asian women, were the
daily experiences of South Asian women who were denied protection in the
face of domestic violence and forced marriage. Often the response from the
police and social services was one of indifference and non-intervention, even
when it was couched in the language of multiculturalism and anti-racism.
The approach was deemed to be progressive but was simply reduced to the
need to ‘respect’ cultural and religious differences. The struggle for female
autonomy within minority communities was therefore inextricably linked to
the development of multiculturalism since the approach lent itself to collu-
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sion with patriarchal systems of control of female sexuality and laid the
foundation for a cultural relativist approach to women’s rights. The approach
often left SBS with no option but to resort to the law to challenge multicul-
tural policies for their unintentional but often intentional effect in reinforcing
rather than challenging abusive practices.

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, as a result of incessant campaigning
arising from a series of cases involving forced marriage and the murder of
women who failed to conform to cultural and religious values, we saw a
dramatic change in State policy. In 1999, a working group on forced mar-
riage set up by the Home Office, of which SBS was a member, produced one
of those seminal moments in the history of struggles by Asian and other mi-
nority women to compel the State to take account of our needs. The then
junior Home Office Minister, Mike O’Brien, made an announcement which
went unnoticed in the wider society, but which was of immense significance
to Asian and other minority women. He stated that ‘multicultural sensitivities
are no excuse for moral blindness’ (Home Office 2000: 10; Hansard 1999)
and advocated a ‘mature’ multicultural approach, which allowed for the re-
cognition of gender-based violence and harmful traditional practices within
minority communities as an abuse of women’s human rights. This was a
historical and potentially liberating announcement for South Asian women
who had struggled for over two decades for the State to intervene in its pro-
tective capacity into the family affairs of minority communities.

Divergent views

These developments also highlighted some divisions or differences within
black and minority women’s organisations. Whilst many argued for greater
State intervention there were divisions over the strategies needed for change.
For example, some women supported the proposal to make forced marriage a
criminal offence but SBS and others feared it was an empty gesture. We
pointed out that criminalisation would drive the problem further underground
as women and girls would be highly reluctant to seek protection through the
prosecution of their parents. Instead, we argued for better implementation of
current criminal laws and more specialist support services to combat the prob-
lem. SBS focused on the creation of civil remedies such as the Forced Marriage
(Civil Protection) Act 2007 and robust statutory guidelines for schools, police
and social and health services to ensure prevention and protection.

There were also differences between women’s groups on the related issue
of so called ‘honour’ killings’ and ‘honour’-based violence (HBV) which
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continues to receive considerable media and State attention. In 2002, Heshu
Yonis, a 16 year old Iraqi Kurdish young woman, was murdered by her fa-
ther for having a Christian Lebanese boyfriend, and the case was widely re-
ported by the media, for the first time in the UK, as a so called ‘honour kill-
ing’. There were divisions between South Asian women’s groups like SBS
and Middle Eastern women’s organisations on how to conceptualise and
therefore address HBV. The Middle Eastern groups wanted to see specific
focus on HBV on the grounds that it is different from domestic violence be-
cause it involves the collusion of and harassment from the wider community.
However, for SBS, the focus was very much on framing the issue within a
wider policy framework of domestic and gender-related violence. We argued
that the concept of ‘honour’ and the collusion of members of the extended
family and the wider community has always been a part and parcel of the dy-
namics of domestic violence within minority communities. We emphasised
the need to de-‘exoticise’1 the issue of domestic violence since it led to the
creation of a false distinction between this form of gender-related violence
from other forms of violence that are also rooted in patriarchal structures of
power and control.

Since the Heshu Yonis case, the police and other criminal justice bodies,
have made more concerted efforts to address ‘honour’ based violence2, but
there is still a systematic failure to protect women from the more routine
cases of domestic violence. Neither does the focus on ‘honour killings’ deal
with another equally tragic problem – the disproportionate rate of suicide and
self harm amongst South Asian women (Siddiqui and Patel 2010a). These
deaths are rarely interrogated by the State, although all too often, the same
cultural and religious values which underpin ‘honour killings’ also drive
women to commit suicide.

                                                          
1 These divisions were also reflected in the State’s response to HBV. For example, while some

within the police and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) wanted to locate HBV within the
domestic violence framework, others insisted that it was ‘different’ and therefore regarded
‘culture’ or ‘race’ as the basis of the abuse experienced by black and minority women. This
ignored the common underlying patriarchal power relations, and cultural and religious val-
ues systems that legitimise such practices, for example, the notion of women as the property
of men which is also the justification of violence against women in the wider society.

2 There have been a number of high profile cases including that of Surjit Atwal who was
murdered in a so called ‘honour killing’ by her husband and mother-in-law in 1998 while on
a trip to India because she wanted a divorce. The suspects were not convicted until 2007 and
her body has never been found.
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Multiculturalism and the rise of religious
fundamentalism

By the late 1980s, the politics of multiculturalism provided space for the
growth of religious fundamentalism and this had an immediate impact on
women’s rights as well as providing a fertile breeding ground for the rise of
communalism3 in minority communities in the UK. Religious leaders became
more confident in policing dissent and in imposing patriarchal and rigid re-
ligious values on the most vulnerable within the communities that they
claimed to represent.

In 1989, SBS and Women Against Fundamentalism (WAF)4 organised a
counter demonstration against the mass Muslim mobilisations calling for the
banning of Salman Rushdie’s book, the Satanic Verses. Despite criticism
from the anti-racist left, SBS and WAF supported Rushdie because we rec-
ognised that the right to doubt and dissent is also an inextricable part of the
feminist armoury since feminism is about challenging all forms of orthodox-
ies and traditions that deny women the right to freedom of self expression
and equality. As women, we did not want to be silenced and censored by our
communities for questioning religious and cultural values which justified
violence, sexual oppression and inequality.

The Rushdie Affair became both a symbol and a catalyst for the growth
of conservative religious identities in all communities, but particularly
amongst Muslim young men. The anti-Rushdie protests in general created the
conditions for the emergence of a culture of intolerance, fear and censorship
in all religions which remains with us in heightened and incendiary forms.
For example, since the 1990s, we have witnessed with alarming frequency,
fundamentalist and authoritarian protests to any form of dissent from an im-
posed religious identity, much of which has centred directly and indirectly on
the control of women’s sexuality. Nor are such protests confined to Muslims
only. Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians in the majority community have also
sought to impose strict religious identity on followers by clamping down on

                                                          
3 Communalism is a term and concept that is specific to the Indian sub-continent. It refers to

the construction of a community solely around religious identity and religious conflict.
Communal politics is the politics of such a religious community posing as a monolithic bloc
in opposition to those who do not belong and are therefore constructed as the ‘other’.

4 Women Against Fundamentalism is a feminist organisation consisting of women of many
ethnic and religious backgrounds. It was established in London in 1989, at the height of the
‘Rushdie affair’ to counter the rise of religious fundamentalism in all religions and the
racism that surrounded the affair. By fundamentalism we mean modern political movements
which use religion to gain or consolidate power and control especially over women. We do
not mean religious observance, which we see as a matter of individual choice.
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dissent5. It would seem that orthodox leaders in all religions are vying for
control over the representation of their communities. In the process, what is
made transparent is the re-invention of essentialist notions of religion as a
framework for highlighting inequalities and demanding recognition (Yuval-
Davis 1992).

As minority women in the UK have no effective political representation
and no power to challenge the hegemony of the religious establishment, they,
along with other sub-groups, have the most to loose. Women have only their
voices of dissent as a tool by which to demand more freedom. The suppres-
sion of dissent is, therefore, not just a question of freedom of expression but
literally a matter of life and death for many.

Contradictions in state response6

Despite the rise of religious fundamentalism, black and minority women be-
gan 2000 on an optimistic note. There was the possibility of developing a
‘mature multicultural’ outlook and there were signs of a softening of State
attitude towards the problem of women trapped in violent and abusive mar-
riages by their insecure immigration status. However, at the same time, other
powerful contradictory social trends – the ‘mainstreaming’ of gender and
race equality, an increasingly anti-immigration agenda in other respects and a
growing emphasis on a ‘faith-based’ approach to race relations severely dis-
rupted and threatened the progressive changes that were achieved. These
challenges also brought to the fore questions of survival and unity across
ethnic and religious boundaries amongst South Asian and other minority
women in particular and South Asian communities generally.

                                                          
5 Over the years there have been a number of protests within minority populations that reflect

growing intolerance of dissent from within. The Muslim fundamentalist protests against
Rushdie in 1989 are only one of a growing line of protests against any form of dissent. In
2006, Hindu fundamentalists attempted to use the language of human rights to stop an
exhibition of paintings in London by the renowned Indian painter MF Hussain. They argued
that the naked depiction of female deities offended ‘Hindu’ religious sensibilities – although
who exactly they claimed to represent was never established. Of course, dissent is not
confined to minorities as demonstrated by the furore surrounding the broadcast of the Jerry
Springer show in December 2004 by the BBC.

6 Large parts of this section borrows largely from an earlier article by the same authors, see
Patel and Siddiqui (2010b).



Standing in the Same Dream 267

Forced marriage and the anti-immigration agenda

The most immediate and recurrent problem that we encountered was the ex-
plicit linking of violence against minority women with an anti-immigration
agenda. Hand in hand with the acknowledgement of specific harmful cultural
practices as abuses of women’s human rights, the State has also implemented
restrictive immigration controls as a ‘solution’ to the problem. Although
there is greater recognition that some minority women experience intersect-
ing discrimination on the basis of race, gender and the lack of immigration
status that makes them vulnerable to abuse or exploitation, a national (and
European-wide) obsession with the control of immigration overrides any
such recognition. Challenging culturally specific forms of abuse has become
a convenient cover for limiting and controlling immigration, especially from
South Asian countries, which has the effect of compounding minority
women’s experiences of discrimination in other areas. For example, by intro-
ducing highly restrictive immigration policies to supposedly deal with the
problem of forced marriage, the State has also denied genuine migrant fami-
lies their right to family re-unification.

Recent changes to the immigration rules on marriage to overseas partners
in the UK, have also strengthened the discriminatory and racist nature of the
immigration system (Home Office and UK Border Agency 2008)7. Notwith-
standing the fact that forced marriage is an abuse of women’s fundamental
human rights, the State’s focus on immigration controls as a legitimate form
of protection is highly problematic. SBS has consistently pointed out that
black and minority women need to be afforded safety and protection in the
face of domestic violence in the same way that women are protected in the
wider community. Rather than pursue yet more draconian immigration
controls, the most effective measures of protection from forced marriage
involve a series of legal, welfare and educational initiatives including the
need for more specialist resources (refuges and advice centres) for black and
minority women. Issues of violence against minority women should,
therefore, be addressed within a policy framework on violence against
women which takes account of the impact of immigration controls rather
than through an immigration control framework which justifies further
restrictive practices in the name of protecting black and minority women

                                                          
7 Since 2000 onwards, the government has introduced a number of legal and policy measures,

including raising the age to 21 at which an overseas spouse can join his/her British spouse.
Under the pretext of ‘strengthening safeguards against forced marriage’(Home Office and
UK Border Agency 2008) and to prevent bogus marriages, the government proposed a series
of highly questionable solutions which will have a profound impact on the settlement rights
of minority communities, particularly those from the Indian Sub-Continent.
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from domestic violence. It is essential to de-link the question of protection of
minority women from the question of immigration control. Paradoxically,
our view is that it is the relaxation of the immigration controls which will
help to address problems of forced marriage, since marriage will not be seen
as a route to gaining entry to the UK.

Social cohesion and the rise of the ‘faith- based’ approach

In 2001, we were witness to civil unrest in towns and cities in the north of
England, followed by the 9/11 atrocity and the 7/7 London bombings. These
events, coupled with a growing lack of State funding and a general backlash
against feminism, has led to a crisis in the provision of women only, espe-
cially black and minority women’s services. In place of autonomous black
and minority women’s organisations, we have seen the so-called ‘main-
streaming’ of race and gender equality issues which has resulted in corpo-
rate statutory bodies and religious organisations providing services that
would once have been provided by black and minority women’s organisa-
tions but without the pro-equality and feminist ethos which underpins such
services. At the same time, the labour government began to oversee a shift
away from the marginally more progressive framework of multiculturalism
to ‘cohesion’ and multi-faithism, which emphasised the need for cohesion
through assimilation and the adoption of ‘British values’. Yet at the same
time, in a somewhat contradictory fashion, the government also encouraged
religion to play a greater role in public life. The result is that within minor-
ity communities, religion is regarded as the main basis for civic engage-
ment. The increasing use of religion as the basis of identity (euphemistically
referred to as ‘faith’) began in the late 1980s and early 1990s with the
Rushdie Affair but gathered momentum throughout the 2000 decade and
now poses a significant threat to the autonomy and fundamental freedoms of
minority women in the UK.

The cohesion and faith-based agenda represents the ‘softer face’ of the
State’s counter-terrorism measures. It is an approach aimed solely at manag-
ing the threat of Muslim fundamentalism. All race equality initiatives have to
a large extent, been reduced to achieving the State’s overarching aim – to en-
sure Muslim and minority compliance with ‘British values’. However, it
would be a fundamental mistake to ignore the underlying economic impera-
tives which also drive the cohesion and faith-based agenda. It is an approach
that neatly fits into a wider neo-conservative agenda involving the privatisa-
tion of vital state functions and reducing the public sector. The demise of the
welfare state cannot be underestimated since the breach that is created has
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allowed religion to step in advantaged as it is over secular groups by its vast
networks of membership and resources. It is this aspect that the new coalition
government, in particular, is appealing to when selling its idea of the ‘Big
Society’. The shifting of accountability for such services onto religious in-
stitutions is a dangerous development for women in particular because it de-
livers them back into the hands of powerful religious leaders.

In 2007/8, SBS was forced to confront these contradictions in State poli-
cies towards minority communities head on when faced with funding cuts by
our local authority (Ealing Council.) If left unchallenged, such a move would
have resulted in the demise of organisations like ours set up not only to
counter racism but also to provide minority women with real alternatives to
community (religious and cultural based) mechanisms for dealing with dis-
putes, including violence within the family. We felt that such a development
would, in turn, set back the advances that we had made to compel the State to
recognise that the human rights of minority women are non-negotiable and
that they cannot be subject to differential standards when seeking protection
from gender-based violence.

Ealing Council sought to justify its decision on the grounds of ‘equality’,
‘cohesion’ and ‘diversity’. It argued that the very existence of groups like
SBS – the name and constitution – was unlawful under the Race Relations
Act because it excluded white women and was therefore discriminatory and
divisive! Yet at the same time, somewhat ironically, the Council also sought
to encourage and fund the creation of a wide variety of Muslim conferences,
networks and organisations to discuss scholarly interpretations of Islam,
Muslim mentoring schemes, Muslim volunteer schemes for hospitals, schools
and the police, and to set up Muslim women’s groups as part of its ‘cohe-
sion’ strategy (London Borough of Ealing 2007). These initiatives were pur-
sued regardless of the fact that they undermined progressive secular struggles
led by Muslim and non-Muslims which demanded a more progressive equal-
ity and human rights framework as the basis for civic engagement. On 18th
July 2008, we won our challenge against Ealing Council and in doing so cre-
ated an important legal precedent on the approach that public bodies must
adopt to the funding of specialist organisations under the Race Relations Act
and the Race Equality Duty. However, while successful in forcing the Coun-
cil to withdraw its decision and to re-think its policy on domestic violence
services in Ealing, our case also sounded a warning bell to secular progres-
sive groups.

Although critical of old style multiculturalism for fostering segregation,
the new coalition government has not rejected the notion of ‘social cohesion’
outright. Instead, through the idea of the ‘Big Society’, it is continuing the
previous government’s policy of squeezing secular spaces out of minority
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communities by giving religion centre stage in controlling local resources.8

The ‘Big Society’ and ‘localism’ agenda is perceived as a radical and dra-
matic redistribution of power and control from the State to the individual by
encouraging greater volunteering and philanthropy at the local level. The
project includes building volunteering programmes so that community groups
can take over the delivery of a range of local services.9 Whilst the plan ap-
pears laudable, one of the main problems is that it is encouraging faith based
projects and leaders to play a key role in shaping policy and service delivery
on a range of issues at the local level, irrespective of their highly discrimi-
natory agenda.10 Elsewhere, the government has condemned ‘rising secular-
ism’ in the UK and has somewhat ironically stated that a Conservative gov-
ernment will need to ‘reverse the damage done by the results of Labour pur-
suing a secular agenda since 1997.’11

De-secularisation and its implications for women’s rights

The State’s new multi-faith approach has opened up the space for a reaction-
ary politics of identity based on religion to flourish. Building on the Labour
government’s ‘faith-based’ cohesion agenda, fundamentalist and religious
right forces have made significant inroads in consolidating their power and
control over minority communities and resources. Demands for legal toler-
ance, cultural rights and access to public resources evident in, for example,
campaigns to extend the blasphemy law, funding for religious schools, dress
codes and the right to apply customary (religious) laws instead of civil law in
the governance of family affairs are growing. These demands are led by
Muslim right wing forces, but if accommodated, will inevitably lead to other

                                                          
8 Speech delivered by the Prime Minister, David Cameron in Liverpool. July 19 2010. See http://

www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572
9 The idea of the ‘Big Society’ has met with considerable scepticism from a number of quar-

ters, including trade unionists, social analysts and commentators across the political spec-
trum. The most voiced criticism is that it is seen as a convenient cover for spending cuts,
particularly as the government’s overarching aim is to implement massive cuts in public
sector services. It is also seen as a return to Thatcherite anti-state populism, even though the
idea is articulated in the language of people empowerment and community engagement. The
notion of the ‘Big Society’ remains silent on how questions of poverty and the social exclu-
sion of the most marginalised and vulnerable (perhaps the greatest obstacle to civic partici-
pation) in our society will be tackled.

10 See for example the speech given by Baroness Warsi the Minister without Portfolio in the
Cabinet Office, at a dinner organised by the international charity ‘Muslim Hands’ on 23 June
2010 in which she declares religious organisations as central to delivering basic public
services.

11 Speech delivered by Baroness Warsi at the Conservative Party conference in Manchester. 5
October 2009.

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572
http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572
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minority groups, predominately Hindus and Sikhs, making similar demands.
Such demands deliberately use the language of human rights, anti-discrimina-
tion and even anti-racism whilst subverting these very principles. It is in this
economic and political context that we argue that the struggle for equality
and for the human rights of minority women in the UK is now inextricably
linked to the struggle for secular spaces.

The feminist and human rights scholar Karima Bennoune has stated that
the struggle to keep religion and human rights law separate is one of the most
urgent struggles now taking place globally. She adds that ‘the emphasis on
freedom of religion has overshadowed the importance of ‘freedom from re-
ligion’ (2007). This is clearly evident in recent debates and developments in
the UK in respect of demands made by some Muslim organisations to incor-
porate aspects of Sharia law in relation to the family within the English legal
system, a move which is also encouraged by leading establishment figures in
the judiciary and the Church itself.12 However, in the process, what we are
witness to is the subversion of the secular human rights framework and the
principles of equality, universality and the indivisibility of human rights –
principles which are not ‘alien’ or ‘western’ to minority women as is evident
in our struggles in the UK and in our countries of origin.

The attempt by religious leaderships to erode the essentially secular legal
foundations of the law is occurring in two ways: first, by demands by relig-
ious leaderships for communities to be governed by their own personal re-
ligious laws and, secondly, by demands for the courts to be more sensitive to
religious sentiments in the civil and criminal legal system itself. In other
words, they demand greater ‘religious literacy’ which has resulted in the in-
creasing accommodation of religious identity so that religion becomes the
primary lens through which matters pertaining to the family, such as mar-
riage, divorce, custody of children and property settlements are resolved.
Both these developments are interrelated since success in one area strength-
ens success in the other.

In both civil and even criminal courts, we are now witness to frequent
contestations between minority women demanding gender equality and even
the so called ‘moderate’ religious leaders demanding the absolute right to
manifest religion. It is a contestation in which the State has shown itself to be
contradictory in its stance. For example, on the one hand, the State has begun
to assert more clearly that harmful cultural practices such as honour crimes
and forced marriages are an abuse of women’s human rights and actively
seeks to intervene in families (the legacy of ‘mature multiculturalism’). On

                                                          
12 See for example the lecture ‘Civil and Religious Law in England: A Religious Perspective.’

delivered by the Archbishop of Canterbury at the Royal Courts of Justice on 7 February 2008.
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the other hand, in the face of the power of religious claims, the State fails to
acknowledge the lack of ability and the absence of social ‘permission’ for the
more vulnerable in minority communities to exercise choice in determining
their cultural affiliations, practices and identity. The primacy given to the
right to manifest religious beliefs brings with it a number of problems linked
to questions of ‘validity’ and ‘authenticity’. Questions about which identities
and demands are valid and whose opinion constitutes the ‘authentic voice’
are all issues that arise in the battles that are taking place.

The recent creation of the Muslim Arbitration Tribunal (MAT) in the UK
which is set up and managed in accordance with the Arbitration Act 1996 for
alternative dispute resolution in civil law cases, is an example of how relig-
ion is encroaching upon the secular legal system (Muslim Arbitration Tribu-
nal 2008; Taher 2008). The MAT will enable arbitration (mediation by an-
other name) of amongst others, family disputes, to take place in accordance
with ‘Islamic sacred law13’. By existing within the framework of the Arbitra-
tion Act 1996, the MAT attempts to ensure that its determinations can be en-
forced by the English courts in cases where both parties have agreed to be
bound by the outcome.

Groups like SBS and WAF have challenged developments like the MAT
by arguing that the demand for religious personal laws will become the main
means by which the absolute control of minority women is maintained. There
is considerable evidence that these tribunals discriminate against women and
are arbitrating in domestic violence and forced marriage cases solely for the
purposes of keeping the family intact. The forum seeks to reconcile women
with violent and abusive partners or families without any reference to risk as-
sessments or the law and statutory guidelines which warn against mediation
and reconciliation in cases of domestic violence and forced marriage.

The incorporation of religious personal laws within the legal system for-
malises gender discrimination and a culturally relativist approach to family
cases, adding to the immense community pressures that minority women al-
ready face to agree to mediation based on their religious identity. Moreover,
when combined with the wider gender inequality that persists in society more
generally, women will find it difficult to obtain a hearing on equal terms. Such
acceptance of tribunals also signals the view that it is legitimate for minority

                                                          
13 The Muslim Arbitration Tribunals announce themselves on their website in the following

way ‘The Muslim Arbitration Tribunal (MAT) was established in 2007 to provide a viable
alternative for the Muslim community seeking to resolve disputes in accordance with Islamic
Sacred Law and without having to resort to costly and time consuming litigation. The
establishment of MAT is an important and significant step towards providing the Muslim
community with a real opportunity to self determine disputes in accordance with Islamic
Sacred Law.’
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communities to operate a second-rate justice system based on unaccountable
and partial mechanisms of conflict resolution! This is in itself a racist response
to demands for equality and justice, especially in view of the fact that even in
countries where state-sanctioned religious laws operate, there are substantial
movements, often led by women and human rights activists, for their repeal on
the grounds that they are not compatible with universal human rights principles.

By allowing religious arbitration tribunals to adjudicate in family dis-
putes, the State will in effect, be sponsoring the most dominant, patriarchal,
homophobic and authoritarian, if not fundamentalist, interpretations of re-
ligions in minority communities. It is also acting in direct contravention of
the UK’s obligations under domestic and international human rights law
which is to protect women and children from acts of violence committed in
public or private spaces. The duty to exercise due diligence, in order to pre-
vent, investigate and punish acts of violence against women including those
carried out by non-State actors is a necessary function of a democratic state
and the democratic principle. For the sake of economic and political expedi-
ency, this duty is clearly being subverted.

It is arguable that the need to reflect ‘Muslim identity’ and ‘Muslim expe-
riences’ within social and political institutions and policy development
verges on a form of fetishism, particularly as it results in absurd outcomes in
the context of the collective needs of South Asian women. The strategy of
isolating Muslim women’s needs and presenting them as somehow ‘differ-
ent’ from those of other South Asian women with whom they share a com-
mon culture is dangerous and divisive. It plays into the fundamentalist segre-
gationist agenda and denies the overwhelming success of the inclusive and
secular nature of our organisations that are now facing closure. The approach
strongly undermines the solidarity that has been forged across ethnic and re-
ligious lines within and outside of our communities. It also encourages
groups to compete for resources and separate provision based solely around
religious identity rather than need.

More significantly, the reality of black and minority women’s lives does
not support the view that most black and minority women choose their iden-
tity according to their ‘faith’ or want ‘faith-based’ organisations to govern
their family and private lives. In a 2009 study carried out by SBS on the im-
pact of the ‘cohesion’ and ‘faith based’ agenda on women, the majority ex-
pressed very strong negative sentiments of mistrust and alienation from faith-
based leaderships. Of the 21 women interviewed (Patel and Sen 2010),14 all

                                                          
14 The respondents were all South Asian or African-Caribbean women aged between 25 and 60

years old and reflected the main minority religions- Sikhism, Christianity, Islam and
Hinduism.
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except one professed to some form of religious belief. Most were practising
believers but all viewed religion as a matter of personal choice or belief,
rather than the basis of a social identity. They did not express any sense of
belonging to a ‘faith-based’ community. In fact their reality showed that they
adopt fluid identities which often straddle different traditions and cultures.

Women were adamant that they did not want religious authority to arbi-
trate on family matters. Reasons for this included memories of religious divi-
sions back home; fear of breaches of confidentiality; fear of sexual exploita-
tion and abuse; vulnerability to coercion and social compulsion to stay in the
family; fear of not being listened to and lack of trust – corruption and fac-
tionalism and struggles for power within religious institutions – in other
words they did not see religious institutions as just religious institutions but
as political entities with different groups vying for power. Yet the support re-
served for faith based organisations assumes that those who have no access
to or interaction with broader society identify with their particular faith based
communities.

Conclusion

Black and minority women have been in the forefront of important battles for
equality and freedom in the UK. From the 1970s onwards, we asserted our-
selves on the political landscape by waging struggles for gender and racial
equality simultaneously and in the process illuminated how power is exer-
cised to the detriment of women’s equality in the family, community and the
State. Our need to be visible was overriding at a time when State and com-
munity politics, including anti-racist and wider feminist struggles, conspired
to silence our voices. From virginity testing to violence against women and
more recently anti-fundamentalist campaigns, crucial questions have been
posed about the politics of representation within and outside our communi-
ties. Along the way, some important milestones have been achieved in com-
pelling the State to account for its indifference to the experiences of minority
women, including specific forms of abuses such as honour crimes and forced
marriage perpetrated in the name of religion and culture. At the same time,
these issues have been hijacked by the State to justify racism, including anti-
Muslim racism and inhumane anti-immigration policies and practices and to
deal with questions of terrorism and national security. At the same time, the
bodies of black and minority women have also been instrumentalised by right
wing religious and fundamentalist forces seeking to gain control over com-
munities and resources.



Standing in the Same Dream 275

It can safely be said that the struggles of minority women have reached a
crucial political juncture. The imposition of policies on ‘cohesion’, religion
and now the ‘Big Society’ means that black and minority women are once
again in the spotlight as we struggle to remain visible and to retain our secu-
lar feminist spaces – a necessary pre-condition for the creation of a demo-
cratic, tolerant and more equal society. As we struggle in search of answers,
we ask ourselves whether we will be allowed to stand in the same dream as
our feminist counterparts in the wider society.
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The Thin Line Between Protection, Care and
Control: Violence Against Ethnic Minority
Women in Denmark

Yvonne Mørck, Bo Wagner Sørensen, Sofie Danneskiold-
Samsøe and Henriette Højberg

Since the first women’s shelters were founded in Denmark about thirty years
ago women from ethnic minority backgrounds have constituted a significant
proportion of women fleeing violent men or families.1 According to recent
figures, 45 percent of women in Danish shelters were born outside Denmark,
while even more defined themselves as ethnic minorities. Although they
come from different countries – as many as 86 in 2008 (Barlach 2009)2 –
most of the women in shelters represented the larger non-Western immigrant
groups from Turkey, Iraq, Bosnia, Thailand, Lebanon and Iran. The history
of immigration to Denmark varies among these groups, with the largest
group of immigrants and descendants being from Turkey. Immigrants and
descendants total 9.5% of the entire population in Denmark, with the propor-
tion from non-Western countries being 6.4% (Petersen et al. 2009).3 Because
of the high numbers of ethnic minority women in the shelters, and because
violence against ethnic minority women in Denmark is under-researched, a
Danish shelter, Danner shelter, invited researchers to examine the possible
relationship between violence and culture. Danner shelter was interested in
knowing what kind of violence ethnic minority women flee, but also what the

                                                          
1 According to the first statistics 17.5% of women at Danner shelter had ethnic minority back-

ground in 1984. During the next twelve years their share increased gradually to 50% in
1996. The same year the national average was 38% (Jensen and Behrens 1997).

2 Women who do not have Danish citizenship represent about 28 percent of the total number
of women in the shelters. About half the women without Danish citizenship are marriage
migrants (Barlach 2009). The figures are based on information from 1,476 women who, in
2008, lived in one of the 36 Danish shelters organised under LOKK, the Danish National
Organisation of Shelters.

3 Population statistics distinguish between foreigners of Western and non-Western origin.
Bosnia is categorized as non-Western. The term foreigners is used as a common designation
of immigrants and descendants. Descendants are defined as persons born in Denmark by
parents born outside Denmark (Petersen et al. 2009). Such persons are often called second
generation immigrants in the academic literature.
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shelters currently have to offer these women and whether it is sufficient.4

This chapter is based on the initial results of this study.
Researchers dealing with violence seem to agree that inter-personal vio-

lence, wherever it takes place, is contested, and that it implies the use of
force – or its threat – as a pre-emptive means to control and maintain domi-
nance over others (Riches 1986a; Abbink 2000; Schröder & Schmidt 2001).
From the perpetrator’s perspective it is neither meaningless nor senseless.
Jenkins (1997) suggests that violence to others may be the ultimate form of
categorization: people are put in their (right) place. Or, in Lundgren’s (1995)
gendered perspective, women are confined and put in their place as part of a
larger process of gender construction. At the same time, many ethnographic
cross-cultural studies show that the extent and use of violence varies, and
that explanations of violence differ at local levels. Studies also show how
different social and cultural backgrounds are likely to frame violence in dif-
ferent ways and give rise to specific experiences (Riches 1986b; Harvey &
Gow 1994; Counts, Brown and Campbell 1999; Sørensen 1998, 2001; Ai-
jmer & Abbink 2000; Schmidt & Schröder 2001). This chapter focuses on
both general and specific aspects of violence.

Danner shelter

Danner shelter is located in Copenhagen and it is one of the first shelters in
Denmark. It is well known among the public and intimately associated with
the women’s movement.5 Lessons from Danner shelter show that the conse-
quences of violence may be more devastating and prolonged for women from
an ethnic minority background, not necessarily because of the nature of the
violence but because of social and cultural circumstances. According to pro-
fessionals at the shelter, many of these women are not only victims of vio-
lence, but also experience language barriers, lack of social networks, lack of
knowledge and awareness of social and legal rights, and lack of employment

                                                          
4 The project title is ‘Violence in Ethnic Minority Families – a Qualitative Study with a Focus

on Future Efforts’. The project has been conceived by Danner shelter and financed by the
private foundation TrygFonden. Part of the project consists of a mapping of current offers to
the women during and after their stay in the shelters. There is a special focus on the impor-
tance of aftercare as part of the shelter package.

5 Danner shelter has a long history. Originally, the Countess Danner, who was married to
King Frederik VII, built the house in 1775. The purpose was to house single working class
women. In 1960 the admission of women stopped and the Foundation Board let the house
decay. The women’s movement occupied the house in 1979 and turned the house into a
shelter for battered women.
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and education.6 These are the barriers that ethnic minority women face when
they try to make an autonomous life without violence (Nielsen 2005). There
are also significant differences among the women and thus their need for as-
sistance; these include young women taking refuge from violence from their
families and/or threat of forced marriage and foreign women married to hus-
bands in Denmark.

Methodology

Our chapter is based on interviews with 13 ethnic minority women, aged 21–
47, who agreed to share their stories of violence. Some were born in Den-
mark; others came to live with their husbands as so-called family reunified
persons7 or they came as refugees with their parents. Women of Iraqi and
Turkish descent present the largest group of interviewees.8 Most of the
women were recruited through a number of shelters. Some were living at the
shelter at the time of the interview while others had left the shelter and were
interviewed in their own homes or elsewhere.

The women had been exposed to different kinds of violence for varying
periods of time from parents, brothers, husbands, sons, or in-laws. Men were
the common perpetrators and usually the more feared ones, whereas women
tended to act as either accomplices to men or as substitutes for male heads of
the family or household. Our data invited a broad definition of VAW such as
the one adopted in 1993 by the UN General Assembly, which includes any
act of gender-based violence that results in physical, sexual or psychological
harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbi-
trary deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life. Eco-
nomic deprivation is another aspect worth mentioning. A narrow definition is
not able to encompass the many aspects of violence and it tends to overlook
that VAW is a structural and processual phenomenon.

The chapter focuses on three themes that emerged from the interviews:
how cultural belonging and loyalty make it difficult to speak out about vio-
lence; how family honour and the ideal of protection gloss over actual con-
trol and violence; and how suffering and care intertwine with power and le-
gitimize violence.
                                                          
6 Crenshaw (1994) talks about structural intersectionality and how it shapes the experiences of

many women of colour; or in our case, ethnic minority women.
7 Family reunification is a legal term that covers marriage migration among others.
8 The interviewed women originate from the following countries: 4 from Iraq, 3 from Turkey,

2 from Sri Lanka, 1 from Morocco, 1 from Iran, 1 from Ukraine, 1 from Lithuania. All the
interviewees’ names have been changed.
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Cultural loyalty and the problem of speaking out

Our material shows that gender-based violence is a big taboo in ethnic mi-
nority families. Several of the women believed VAW to be widespread both
in the country of origin and in the ethnic minority community in Denmark.
However, since divorce is disapproved of, few women dared to take that step
and gossip is often used as a weapon of social control. People spoke badly
about women like Divani, a Tamil women who has lived in Denmark most of
her adult life, who chose to leave her husband after many years of mental and
physical violence: ‘You have no life when you have thrown your husband
out. Then you are alone. You can do nothing’.

There are two main reasons why the interviewed women had concealed
the violence, namely loyalty to the family and threats of (more and more se-
vere) violence. A recurrent theme in the women’s narratives is the impor-
tance of not disclosing the violence to outsiders, including others in their
community9 and Danes, such as teachers and social workers, who represent
the public system. According to the women interviewed, the family (either
their own and/or their family-in-law) perceived reporting the violence to
authorities as a betrayal: one fails one’s family by telling someone outside
the family what is happening in the private sphere. This may play a major
role in explaining why very few women reported the perpetrators to the po-
lice. Interviewees had put up with extremely severe violence for many years
before they finally broke with the culturally based attitudes and spoke out
about it.

The women, however, also concealed the violence from family members.
Women hiding violence committed by a partner from their families is one
variation of this concealment. This involved women who had engaged in pre-
marital sexual relationships or who had entered a Muslim marriage without
parental consent. In such cases, the ‘secret’ partner made threats of revealing
their relationship to her family to make the woman stay in the relationship
and/or to behave as he demanded (e.g. to have an abortion). Yet another form
of this concealment is seen in Divani’s story. For many years, she disguised
her husband’s violence from her relatives for fear of upsetting them, even
though they lived in Denmark. When she finally left her husband, she still

                                                          
9 All ethnic communities are heterogeneous regarding e.g. gender, class, age, religious and

political belonging. They are also filled with contradictions and contestations in relation to
issues concerning gender and sexuality. However, the interviewees have not experienced
much support from neither relatives nor other members of what they refer to as ‘their’ ethnic
community. Baumann (1996) writes that it makes a difference whether one postulates com-
munities defined by some ethnic culture or one discerns different cultures within a commu-
nity.
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found it difficult to reveal the violence, especially to her parents, because she
had concealed the truth from them for so long. Thus, even if the abused
woman has family members in Denmark, with whom she has a good rela-
tionship, there is no guarantee that she will seek their assistance.

Such reasons for concealing the violence can be conceptualized as ‘cul-
tural loyalty’ where the central question is: How can one be loyal to one’s
culture and religious background, while simultaneously adopting a critical
position against inequality and oppression (Ahmed 1984; Mørck 1998), such
as violence against women and children? Cultural loyalty is important for
understanding why women did not leave the violence much earlier.10 The
potential harm to the family’s reputation, honour and image resulting from
disclosure can be a key reason for women maintaining secrecy (Gill 2009).
Several of the young women reported that their parents feared that if their
daughters destroyed the family’s reputation, the parents would not be able to
function socially in their communities. Their brothers, however, could do
what they wanted.

The interviewees talked about gender perceptions, a collective perception
of personhood and religious understandings that are used in their families’
countries of origin and in the ethnic minority communities as ‘arguments’ for
others to control their life, body and sexuality (Mørck 2000). Perpetrators
concealed the violence from the majority society by emphasizing the cultural
and/or religious identity of women. In doing so they constructed a dichotomy
of ‘us’ and ‘them’, which they used to keep the daughter or woman in ‘her
right place’. In several cases, parents had described Danes in negative terms
throughout their daughters’ childhood. Nada, who had been abused by her
mother, related how her mother constantly stressed that the family is Muslim
when she and her siblings started in a Danish school. They were told to keep
away from the Danes: ‘We should not talk with them. We should keep our-
selves from white people. We should not eat their food because it is pork.
There were many things we should be careful about. We should not talk to
guys’. Her mother had been very concerned with, and from the age of 10 had
monitored, Nada’s body, for love bites and searched her schoolbag and mo-
bile phone to see if she had contact with boys. Nada was not allowed by her
mother to have Danish friends: ‘My mom could see that I preferred the Dan-
ish culture and not where I came from’. This can be interpreted both as a

                                                          
10 In their analysis of domestic violence services for minoritized women in England, Burman,

Smailes & Chantler (2004) propose the term ‘cultural privacy’ for a parallel phenomenon,
namely how organizations, including the police, do not get involved out of respect for the
women’s culture and the fear of being labelled as racist. The result is that violence is si-
lenced.
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strategy to keep the violence hidden and to prevent Nada from embracing
Danish norms and lifestyles.

Several of the women reflected on whether they had done the right thing
by going to a shelter, as for most of them this choice had meant not only a
break up with their parents but with the whole family. Punida, who had been
subjected to violence from her parents, wondered if she should have resigned
herself to a life of violence and submitted to the rules of her parents, e.g. by
not talking to young men. However, as she explained, the situation for young
people who have grown up in Denmark is complex, creating difficulty with
living in two worlds: ‘When at home one is Tamil, and when at school one is
Danish’.

However, women who came to Denmark as adults and who broke social
conventions and conformities also have to deal with questions of loyalty and
cultural identity. Iraqi Samia came to Denmark to live with her husband of
Iraqi descent but was now divorced. She also found herself in a difficult po-
sition in relation to cultural loyalty and cultural identity:

When one is stuck between two cultures it is difficult to know what is right. Peo-
ple from my culture say that I am a bad woman – I am divorced and live alone.
Danes understand me much better. But it is hard for me to be a Dane. I would like
to, but I cannot ... because I always come back to my culture.

Samia came from an urban liberal family and was shocked at how her life
was restricted from the outset when she moved in with her husband and in-
laws. She was worried about her daughters’ future and while Samia thought
it acceptable for her daughters to have boyfriends when they grew up, she
was concerned about what her ex-husband, other family members and others
in the Iraqi community would say and if they would resort to violence.

Threats of physical violence, including murder threats and attempts were
the second main reason why women did not report the violence. This com-
bined with the fear that the violence would worsen if they talked about it to
professionals, such as teachers or social services. If they suspect or even have
experienced that an attempt to get help with leaving the violence did not lead
to a wholehearted effort, it can, as several of the women’s stories show, be a
very risky endeavour. Nada from Iraq is a case in point. When she finally re-
vealed, in school, how bad things were at home, she was forcibly removed
from the home. However, the family moved to another municipality that
would not pay for her stay in a foster family, and she was sent back home to
an unusually violent mother who got her into a forced marriage at the age of
14.

Women who speak out reflect on questions of loyalty, culture and iden-
tity: Am I supposed to put up with violence to be a true Tamil or Iraqi
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woman? Or should I seize the opportunities offered in Denmark to live a life
free of violence? They also make a kind of risk calculation: Is it more dan-
gerous to speak out than to stay? Will anyone believe and support me in
breaking out of the violence?

Family honour and the ideal of protection

Most of the interviewees talked about family honour and its importance to
their families. As women they were central to the maintenance of family
honour, which, according to some of the young interviewees, meant that they
were ‘living in a kind of open prison’ with their every step watched and
scrutinized. Rumours and gossip within their community seemed to have a
devastating effect on the women’s lives (cf. Eldén 2003). No matter how
well they behaved and the extent to which they adopted a ‘good girl’ posi-
tion, it was seen to never be enough. ‘People’ or ‘they’ were recurrent terms
in the interviews. Both seemed to refer to the ever-watching community.

Emine, a young woman of Turkish background, reflected on her family’s
reaction to her escape from home to a shelter, saying that her mother was
only worried about what she had told the staff and about any gossip. She ex-
plained: ‘My mother is so concerned about what other people might say. It is
a matter of honour. If people can talk about me and put my family down ...
that is what they live for. They live to humiliate one another’. It was Emine’s
perception that people in her community constantly sought to put others
down. Within this, young women embody the battle of honour and recogni-
tion that is fought among families: ‘Ask every girl of ethnic [minority] back-
ground ... they are all afraid that someone might say something about them,
or that their family might hear something about them. That is the problem
they face in their everyday life’.11

Most of the other young interviewees’ stories confirm these remarks.
They speak about strict rules administered by their parents, and how the pro-
hibitions serve to set them apart from their classmates or colleagues because
they were only allowed to go directly to school and/or work and back again.
Every little transgression was punished with violence by either parent. Al-
though they went to school and sometimes were allowed to go to work, they

                                                          
11 The young woman says ‘they’ when she refers to her own ethnic community, but this is

probably no coincidence. It appears from the interview that she feels abused by her family
and does not expect anything good from the Turkish community, which she tends to describe
in monolithic terms. She even considers ‘going Danish’, skipping all relations to ‘foreigners’
as she calls them, taking a typical Danish name and becoming blond, etc.
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led secluded lives and were expected to stay at home whenever possible. The
usual reason given for the seclusion was ‘girls carry the family honour’. For
one of the young women, Noha, the concept of family honour came down to
one thing, namely an intact hymen: ‘They see you as a sex organ somehow,
only with legs’. The maintenance of virginity was recurrent in many of the
young women’s stories, suggesting that it is an important cultural issue for
some (cf. Aamand & Uddin 2007; Mørck 1998).

Seen from an internal perspective, protecting the family honour can mean
protecting women against the dangers of the outside world, and against their
own desires. Papanek (1973) writing about purdah, the institutional practice
of female seclusion in much of South Asia, has coined the concept of ‘sym-
bolic shelter’. She suggests that female seclusion is centred on a strongly felt
tension between the kin unit and the outside world, which is seen as a diffi-
cult and hostile place. Thus what is implied in the concept is that something
and someone needs to be protected from forces originating elsewhere. This
task, in turn, requires a profound differentiation between persons who need
protection and those who provide it. According to Papanek, it is here that the
deepest inequality is assumed because the entire system of seclusion is based
on certain assumptions about the nature of women and men.

Our material shows clearly that the interviewees were neither expected
nor trusted to be able to protect themselves. Whilst the unmarried women
were subjected to many rules and regulations and parental control over their
whereabouts, the married women were subjected to the control of their hus-
bands and families-in-law. It is also evident that men are assumed to be the
natural protectors of women and that protection is hard to separate from con-
trol. Papanek’s question, ‘What are these women being sheltered from?’ may
have an ironic undertone, because what happens when it turns out that the
outside world is much less dangerous to women than the sheltered one? Dis-
cussing honour-based violence, Gill (2009) argues that it has the patina of
social respectability, yet paves the way for other forms of gender-based vio-
lence and that honour, far from being a celebration of women’s dignity and
social importance, actually leads to their victimization and abuse. Numerous
examples from our material confirm the vulnerability of women whose pro-
tectors were also their abusers; the following two examples are typical.

Fadia, an Iraqi woman, came to Denmark with her parents as a refugee
when she was 15. At the age of 16 her father forced her to marry a man of
Iraqi descent. Her father received 50,000 DKK for her. She fled her husband
after just a few months, returning to her parents and began working in un-
skilled jobs. Her father collected the money she earned. When she was 21 her
father traded her once more; this time to another Iraqi man who lived in
Germany. She had a son in this short and unhappy marriage, but her husband
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kept the child in agreement to grant her divorce. Losing her child in that way
caused a mental breakdown and she was hospitalized for a few months.
When she got back to her parents, her father had another husband for her
who was almost 40 years older than she was. Her protests were met with
sanctions from her father who locked her up in a room and threatened that
she would never come out alive. She stayed in the room for three days with-
out food until she managed to escape through the window and found her way
to a shelter. Her father controlled everything in the family; when she was
asked to explain why her father beat her, she said ‘They are Muslims with
many rules’. Her father had said that he would always control her, even when
she married. He beat her whenever he thought she did something wrong or
said something he did not like.

Samia who came to Denmark to live with her newly married husband of
Iraqi descent soon found herself in a very strict environment, living with her
husband, his younger brother and her mother-in-law. She faced social isola-
tion and economic deprivation and, ultimately, was exposed to severe physi-
cal violence when she began thinking about getting a divorce. She was not
allowed to talk to her family in Iraq or to have female friends, and he told her
what clothes to wear. When she filed for divorce after years of physical and
mental abuse, her husband abducted her one night and put her on a plane to
Iraq where he intended to dump her after having taken her passport. She
could not give up her children, however, so she went to the Danish embassy
and managed to get back to Denmark. Her husband was angry about her re-
turn, believing that he had managed to get her out of the country. According
to Samia, her husband and his family tried to dump her in Iraq because:
‘They cannot have a divorced, single woman walking about in Denmark’.
Apparently a divorcee living on her own presents a threat to a man’s honour
and self-representations (Moore 1994), as the single woman is proof that
women can protect themselves and be in control, which makes men redun-
dant as protectors/controllers. The single or unsheltered woman also testifies
to the fact that her ex-husband did not do his job well enough.

The game of suffering and care

When Adile came to Denmark as a marriage migrant she did not know her
in-laws and she was unprepared for the life they forced on her. Her new
mother-in-law told Adile that she was worn out by hard work in order to earn
money and to establish a home in Denmark and a house back in Turkey. Ac-
cording to the mother-in-law, Adile was lucky to have it all ready for her and



The Thin Line Between Protection, Care and Control 285

enjoy the fruit of their hard work. Consequently, Adile was expected to do all
the housework in the common home and to care for her parents-in-law, in-
cluding cutting their finger and toe nails and undressing them and put them to
bed in the evening. Not until then could she rest herself. She ate her meals
alone in the kitchen while the rest of the family ate together. She was not al-
lowed to leave the apartment, and the only contact she had with the outside
world was calling her parents in Turkey twice a year and speaking with them
on the phone under the surveillance of the parents-in-law. She spent most of
her time alone at home, crying in secret as her parents-in-law rejected the
sight of any tears. Adile described her husband as a child obeying the words
of his parents and not criticising them for how they treated her.

Many of the interviewed women had similar stories to tell about self-pity
on the part of their abusers for their situations that legitimized exploitation
and control of daughters-in-law. As Abu-Lughod and Lutz (1990) argue,
emotions are often pragmatic acts and communicative performances rather
than internal states of individuals. Adile’s parents-in-law believed they had
provided and suffered and that somebody had to compensate for all this.
When her in-laws practiced dominance through demands for personal care,
the dominance became even more humiliating. In Adile’s case, the demand
for care was extreme; however, in order to understand the violence that takes
place in the intimate space of families, one has to consider the daily struggle
to get recognition for suffering and corresponding care (Das 1997; Danne-
skiold-Samsøe 2006).

The ethnographic literature on the Middle East suggests a general strained
relationship between wives and their in-laws (Choudry 1996; Fernandez
1997; Hegland 1999; Ghanim 2009). According to Hegland, in-laws feel that
a daughter-in-law must be controlled and distanced from her husband. Whilst
parents often rely on the income and labour of their son they consider it to be
in their interest for their daughter-in-law to be cowed and submissive rather
than a part of a decision-making husband-wife team. The daughter-in-law is
seen as a potential competitor for (scarce) resources. This may be part of the
explanation why none of our informants spoke nicely of their in-laws. When
kinship, gender and generation intersect, daughters-in-law are in a weak po-
sition vis-à-vis their in-laws. In cases where they rebel – by disobeying,
talking back or not performing the duties required of them – they are pun-
ished. Violence is used as a teaching device; a means for making women be-
have and accept dominance.

Parents, in-laws and husbands often legitimate dominance by referring to
family loyalty (cf. Wikan 1996; Prieur 2002). They use notions of the ‘com-
mon good’ to confine the young women of the family, and violence often
takes place with reference to alignment to the common good of the family.
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The women described their families as social hierarchies determining not
only who could force their will on others, but also who was in a position to
have his or her sufferings acknowledged and consequently claim the right to
be cared for. Young women, daughters and wives, were placed at the bottom
of such a hierarchy of violence, suffering and care: they were victims of vio-
lence and at the same time they found little understanding for their predica-
ments.

However, few positions are unequivocal and most positions exist some-
where in a continuum of absolute dominance and complete subordination.
Adile’s husband exemplifies the position of intermediary pinched between
the dominance of his parents on the one side and (expectations of) sympathy
for his wife on the other. He does not beat her physically and he does not ap-
prove of his parents’ exploitation of his wife, yet he does nothing to change
her conditions and by not taking a stand he is a passive accomplice.

Noha’s Moroccan parents maltreated and beat her throughout her entire
childhood while she grew up in a little town near Copenhagen. Physical vio-
lence was part of everyday life and Noha heard her father brag about how he
had beaten her since she was three days old. He was trained in martial arts
and knew where to hit without it showing. Usually he would use his fist on
her scalp or lash her bottom with his belt (and the buckle when he wanted it
to really hurt). Noha’s father did not beat her as often as her mother did
though as he was more absent. Instead, Noha’s mother would hit her more
often, usually two or three times a week, slapping her face or pulling her
hair. The worst part, for Noha was not the physical violence but the deroga-
tory language of her mother who talked badly about Noha in front of friends
and family. According to Noha, ‘words hurt more than strokes’. Even though
she did her best to fulfil the expectations and demands of her parents, she
was made to feel she was never good enough. She had to be a good daughter
doing housework and looking after her brothers, being a studious and able
student, and looking pretty, presentable and virtuous.

When Noha was 9 years old, her younger brother died of an illness and her
mother became depressed. At that time, her mother slept all day and was not
able to do any housework and Noha took over entirely. Noha became the one
her mother would talk to about her lost son. Being preoccupied with her own
concerns Noha’s mother did not recognise any of Noha’s problems; Noha’s un-
cle abused her sexually for years, she started excessive eating that turned into
bulimia, and she tried to escape the control at home. Noha’s mother finally re-
belled by claiming her right to the deed of some property she and her husband
had built in Morocco. During this dispute Noha’s father eventually left her
mother. Noha’s father moved abroad and was only able to maintain threats of
violence and Noha’s mother stopped her usual slapping altogether.
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As Noha’s story illustrates, mothers as intermediaries can be significant
in the continuation or termination of violence. When the mother rebels
against domination she may also reject passing on domination on her daugh-
ter. Being a victim of violence herself, Noha’s mother feared the reactions
and violence of her husband and she assisted in maintaining order in the
family through warnings, threats and scorn, whereas the father was a more
distant, but not less intimidating, authority. As an intermediary the mother
became a victim and perpetrator at the same time. Like Noha’s mother some
mothers were merely an extension of a father’s or husband’s power. Other
mothers tried to mediate between fathers and daughters, passing on orders,
but interceding with the father as well. The interviewees expressed a tacit ex-
pectation – or at least hope – that their mothers would understand, protect
and care for them. Hence, when mothers could not live up to that expecta-
tion, some interviewees expressed great resentment. Noha was left alone with
her problems and suffered low self-esteem. She and some of the other inter-
viewees directed their frustrations towards themselves and became self-
destructive, and they told us about eating disorders, cutting and suicide at-
tempts.

Abusive mothers and mothers-in-law do not fit easily into our feminist
inspired definition of gender-based violence. However, women’s violence
towards other, usually younger, less powerful women can be seen as part and
parcel of maintaining a gender order by putting the younger women in their
right place and installing an expectation in them that they, in turn, can look
forward to an increase in power within the gender order as they get older
(Brown 1999; Brown and Kerns 1985).

Conclusion

Our interviewees’ stories of violence have shown a common underlying pat-
tern in that the women’s lives have been controlled to such a degree that they
have been left with no alternative but to leave their husbands and/or families.
Some of the women presented their decision to leave as a matter of life and
death. The women expressed disappointment and resentment. Their expecta-
tions of marriage and family life had not been met. The ideal and promise of
protection and care – aspects of the symbolic shelter – turned out to be more
rhetoric than reality as real life tipped towards isolation, control and violence,
and women were reduced to pawns in the hands of the more powerful who
demand care for themselves. Still the women have been reluctant to let go of
their families and communities; a conflict of family and cultural loyalty seem
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to be ever present, and some women tend to get stuck. This ambivalence to-
wards a stand on violence is the Gordian knot for the shelters to untie.

The Danish welfare state has been described as ‘woman friendly’ (Hernes
1987). To ethnic minority women who have realised that the inside world is
more troublesome and dangerous than the outside world it does present a
kind of external protection against internal restrictions (Kymlicka 1999).
Shelters and economic independence for women make it possible to take the
first step towards greater control of their own lives, bodies and sexuality.
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In the Name of ‘Rights’ – BAMER Women,
Terrorism and Violence Against Women        

Amrit Wilson and Sumanta Roy            

In the various writings about violence against minority ethnic women and
children, particularly the activism and state policies aimed at combating it,
comparatively little has been said about the ‘war on terror’, and the new
rights-based agenda and their impact on BAMER1 women facing violence in
the UK. In this chapter, we examine just one area of this impact – the effects
of this policy on specialist BAMER services and routes to safety for BAMER
women. Ever since the beginning of the debate on forced marriage and the
proposal for a specific criminal law in 2005, the British state has carefully de-
veloped a public image of being concerned about gender-based violence in
BAMER families and communities. But in the same period the state has im-
plemented a number of policies which have impacted enormously on women
from the same groups. Here we shall examine the policies of ‘community co-
hesion’ which have served to justify the closure of specialist refuges and even
threatened women-only refuges; the so-called ‘war on terror’ with its justifi-
cation and establishment of widespread surveillance and profiling; and the
shift towards criminal justice responses to violence against women (VAW),
favouring a punitive approach, under the Domestic Violence, Crime and Vic-
tims Act 2004, at the expense of preventative work, as well as changes in the
Race Relations legislation at a time of increasing racism and Islamophobia.

British racism and Islamophobia

A strand of Islamophobia has long been a part of British racism, with its
roots in the crusades, orientalism and colonialism (Said 1978). But when
did the comparatively recent phase of virulent anti-Muslim racism really
start? While the media and various ‘common-sense’ views suggest that Is-
                                                          
1 BAMER stands for Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic and Refugee women.
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lamophobia began with the horrific attacks of 9/11, the experience of
BAMER women tells a different story. They invariably emphasize that
while 9/11 led to an enormous escalation of Islamophobia, for the majority
of Muslims of all communities (and other South Asian groups), deep-rooted
racism had impacted on their lives throughout the era of multiculturalism,
shaping immigration laws, welfare state policies, the attitudes of the police,
discrimination in employment and spilling over into violent attacks on the
streets.

Working-class South Asian communities in the North of England, most
of them Pakistani and Bangladeshi, which had faced the worst effects of
deindustrialization in the 1980s, remained, in the 1990s, locked in a limbo of
poor educational opportunities and unemployment. In towns such as Burnley,
Accrington, Oldham, Blackburn and Bradford, a generation has grown up in
communities, white and South Asian, which are among Britain’s most im-
poverished one percent. These communities were kept apart not by difference
but by racism; at the same time South Asian encounters with the police and
other agencies too were often shaped by racism. In the 1990s, the last phase
of the multicultural era, the demonisation of Islam in America’s global strat-
egy had begun to feed into the British media, and into the ways in which mi-
nority ethnic communities were constructed, generating a specifically anti-
Muslim racism. The construction of the ‘Muslim’ man as fanatical, funda-
mentalist, violent and owing allegiance to forces external – and hostile – to
Europe came to the foreground in racist imagery (Kundnani 2007). Particu-
larly since 9/11, these images have become much more widespread and the
notion of all Muslims as suspect and dangerous has been consolidated by the
media and by anti-terrorism policies which target whole communities. So in-
tense is this politics of fear that even children as young as eleven are being
asked to report their peers to their teachers and to the Police should they be
identified as holding potentially extremist attitudes (BubblieKang 2010).

The images of Muslim women, which have been deeply inscribed in
popular consciousness in this period, have a specific dichotomy. On the one
hand, they are seen as victims, horrifically oppressed by the cruel and back-
ward men in their families, with the newspapers often reporting ‘forced mar-
riages’, brutal parents and victimized daughters. On the other, and increas-
ingly, they are seen as aiding terrorism or else being terrorists themselves.
All these factors have contributed to the rise in the numbers of attacks on
Muslims – men, women and children-recorded by the police. A recent report
also points out that many of these crimes remain hidden: ‘The majority of
anti-Muslim hate crimes are not reported to police either because of a lack of
confidence in the police or because victims are unaware of a police interest’
(Githens-Mazer and Lambert 2010: 11).
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In the last twenty years or so, culture and religion have also been con-
flated and populations which had earlier been categorised according to lan-
guage or region of origin are now categorised by their religion above all else,
even where those who identify with a religion, for example Islam, are from a
diversity of groups. In the same period, the heightening Islamophobia and ra-
cism increased the ghettoisation of many working-class communities, par-
ticularly South Asian Muslim, and this, together with the acceptance by the
state of South Asian patriarchy, led to the collusion of statutory and volun-
tary organizations in upholding patriarchal stipulations. At the same time, the
focus on religion and culture made it possible for the state to ignore social
and economic factors, power imbalances and institutionalized discrimination,
which all contribute to women’s marginalization (Dustin n.d.). This made
South Asian women’s struggles against violence and oppression far harder.
They were hampered too by the extreme racism of media reportage of gender
violence. It was against this background and under pressure from South
Asian women’s groups to respond to the sometimes extreme violence they
faced that the state began to propose policies that appeared to confront
‘Muslim’ patriarchy (Siddiqui 2006). While multiculturalism had allowed the
state to consolidate and strengthen both South Asian patriarchy and the con-
struction of South Asian women as victims, state agencies and government
statements began to now appear to confront it, reacting with shock and horror
as though patriarchy was a monster unknown, which had suddenly appeared
from an ‘alien’ and ‘backward’ land.

The first effects of this new confrontation were to be found in the enact-
ment of the Forced Marriage Civil legislation which was brought in despite
the opposition by the majority of the BAMER VAW sector. These groups
argued that it was unnecessary because existing laws on abduction and do-
mestic violence were adequate to deal with forced marriage, and what was
required instead was the revision and proactive enforcement of these laws. It
was also pointed out that forced marriage is a very broad category which in-
cludes nebulous issues such as emotional pressure which can be hard to evi-
dence. The debate around the new law and its implementation was accompa-
nied by the state and media’s increasing obsession with forced marriage on
another level which undoubtedly increased racism and Islamophobia. How-
ever, the revised protection orders stemming from the Act have been used by
some women and have helped them escape forced marriages (Ministry of
Justice 2009). They have also encouraged better informed debate within the
generic VAW sector on an issue that was previously dealt with only by the
BAMER sector.

The Forced Marriage Act was followed closely by the raising of the per-
mitted age of entry to Britain of wives joining their husbands, making it ap-
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parent that immigration control was part of the reason for the sudden interest
in this area. Not surprisingly, many South Asian women were able to see be-
hind this smoke screen of ‘concern’. As a woman user of the dwindling spe-
cialist services in Rotherham in North East England asked – ‘What is the
Forced Marriage agenda really about, is it about offering protection or
keeping people out of this country?’ (Service User 2010).

Community cohesion

In the summer of 2001, a series of violent confrontations in northern towns
led to the worst riots in England since 1981. Racist gangs had long and al-
most routinely invaded Asian areas attacking men, women and children, and
the police themselves had targeted these areas, with the local media long sen-
sationalising Asian crimes against whites and interpreting them as ‘racially
motivated’ (Kundnani 2007: 53, 196). In every case in the 2001 riots, the
violence was begun by racist gangs either going on a rampage or attempting
to march through Asian areas and the police responding by donning riot gear
and invading these areas themselves (Kundnani 2007). The riots in Bradford
resulted in injuries to hundreds of police officers and the destruction of many
buildings. The press and a variety of commentators argued that the over tol-
erance inherent in ‘diversity’ policies had encouraged Muslims to live by
their own values, and that the riots were the result of the innate separateness
of Islamic culture and that these communities had ‘self-segregated’ (see for
example, Toynbee 2004; Phillips 2005).

Amidst these developments, the government assertions made it clear
(Home Office 2002) that the concept of institutional racism, acknowledged in
February 1999 (Macpherson 1999), was to be abandoned in favour of inte-
gration. Simultaneously, the Human Rights Act (1998) also virtually aban-
doned the whole question of racism or racial discrimination. The law made it
plain that what was of concern in this era, when ‘regime change’ was carried
out in the name of ‘human rights’, was not ‘race’ but ‘human rights’. The
9/11 attacks provided the state with the ideal launching pad for policies like
Community Cohesion. In fact, we argue that ‘Community Cohesion’, despite
its name, can best be understood as an essentially racist framework of poli-
cies which stand for assimilation and is based on the politics of fear and the
state’s concern with national security and immigration.

The notion of community cohesion also provides the state with a ‘moral’
justification for its neoliberal economic policies of cuts in public expenditure.
It urges the closure of certain services and organizations, whose very exis-
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tence, it claims, undermines the ‘glue’ (CLG 2008a) [of Britishness] which
holds the nation together. The policies of community cohesion, we argue,
rule that funds be withdrawn from specialist BAMER projects or that these
organizations be merged with mainstream services. In fact, it tries to erase
the concept of specific needs altogether (Worley 2005). Further, despite the
fact that UK government statistics indicate that women were the victims
in nearly 8 out of 10 incidents of domestic violence (Home Office 2009),
state policy has also begun to emphasize that men too face violence. In other
words, that it is a question of gender, not women’s oppression. Thus the sys-
temic nature of women’s oppression has increasingly been sidelined in state
policy.

The Supporting People Programme (SP) implemented from April 2003
also paved the way for a series of cuts in the BAMER women’s sector. SP
claimed to offer ‘vulnerable people the opportunity to improve their quality
of life by providing a stable environment which enables greater independ-
ence’ (CLG 2005) but in reality, it has become a cost cutting exercise which,
in the name of ‘best value’, has done away with a large number of BAMER
refuges or merged them with mainstream organisations, drastically reducing
such services (Thiara and Hussain 2005). With the increasing use of com-
petitive tendering processes and ‘best value’ service evaluations, long-
established BAMER services are now being routinely asked by their Local
Authority to re-apply for funding, deliver their services with less funds while
targeting more women from other communities, and in some cases to con-
sider how their services cater for men. Consequently, funding for the
women’s sector has been re-distributed to make room for a monopoly of
state-run services and generic ‘super-providers’ with a lack of expertise or
history in delivering services for women and children.

The struggle against the decimation of this sector has intensified since
early 2008, when Imkaan2 launched a national campaign, publishing a report
(Mouj 2008) which highlighted the closure of essential services, and the re-
duction in safe spaces for women and children as a consequence of the lack
of recognition of the needs of BAMER women and children by Local
Authorities. Imkaan reported 50% of BAMER women-led services had been
taken over by large non-specialist providers, 70% of existing BAMER serv-
ices for women and children were under threat of being decommissioned un-
der the move towards area-based grants and value for money assessments
(Mouj 2008). Since the 1980s, the BAMER sector has been crucially impor-
tant in saving lives, providing safety to BAMER women facing domestic

                                                          
2 Imkaan is a national second tier organisation that provides a strategic voice, research,

training for BAMER refuges supporting women and children escaping violence.



296 Amrit Wilson and Sumanta Roy

violence, countering their total isolation from family and community net-
works, meeting their linguistic and cultural needs and those of their children
and providing a space free from racism and Islamophobia. Yet Local
Authorities have shown little recognition of the needs of BAMER women,
brushing aside the ways of working which have been fought for and estab-
lished over a considerable period. Their assessments of best value – on the
basis of which refuges are asked to close or merge – ignore the well-
established fact that BAMER women and children facing domestic violence
need greater advocacy, and often need interpreters and outreach and thera-
peutic work (Thiara 2005). Despite the government’s proclamation about in-
vesting in services, this does not appear to address the reality of women’s
needs particularly in the areas of housing-based support. More than 300
women a day are still unable to access a refuge which equates to 78,000
women per year in the UK (Women’s Aid 2009). Shockingly, over 40% of
BAMER women have been in the abusive relationship for 5 years or more
and over 90% experienced abuse on a weekly basis (Thiara and Roy 2010).
These figures speak for themselves, demonstrating that current approaches
offer partial solutions to addressing violence, clearly signifying the impor-
tance of a holistic approach through early and crisis intervention, counsel-
ling, advocacy, advice, outreach and peer-support.

BAMER women’s experiences of VAW services in this era of Commu-
nity Cohesion and SP highlight the deep contradictions between the state’s
proclamations and the policies it implements. As many in the South Asian
women’s refuge movement are asking, if the state is concerned about South
Asian women’s lives being endangered by Forced Marriage and Honour
Crimes (singling out South Asian and Middle Eastern women in this respect)
why is it closing down the very organisations and services which support and
strengthen South Asian women? And these organisations are shockingly few
and far between anyway: for instance, Black women facing domestic vio-
lence had to contact an average of 17 agencies before finding help (for white
women the number is 11) (Brittain et al. 2005). Imkaan’s 2008 report also
pointed out a key contradiction between these proposals for the future fund-
ing and delivery of domestic violence services and the government’s own
Gender and Race Equality Legislation:

The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 Section 2(2) holds public authorities
to account where they are charged to rebuild trust and demonstrate fairness by
eliminating racial discrimination and promoting equality of opportunity and good
race relations... The Gender Equality Duty [requires that] public bodies… take
pro-active steps to promote equality between women and men [and] take account
of the different needs of women and men in policy and service planning rather
than react to complaints when things go wrong. (Mouj 2008: 3)
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This contradiction led to a remarkable victory for the BAMER women’s
sector, when Southall Black Sisters, facing cuts in their core funding from
Ealing Council, took the Local Authority to court and won. The case estab-
lished an important precedent which some BAMER refuges may well be able
to use to fight back. However, without a shift in government policy and ring-
fenced funding for VAW services, local groups will not be in a position to
challenge local commissioning decisions.  

The criminal justice system and violence against women

Changes in funding have been accompanied by a shift in the nature of work
expected of domestic violence services. There is a greater emphasis on puni-
tive action to tackle domestic violence through the CJS than on preventative
work. The rhetoric behind this is that those who face violence will have the
‘rights’ needed to punish the perpetrators by taking them to court. This puni-
tive CJS approach is institutionalized in the Domestic Violence, Crime and
Victims Act 2004. The infrastructure consists of MARACS3, often police-led
multi-agency panels which discuss high risk cases of domestic violence with
the aim of reducing repeat victimization; Independent Domestic Violence Ad-
vocates (IDVAs) often placed within the statutory sector or in large voluntary
sector organisations, and Specialist Domestic Violence Courts (SDVCs). Al-
though MARACs do not deal with low or medium risk cases, these comprise
the majority of domestic violence cases supported by refuges (Gill and Banga
2008). As may be expected, MARACs have all the drawbacks of crisis man-
agement, since of about 1.5 million people who suffer domestic violence a
year, they target only around 150,000, (10%) of the most high risk cases in
any authority. The rest are expected to be catered for by domestic violence
services increasingly under threat of funding cuts.

Since 2005, 127 SDVCs have been established across the UK, providing
trained lawyers and judges and ‘a more supportive environment’ for women
to pursue CJS routes. However, research by Imkaan shows that of 37% of
women willing to report to the Police, with the support of a BAMER worker,
only a fifth (20%) were willing to support a prosecution. The reasons given
for not taking any formal action were wanting to access the safety of a
BAMER service prior to approaching the Police. Respondents felt too scared
of repercussions and did not want to have parents or family arrested (Thiara
and Roy 2010). Despite neoliberalism’s frequently stated aim of making the
                                                          
3 Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARAC) are not strictly within the criminal

justice system
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individual ‘independent’, a system based on MARACs, also, inevitably dis-
empowers women facing domestic violence. As Nicola Harwin of Women’s
Aid puts it, MARACS in most areas ‘are not survivor-led. The victim is in-
formed that a referral is happening. In a sense they are in direct conflict with
the principle of empowerment’ (Hansard, 2008). In addition, while based in
areas with sizeable BAMER communities, only 8.45% of cases reviewed at
MARAC between July 2008-July 2009 involved BAMER women (Howarth
et al. 2009). According to a worker in a generic advice centre, this is because
these cases are deemed too complex and therefore there is ‘an assumption that
these so-called ‘honour’-based violence cases ‘take too long’ (Advice Centre
worker 2010). In another interview, a BAMER outreach manager told us:

We know of a generic organisation working with a South Asian woman who was
referred to the MARAC – their support to her involved using an interpreter to call
her over the phone 3 or 4 times. In our experience, if women do not feel they can
build up a trusting face-to-face relationship with the organisation they will remain
isolated for longer and are unlikely to leave the abuse. This is not about language
only. (Outreach Manager 2010)

MARACs are not at present statutory provision, and are set up at the discre-
tion of each local authority. The Association of Police Officers (ACPO) has
proposed that they be made statutory, commenting that they: ‘… do not con-
sider it acceptable that effective public protection systems should be left to
the whims of local agencies to decide upon ... there is a clear requirement
that all areas shall have in place MARAC capability by a date to be deter-
mined’ (Hansard 2008). While there may be advantages in making MARACs
statutory, before this is done their weaknesses need to be addressed if they
are going to be useful, particularly for BAMER women.

There is also a further move towards criminalisation which is discussed in
the ACPO document – this time of women facing domestic violence being
prosecuted if they decide to withdraw their cases. In fact, the state had made
provision for this in earlier legislation. In a Kafkaesque allocation of neolib-
eral ‘responsibilities’ accompanying neoliberal ‘rights’, the right to safety
has been accompanied by a responsibility to take the perpetrator to court
(ACPO 2009). Clearly, women, and particularly BAMER women can be
pressurised into withdrawing support for a prosecution but an entirely legal-
istic approach will make it harder for them to speak out at all against vio-
lence. As the Director of Imkaan states:

Imkaan will support any initiative that will make a difference to vulnerable women
and children. However, the government’s excessive focus on criminal justice out-
comes and its isolationist approach to Violence Against Women policy is prob-
lematic – each new development somehow being the solution rather than another
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potential building block. In practice, this creates an ‘either/or’ context which lim-
its women’s routes into safety, support and empowerment (2010).

Increasingly, a picture is emerging of a system, we argue, which ties in with
the security agenda and is focused mainly on pursuing and punishing perpe-
trators, as reflected in ACPO’s recent response to a Home Office consulta-
tion, Together we can end violence against women and girls, which rein-
forced a ‘perpetrator focus’ (ACPO 2009). Would it not be more helpful if
the police could also explore ways in which they can become more accessible
to a larger number of women, since, according to the Home Office statistics,
only 13% of women who told someone they were facing domestic violence
approached the police (Povey et al. 2008).

Currently Sanctuary Schemes are being promoted as one of the key ways
of addressing violence. At its basic level, the former provides women in dan-
ger with a secure room in the house to flee to. However, without an adequate
risk assessment and links to support services women could feel isolated and
essentially become prisoners in one room. In addition, the Government has
invested £15 million in Family Intervention Projects (FIPs): (Home Office),
which seek to address a wide variety of issues, including domestic violence.
Apart from the underlying authoritarian approach here which blames families
and parents for failing to cope with the disintegrating welfare state and the
encroachment of market values into all areas of life, these programmes are,
as one FIP worker told us:

… problematic because it places untrained workers in highly complex and often
dangerous situations. In one ongoing case in a family where the woman has been
subject to a violent assault during pregnancy, despite interventions from the po-
lice and social services the woman remains in the home and I am then expected to
work with the family to resolve a highly complex situation placing both the
woman and worker at risk. (FIP worker 2010)

Under the Government’s new policies, women are ultimately presented with
fewer choices. Without the ability to secure a place of safety and emotional
and peer support within a refuge setting, they are increasingly expected to
manage their risk and rebuild their lives on their own. In addition, the ways
in which cases are handled day to day suggests that the culture of surveil-
lance and fear created by the ‘War on Terror’ has become deeply ingrained
in VAW work in BAMER communities. A worker at a mainstream West
London women’s centre commented, for example:

The only training on offer on issues affecting BME women is led by the community
safety officer who is based at the local police station and whose whole focus with
reference to forced marriages and honour killings is not on what rights and resources
the woman can access but on profiling the perpetrators (Bubblie Kang 2008).
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Given the climate of racism and the intensifying surveillance which is a part
of the ‘War on Terror’, this profiling will inevitably target Muslim commu-
nities. While the state is profiling whole communities in the name of the
‘War on Terror’, in the name of the ‘right’ to live free of violence it is pro-
filing perpetrators who we are increasingly told come from the same com-
munities of ‘organised criminals’. For example, Nazir Afzal, a Director of the
Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), speaks enthusiastically of ‘hotspots’ of
radicalism and honour-based violence. In a speech given at Imkaan’s round-
table discussion, ‘Responding to violence against women in the name of
‘honour’ on 22 November 2006, he stated:

The Forced Marriage Unit have a lovely map on their wall and it basically identi-
fies where most of their referrals are from and, if you went in the Special Branch
of the Terrorist Unit and looked at their map, you would see significant links, sig-
nificant correlation… There was one case where I could actually evidence it, so
how many others are there . . . I have been talking to ministers for the last few
months. I mentioned radicalism hotspots and the map of honour-based violence
hotspots – then they really listened!

While it may be assumed from Mr. Afzal’s track record that this statement
would not have been intended to reinforce negative perceptions of Britain’s
Muslim communities, nevertheless making this link is problematic. It pres-
ents a position which is at best over-simplified and at worst potentially dan-
gerous.

The anti-terrorism agenda and violence against women

The deprioritisation of VAW is once again demonstrated by the National In-
dicators set by the government to shape the funds allocated to local authori-
ties. Only one National Indicator out of 198 is related to domestic violence
and it concerns ‘repeat violence’ by perpetrators. However, there is a new in-
dicator about Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE)4 and engaging with PVE
has also become a statutory duty. It is expected that by April 2011, the
budget for PVE will increase by a further £100million (Kundnani 2009).There
can be no doubt that the anti-terrorism agenda, along with the sensational and
often inaccurate media coverage, constantly escalates racism and Islamopho-
bia. Even Police statistics show that the numbers of faith and race/hate

                                                          
4 The PVE agenda is a part of PREVENT which is one of the four ‘workstreams of

‘CONTEST’ part of the government’s wider counter terrorism strategy (HM Government,
2009).
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crimes have risen from 261 incidents in 2002–03 (Parry, Chowdhury and
Tucker 2003) to 9,946 in 2009 (MPS 2009).

In Rotherham, a northern English town, for the Muslim community in-
timidation and violence are everyday experiences. During confidential inter-
views (2010, 13 January), women told us: ‘People are scared living in Roth-
erham. We are wondering and anxious about what might happen next to the
Muslim community’: ‘I was walking out one day – when a car full of English
men who were wearing suits in a very nice car started swearing, shouting
abusive words in English and some in broken Punjabi’ (Service User 2010).
In addition, it has led to profound changes in the welfare framework (which
directly affect BAMER women facing domestic violence) because it draws
statutory bodies into:

… the ‘securitisation’ agenda thereby dismantling the traditional relationships of
trust and confidence between public bodies and service users…. And the commu-
nity cohesion policies which are an integral part of it have led to ‘the abandon-
ment of funding for traditional community development, capacity building and
empowerment work with BME communities (Lacman 2009).

Given these changes, it is hardly surprising that VAW has risen in the period
2009–2010 (MPA 2010). We are not arguing that PVE programmes have
been used to divert money away from women’s groups to religious groups
but that they have created a group of Muslim spokespersons who acquiese
with government policies on the ‘War on Terror’. If community cohesion has
led to the closure of organisations, the PVE strategy has set up new ones of a
very different kind – working, it is claimed, with ‘Muslim community lead-
ers, youth and women’. In 2007, the CLG ‘Preventing Violent Extremism
Pathfinder Fund’ (PVEPF) was established. This has led to the setting up and
funding of local Muslim organisations, a part of whose role, in the words of
the CLG, will be to empower Muslim women by giving them ‘a stronger
voice, increased confidence and the knowledge to challenge and tackle vio-
lent extremism’ (CLG 2008b).

In Ealing, for example, two Muslim women’s groups were being set up
while Southall Black Sisters faced cuts. When Southall Black Sisters ques-
tioned this they were told by Ealing Council that these Muslim women’s or-
ganisations were in a different funding stream under which they must ‘link to
the overarching objective of creating a situation where Muslim communities
reject and actively condemn violent extremism and seek to undermine and
isolate violent extremists. A condition of the grant is that it is not used for the
furtherance or propagation of a faith’ (Ealing Council 2008). Thus, it would
appear that in the new state and media discourses, the measure of Muslim
women’s ‘empowerment’ is not whether they are able to confront or escape
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domestic violence but whether they can be involved as the state’s allies in the
surveillance which is central to the ‘War on Terror’ (Da Costa and Dubey
2008). In April 2008, the CLG launched the ‘Community Leadership Fund’
(CLF) aiming to ‘support work that will build the capacity of individuals, or-
ganisations and communities to take the lead on tackling violent extremist in-
fluences’ (CLG 2008: 3). The CLF prioritises five areas of voluntary work,
including ‘Supporting Muslim women’. What does CLF mean in reality? A
Manager from Rotherham told us that CLF had not led to improvements in
all services for local women and communities, while a community worker
from Leeds said ‘Its not about women at all but about supporting those who
do not criticise government policies’.

Clearly, this points to the problematic way in which Community Cohe-
sion has been used, together with the Prevent agenda, to demonise whole
communities, including women facing violence, while the same local author-
ity questions the existence of a BAMER women’s service. In Bradford, a
largely Muslim working-class town in the North of England, home to a
population which has been reduced to poverty by deindustrialisation and now
neoliberal policies, local authorities have received £1,425,000 in one year
alone (Kundnani 2009). How has this affected the situation of women whom
PVE wishes to ‘empower’? For a start, few women’s organisations have even
been informed of this funding, let alone drawn into its programmes. A proj-
ect in Bradford providing the only service for single young women dealing
with many cases of forced marriage among other related problems, has been
told nothing about the Prevent strategy or funding. A refuge manager told us:

We were recently reviewed and felt that the Local Authority had no overall inter-
est in the outcomes of the service. Since then I have learnt that the Local Author-
ity has set up its own service for homeless women including those fleeing vio-
lence – it is well resourced and they control all referrals and as a consequence we
have seen a major drop in referrals from the Council.

Workers at the project say they know that women have actively chosen their
services but now both they and the local generic Women’s Aid are likely to
be told that there is no demand for their services and hence penalised. In
Nottingham, the Council was allocated £965,000 in pathfinder funds as part
of the East Midlands region encompassing Derby, Leicester and Nottingham
(Hansard 2009) in PVE money between 2007 and 2009, as well as funding
under the strand of community cohesion. The Manager of the only BAMER
women’s refuge in the area told us:

I have heard nothing at all about the Prevent Agenda or funding – but am aware
that at one time the Council were offering pots of money for Muslim specific vol-
untary sector services, which we could not apply for because we are not Muslim
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only although 90% of the women we support are from the Muslim, Pakistani
community! (Refuge Manager 2010)

This service is facing closure, despite various representations from its service
users stating that they need, want and value a South Asian service. What is
particularly significant is that this service deals with many forced marriage
and so-called honour based violence cases, and despite the government’s
much publicised concern for women, it has no hesitation in ruthlessly caus-
ing its closure.

Conclusion

At a time when a rights-based agenda is said to be a primary aim, BAMER
women are losing their rights to the welfare services which serve their needs
best. Places and routes of safety are being closed down while immigration
imperatives and the security agenda are completely eroding the relationships
of trust which have been traditional in the welfare sector. On an everyday
level, the politics of suspicion and fear, the rise of far-right groups and esca-
lating racism and Islamophobia are creating an atmosphere of intense intimi-
dation. The underlying rationale is clear enough – vulnerable people are
costing the state too much and they will be increasingly abandoned as Britain
moves towards American-style welfare provision. The ideological message is
that the withdrawal of the state from all responsibility is actually empowering
for the individual, even if their survival is threatened.
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How Violence Against Women is Addressed in
Social and Public Action for ‘Women in
Immigrant Communities’: Mixed Standards and
a Logic of Suspicion

Marion Manier            

Introduction

The continuing invisibility1 of women in immigration, both in research and in
political preoccupations, has been deplored for more than 20 years (Morok-
vasic 1976; 2008). Now, however, the question of ‘women in immigrant
communities’2 has acquired a high profile in the French media and politics as
a ‘public issue’ in its own right. The question of ‘women in immigrant com-
munities’ has mainly arisen in debates over the wearing of headscarves and
measures taken in that connection (the first ‘headscarf affair’ in Creil in
1989, the secularity law of 2004), polygamy (1991) and, since 2000, forced
marriages, violence against and social control of women and girls living on
suburban social housing estates3 (Condon/Hamel 2007; Mucchielli 2005 on
gang rapes). These debates have largely helped to make the issue a priority
for public action and social action and, more recently, to anchor the issue
firmly in the paradigm of gender equality and sexist violence. This article
considers some of the main ways in which the issue of women in immigrant
communities is addressed in public and social action as a problem of ‘vio-
lence’. Public and social action are important as spheres in which norms and
categories are produced and reworked, and in which institutional and volun-
tary sector actors interact with women from immigrant communities.

I will start by briefly describing how the question of women in immigrant
communities emerged as a ‘public problem’ and a target for social action.
                                                          
1 This invisibility has been largely due to the economic and ‘androcentric’ terms in which

immigration was long considered, both in research and in policy agendas. (Morokvasic
1997, 2008).

2 ‘Femmes de l’immigration’ (translated here as ‘women in immigrant communities’) is an in-
stitutional category that includes women migrants of foreign nationality and French women
from immigrant backgrounds, whether naturalised or of the ‘second generation’. See the
Femmes de l’immigration report by the Ministry of Labour (Ministère du travail, des rela-
tions sociales, de la famille, de la solidarité et de la ville) and the Ministry of Prefessional
Equality and Parity (Ministère de la parité et de l’égalité professionnel), and the 2003 and
2007 framework agreements to foster the integration of ‘femmes de l’immigration’, etc.

3 E.g. the success of the Ni Putes Ni Soumises (‘Neither tarts nor submissive’) movement.
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The next part is based on material gathered during my doctoral research into
social action organizations and institutions running programmes for women
in immigrant communities4. I will use this material to examine (a) the ethnic
and gender-based analyses made of these women’s condition and (b) the
ways in which social welfare actors frame the problem of violence and seek
to address it. To close, I suggest some avenues for reflection on the social
impact of these responses.

I will not, of course, be calling into question the usefulness of these or-
ganizations or the sincere concern of those who work in them, nor the very
real violence sometimes inflicted on women in immigrant communities5

(Condon and Hamel 2007). But it will be useful to examine the discourses
and the interpretative framework within which the problem of violence
against women in immigrant communities is understood and constructed.
This will involve analyzing the way ethnic and gender categories are inter-
woven. Violence against women in this context tends to be construed (a) by
reference to other concepts such as ‘integration’ that reflect the social treat-
ment of immigration in general and (b) from a standpoint that ethnicizes so-
cial problems (Fassin, 2006) and matters of sex and sexism such as ‘sexist
violence on the estates’ (Delphy 2008; Condon and Hamel 2007). Doubly
categorized, as women and as members of an ‘ethnic minority’, women in
immigrant communities are at the receiving end of sometimes paradoxical
and often particularizing actions, usually based on the idea of their otherness.
The question then is whether the treatment of violence against women, by
aiming to be specific, does not symbolically produce another form of vio-
lence: stigmatization.

                                                          
4 Field work was done in the Alpes Maritimes département from 2004 to 2008, in mainly vol-

untary-sector welfare units for the induction, training, mediation and integration of immi-
grant clients, especially women. Many of these units have specific missions and functions
for immigrant women, particularly combating gender inequality and preventing sexist vio-
lence, although they do not specialise in caring for women victims of violence. I shall also
use data on ‘women on the estates’ collected from a network of official and voluntary sector
actors. I provide extracts from interviews and personal observations of meetings and situa-
tions recorded in these units using an inductive, participatory method (since I was once, my-
self an assistant trainer in the voluntary sector and also worked with these units).

5 Studies have shown that foreign women or those with immigrant parents are more vulnerable
to certain forms of violence (Condon and Hamel 2007) and that situations of dependence,
particularly administrative dependence in the case of foreign women, accentuate their de-
pendence on their families. (See issue No. 75 of Revue Plein Droit (2007), ‘Femmes, étran-
gers: des causes concurrentes ?’).
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Women in immigrant communities: new issues

In France in the 1960s and 1970s, the subject of women in migrant commu-
nities was marginal and not a matter of public debate. Nonetheless, social ac-
tion organizations were formed to assist North African migrant women, seen
primarily as wives coming to join husbands working in France (Golub,
Morokvasic and Quiminal 1997). As Anne Golub (1997; 2000) points out,
this mainly involved helping families obtain local authority housing. They
aimed to take a hand in the ‘social adaptability’ of families, and of women:

‘women’ were never considered separately from ‘families’. With the women,
measures for the male worker’s economic adaptability [previously ensured by
their employers] were replaced by ‘social adaptability’ measures which were seen
as an endless preliminary to any form of mobility (Golub et al. 1997: 24).

New migration policies introduced in the mid-1970s (official halt to worker
immigration, family reunification procedures) focused on ‘managing stocks
rather than flows’ (Taravella 1984). Social demand now focused on the ‘so-
cial problems’ connected with immigration, mainly seen in terms of the
families’ integration. So the question of migrant women emerged mainly
through the prism of family, with representations of female and family roles
that Catherine Quiminal calls ‘archaic’: ‘It really is the family with the
woman as mother and guarantor of Christian family values, but with no pro-
vision of the social and economic conditions for such families to become a
reality’ (Golub et al. 1997: 24). The question of women’s occupational inte-
gration was gradually raised, but usually set aside until ‘after’ their cultural
and social integration. The training proposed would often prepare them for
domestic employment (cooking, cleaning, sewing etc.). As Morokvasic
writes, ‘the training proposed for immigrant women was limited to adapting
them to a female role which was in any case completely outdated, being
called into question in every social class our societies’ (Golub et al. 1997:
25). As to the second generation, which was becoming visible in the 1980s,
they were often seen as ‘agents of change’ and integration.

The standards of adaptability and integration is still sometimes based on
somewhat rigid, victimizing representations of ‘immigrant women’ in which
they are seen as traditional housewives, passive, isolated and particularly far
removed from integration and ‘employability’. But other registers have en-
tered public discourse and are affecting public action and social action. Since
the 1980s the question of ‘migrant women’ (and ‘third-world women’ more
generally) has become much more visible; the World Bank, the United Na-
tions and Europe (at the instigation of the Council of Europe) have declared
their status a matter of global concern. The theme has gradually been taken
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up by campaigns against violence (particularly at the 1995 Peking conference
and by Unicef and Amnesty International), female genital mutilation and
human trafficking (e.g. by the Office des Migrations Internationales, the
French government’s immigration bureau). In France since 2000, ‘women in
immigrant communities’, both ‘mothers’ and ‘daughters’, have become a
major focus of public action, located as they are at the intersection between
the issues of integration (with a tightening of immigration and integration
policies and the application of the ‘induction and integration contract’), the
keeping of religious expression out of public space (laïcité) and gender
equality. They have been made a priority for various government depart-
ments under the revived theme of combating violence against women.

This institutional and media categorization of women in immigrant com-
munities and their problems has led to the creation (mainly by social action
organizations) of integration programmes and targeted actions for ‘women in
immigrant communities’, ‘women on the estates’, ‘mothers’, etc. Below I de-
scribe some of the main features of these actions.

An example of social action organizations

An ethnic and gender-based analysis

Amongst official and voluntary sector social action circles working – exclu-
sively or not – with immigrant women, there is a growing tendency to con-
sider women’s ‘integration’ as a problem of emancipation and of combating
sexist violence and dependence on the husband. These topics are now in-
cluded in the social action organizations’ mission statements through institu-
tional directives (former FASILD, ACSE, DDASS, CAF6, municipal poli-
cies). They are presented as essential priorities. In response to what is con-
structed as a worrying ‘public problem’, associations dealing with integra-
tion, literacy or other services for migrants have taken preventive action.
Neighbourhood initiatives are springing up on the housing estates. Networks,
partnerships and federations of smaller NGOs, working closely with local
political circles, are forming around the issue of ‘women in immigrant com-
munities’. In the Alpes Maritimes local authority area, two networks have
                                                          
6 FASILD: Fond d’Action et de Soutien pour l’Intégration et la Lutte contre les Discrimina-

tions (which works for integration and against discrimination); ACSE: Agence nationale
pour la cohésion sociale et l’égalité des chances (responsible for social cohesion and equa-
lity of opportunity); DDASS: Direction Départementale des Affaires Sanitaires et Sociales
(the welfare authority in each department of France); CAF: Caisse d’allocations familiales
(child benefits department).
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been formed in the last three years on the issue of ‘women in immigrant
communities’ or, depending on the local situation, ‘women on the estates’.
These networks include dozens of social action organizations and associa-
tions. The launch project for one of these networks suggests the general
thrust of these action programmes:

Extract from the initial project for the Femmes des Quartiers network.7 The net-
work is composed of people from local politics, the family allowance authority, as-
sociations and welfare bodies in a neighbourhood on the northern edge of Nice.

Many partners are concerned about the situation of women on the estates, which
also raises the question of intercultural relations. Several partners have expressed
the wish to work together on these questions and share their working experience,
so as not to be alone in confronting complex situations.
The main difficulties women on the estates encounter are

– The language barrier. There is strong demand for literacy groups.
– Conjugal violence/risk of forced marriages.
– Access to entitlements.
– The weight of culture/community introversion. Some women stay at home to

raise their children and the number of women wearing the veil is increasing.
– Cohabitation between the different communities is still difficult (difficult to mix

groups of residents of different ethnic origins).
– Discrimination in the labour market.
– Isolation/exclusion from the labour market.

Women in this neighbourhood have difficulty integrating because their level of
French is poor and their sociocultural references are often very different from
French cultural patterns. Despite official efforts to fund new literacy groups, there
is still unmet demand. These problems seem to add to their isolation and their dif-
ficulties in educating their children. However, this group is still the driving force
in these ‘problem’ neighbourhoods; although they suffer violence and discrimina-
tion they are still the best placed to call for change. That is why it is important to
work in concert on this topical issue.

This analysis, though it does not give an exhaustive summary, is fairly repre-
sentative of the terms in which institutional and voluntary sector discourse
frames the question of ‘women in immigrant communities’. The project has
formally identified the issues facing welfare actors in relation to ‘women on
                                                          
7 The network’s use of the term femmes des quartiers (translated here as ‘women on the es-

tates’, referring to the public housing estates on which a high proportion live) may seem like
a euphemism to avoid any reference to ethnic origin. It reflects the prudence of welfare staff
and voluntary sector community workers who wish to avoid giving their actions ethnic or
community connotations. Nonetheless, they clearly identify the main target of their actions
as women of North African origin.
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the estates’ and has sought to analyze their situation. It has explained the
problem in terms of ethnicity and gender and focused simultaneously on in-
tegration and gender issues.

Given that ‘women on the estates’ essentially refers here to women in
North African immigrant communities, their situation is considered through
the prism of ‘cultural influence’, cultural distance (De Rudder 1994) and the
resulting difficulty of integrating. This is addressed around three gendered
themes. Firstly, women in immigrant communities are categorized as being
particularly isolated, more subject to ‘the weight of culture’ and tradition.
This reflects a view of gender relations that makes women essentially the
guardians of culture, values and social mores (Gaspard 2001: 12) while men
are the breadwinners. Women continue to be thought of in terms of emigra-
tion: they are supposed to have stronger links with the culture of origin than
the men, whose situation is often seen more in terms of immigration, i.e. their
role in the host country (Sayad 2006). Institutionally and in social action, the
women’s situation tends to be categorized in terms of culture while their oc-
cupational and economic integration is seen as secondary. Secondly they are
also categorized as being particularly vulnerable to sexist violence and under
strict social control by their family/community. Lastly, and again through the
prism of family, the women are seen as ‘mothers’ facing particular problems
in educating their children. Cultural origin is seen as closely entwined with
the social control or sexist violence suffered by immigrant women. This can
be seen in the order of priorities the project presents: language, conjugal life,
violence, culture, with employment last. It also presents the problems in
pairs: conjugal violence/forced marriage; weight of culture/community intro-
version; children’s education/housewives/the veil. The women’s lack of ad-
aptation and the sexist violence and community oppression they are thought
to suffer also tends to be attributed to their ethnic and cultural origin.

In the goals and discourse of the associations interviewed in our survey,
whether network members or not, the women’s integration is generally cor-
related with their ‘emancipation as women’. Emancipation is understood not
only as a way of breaking out of their isolation and achieving independence
and integration; it is also seen as emancipation − or indeed liberation − as
women. Hence, the theme is helping these women to combat sexism, com-
munity self-segregation and violence. This way of framing the issue is more
the result of a consensus among welfare actors than a response to demands
formulated by their clients. These, as we shall see, are more often of an eco-
nomic order: to learn French, to access entitlements, to obtain benefits,
housing, or a job.
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Framing social action against violence

In this context, violence against women and provision for victims are in-
creasingly prominent questions. Not only specialist organizations but also
social centres and associations working on integration, literacy, and social
and cultural aspects are taking action on this issue. Preventive actions and in-
formation drives are introduced on such subjects as gender equality (e.g. dis-
tribution of the Guide de l’égalité entre les hommes et les femmes issues de
l’immigration, published in 2007 by the Ministry of labour and social af-
fairs), women’s rights, the history of women’s struggles, contraception,
abortion, sexuality, virginity and sexist violence. Campaigns against forced
marriage and intimate partner violence are organized. Different organizations
collaborate to coordinate events (e.g. on 8 March) promoting women’s ca-
reers or showing films about women’s condition and Islam. There is an in-
creasing number of awareness raising activities about gender equality, often
pointing particularly at the supposedly ‘specific sexist violence’ of ‘North
African’ culture or Islam (forced marriages, gang rapes, genital mutilation,
Islamic headscarves) and run by local associations that do not directly spe-
cialize in caring for women victims of violence8.

The Femmes des Quartiers network mentioned earlier is an example. Its
very creation was a response to increasing anxiety among welfare actors
about what they see as a deterioration in women’s condition on the estates.
The topics chosen and the cases described by network members at meetings
reflect their desire to make sexism and violence priority issues9. Many or-
ganization members or representatives highlight situations of dependence or
oppression of women by their husbands or their community. A social centre
representative, for example, said that ‘their husbands’ reticence still puts a
brake on their self-fulfilment (whatever their age or origin)’ and asked that
the network deal with ‘the problem of ‘family’ pressure in the broad sense,
the weight of tradition on women’s day-to-day behaviour: emotional black-
mail, gossip, the person’s image in public space’ The representative of a so-
ciocultural association described the following case:

A young woman married in her country of origin joins her husband, who has a
visa. To keep his hold on her, he refuses to go with her to the immigration office
to have her presence in France made official. Then the violence begins, because
the wife is afraid of being in breach of French law.

                                                          
8 Associations that have no expertise in matters of violence, legal aspects, procedures or direct

contact with emergency accommodation facilities, etc., but who direct clients to the special-
ist organisations.

9 The data presented here are from observation notes on the network’s meetings.
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The report of the client’s request, which we obtained from the association rep-
resentative, showed that what she mainly wanted was economic and legal help
and accommodation to enable her to separate from her husband: minimum State
benefit, family allowance and medical aid, work, housing and information
about French law. This is a typical case of the double violence − administrative
and sexist − that foreign women may encounter. But in the same report the as-
sociation representative reformulates it. Although she mentions the material and
administrative dependence, she presents the problem as being primarily ‘the
strong hold of traditions, the strong impact of the husbands, the lack of free-
dom, failure to share responsibility, conventional wisdom linked to tradition,
culture and religion.’ This over-interpretation stems from a culturalizing char-
acterization of the situation (note that it refers to ‘the husbands’ in the plural,
moving from the particular to the general). It shows the gap there can be between
the local associations’ goals and their clients’ demands. In meetings, network
members regularly raised the issue of forced marriage, saying it was urgent to
address the issue before the summer (a high-risk period in this regard), even
though few cases had been identified by organizations in the network.

Similarly, situations or anecdotes seen as symptomatic of an ‘upsurge in
community self-segregation’ with tighter social control over women and
worsening relations between men and women were regularly recounted at the
network meetings: Imams at the school gates; teenagers disseminating relig-
ious books promoting women’s submission; shocked reactions from boys,
girls and women on seeing the film Un été à la Goulette (Férid Boughedir
1996) with a scene showing a young woman in her knickers. One association
representative reacted in these terms:

there were shock reactions (…) Some women were shocked by the nudes (…) but
it isn’t a risqué film! There’s really a regression among the women, the parents
(...) But that’s what we told them: ‘the images are meant to make you react’. We
shouldn’t spare them, we have to shock them. Even the young people are less lib-
erated about nudity, sex, flirting etc.

The ‘general impression’ the participants seek to talk about in the network is
one of widespread violence and worsening conditions for women. The fol-
lowing extract from a network meeting on violence further reflects this.

At a meeting of some fifteen representatives, mainly women, from different organi-
zations, the chair of the meeting suggested everyone express their views about
problem situations and particularly the question of violence.
S., representing a work integration association: ‘Well, for example, there’s com-
monplace violence (several people signal agreement). Male violence against
women, women against their children and even fathers against their daughters. It
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has become commonplace (…) even in the way they talk to their children, insults
and screaming are frequent …’
R., representing an official body, steps in: ‘Yes, there’s no need to ask why the
youngsters insult each other, it’s because the parents do that…’
[…]
Chair: ‘At any rate we can identify a first type of problem to consider together:
conjugal violence’.
B., on the staff of a non-profit body: ‘Underlying these problems there’s a problem
of communication. These are women who never went to school and have difficulty
communicating. That’s where the violence comes from in the mother-children re-
lationship. It comes from problems of communication and understanding between
the kids and their mothers…’
C., prevention educator: ‘It’s a major trend. Everyone screams at everyone. It’s a
constant provocation for the youngsters. There’s a gap. Work needs to be done
with the young women to teach them to say no. Many are prepared for what’s
coming, in fact they wait and they don’t know how to say no’.
R: ‘Those of them from violent backgrounds’.
F., association worker: ‘The women don’t put themselves forward. It’s the men
who speak’.
R: ‘It’s a question of education (…) The question is how can they position them-
selves (…) without being violent themselves? Because even the young girls are
violent, the hardened delinquents anyway’.10

B: ‘We need to work on a whole set of messages. Outside of violence there’s ten-
derness (…) These are people who’ve been raised by violence, they need to give
themselves the right to be happy (…) And there’s not only aggressiveness. Some
youngsters learn that too…’
F: ‘We have to work on raising the women’s consciousness, so they become aware of
being women and not just wives or mothers (…) because they only live through that,
through their husbands. We have to work on them becoming self-aware. Women first
and foremost. And find out what it means to them to be a woman. ‘And for our-
selves?’ Because they ask for nothing. They want nothing for themselves. If you ask
them what it means to them to be a woman, they say ‘it’s to be a wife, a mother’, etc.’
C: ‘Yes, it’s an educational task (…) we must educate the mothers (…) and the
children.
R: It’s not necessarily a question of culture. I don’t think it’s only a question of
culture. It’s more a question of space, of place, family, work…’

Chair/project leader: ‘What does each organization do for a woman to be a
woman?’

                                                          
10 ‘Les crapuleuses’, the delinquent ones, is an expression used by these violently rebellious

girls themselves.
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C: ‘We start from their needs. We try to convey the message: OK, you are good
mothers but, just between us women, what does it mean to be a woman? We en-
courage them to take time for themselves, to dare to take time for themselves. But
the question is, what’s the legitimacy of these messages? We need to be able to
check that we’re not off-track. That’s another reason why the network is impor-
tant. To recharge our batteries’.

Here, ‘violence against women’ has been diluted in other paradigms. ‘Com-
monplace violence’ is attributed not to cultural practices explicitly but to a
type of family which the welfare actors here seem to identify in the same
way: a communication gap between parents and children and a vicious cycle
of violence that is thought to explain the ‘young people’s violence’ in par-
ticular. Both B and R link the responsibility of the parents (the mothers par-
ticularly) for their children’s potential violence with the sexist education and
patriarchal model characteristic of these women’s lives and the lives of the
daughters (‘the hardened delinquents’). The violence in question here seems
to be a vague family phenomenon rooted in the fact that girls are brought up
to submit to violence from men, and to reproduce it. Thus some actions or
practices are aimed at educating ‘the women’ to break out of their subjection
− through education, prevention and provocation (‘they have to be shocked!’)
− and to help ‘normalize’ the family unit.

This goal appears particularly in some parenting education initiatives
where the women, who are ‘the best placed to call for change’, are encouraged
to help ‘modernize’ the family by involving the fathers in educating the chil-
dren, making their daughters aware of female issues (gynaecology and sexu-
ality), teaching the boys non-violence (allowing them to express themselves,
free their emotions, with ‘preventing violent behaviour’ as the underlying
goal). These tendencies reveal sometimes paradoxical expectations of the tar-
get group women; sometimes they are seen as victims who must be helped to
free themselves, to ‘be women and not just wives and mothers’,11 sometimes
responsible, as mothers, for passing on a better education to their children and
achieving a better balance in the family. These paradoxical gender assign-
ments are themselves derived from stereotyped traditional gender roles.

Implicit in all this is the idea that ‘violence’ is a feature of culture, and vio-
lence against women an epiphenomenon of ethnicized violence. This is often
based on rigid representations of the North African family and its members: the
‘submissive wife’, the ‘resigned father’ or ‘violent father’ and the ‘violent/de-
linquent children’. Thus the tendency to culturalize or ‘racialize’ (Hamel 2005)
sexist domination provides justification for two types of action. There are ac-
                                                          
11 To this end some associations set up beauty workshops (hairdressing, makeup) or bodywork

sessions (‘reclaiming our bodies’).
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tions designed to emancipate women and others designed to encourage mothers
to take responsibility for halting the reproduction of their culture’s sexism
(Manier 2009), which is constructed as ‘typically North African’.

Of course, participants’ discourses on these models and norms are not
entirely uniform. They criticize, express doubts and raise questions. In the
extract above, one participant calls for vigilance (‘it’s not necessarily a ques-
tion of culture’) and doubts are expressed about the legitimacy of models and
practices. The very way this network operates is based on the participants’
desire to ‘take a step back’ and reflect on their practices and representations.
This extract makes no claim to be fully representative of the different forms
of social action aiming to improve the status of migrant women. However, it
does reveal a shared underlying discourse, or at least a general tendency to
culturalize social problems and issues of sexuality and sexist violence in par-
ticular. The phenomenon of ‘violence’ gives rise to discourses in which the
subject shifts from gender relations to ‘the weight of tradition’, revealing the
integrative and culturalist attitudes behind the social action organizations’
objectives and practices in the field.

Besides the mismatch between the participants’ expectations and those of
their clients, social action in relation to a particular form of violence can it-
self be riddled with injunctions laden with symbolic violence.

By way of conclusion: logic of suspicion and danger of
a ‘double segregation’

In social action, the question of sexist violence is raised not only through meas-
ures to combat physical violence but also in the ‘suspicion’ of symbolic vio-
lence against women. Whether the issue is emancipation, family, parenting,
violence or children’s education, there are two trends in institutional discourses
and social action. On the one hand, ‘women in immigrant communities’ are
seen as victims of sexist oppression or violence; on the other, actual sexism is
seen in terms of culture and a failure to integrate. This places these women in a
double bind. As the target of actions aimed at integration and actions aimed at
emancipation they are faced with ‘contradictory racist and sexist injunctions
that bid the dominated to simultaneously erase and uphold their difference’
(Delphy 2008: 148). And these injunctions tend to open up other areas of sym-
bolic violence. Institutional and social action for ‘women in immigrant com-
munities’ fails to deal effectively with violence and this is partly due to the es-
sentialist use of gender and cultural/ethnic categories. This dual essentialism –
implying otherness and inferiority (Guillaumin 1992) – gives rise to paradoxi-



How Violence Against Women is Addressed in Social and Public Action 317

cal expectations of these women: a family role in the 1960s and 1970s, then
integration and, more recently, female emancipation. They are sometimes seen
as traditional women who must be helped on their way towards ‘a better femi-
ninity’, sometimes as victims of violent behaviour seen as inherent in ‘the fam-
ily’, sometimes as mothers with special responsibility for helping to modernize
the family unit. At the same time they are called upon to emancipate themselves
from their exclusive assignment to the home, from family control and even
from ‘the men of their culture’. Two gender norms, or ideal social figures, al-
ternate: the ‘good mother’ and the ‘emancipated woman.

This blurring of registers has social effects and sometimes creates divi-
sions between teams working in the field and their clients. This paper cannot
fully analyze how the women concerned receive these messages and react to
them. However, imputing a sexist ‘culture’ or violent behaviour as intrinsic
to their families tends to provoke defensive reactions, in men and women
alike. They will be tempted to use the women’s status as a symbol of the re-
spectability and morality of the incriminated group. Some women will com-
ply with the expectations made of them; others will want to combat the stig-
matization of ‘Muslims’ or ‘North Africans’. They will renounce, resist or
respond to stigmatization of the group they are being classed with by taking
pride in membership of that group; this is the ‘double segregation’.

This can be seen particularly clearly in the matter of headscarves. The
wearing of the Muslim veil is a veritable ‘invitation to suspicion’ and acts as
a catalyst of divisions within social action organizations that count many
veiled women among their clients. During my surveys I observed that the
field workers, the women especially, saw the veil as the archetypal symbol of
the supposed sexist violence and traditionalism of ‘Muslim-Arab culture’. It
crystallized their concerns about women’s oppression and increasing com-
munity self-segregation. It was the subject of tensions between associations
that present women’s emancipation more or less as an obligation and women
from North African immigrant communities, whether or not they wear the
veil. In response to anti-veil arguments or injunctions, these women gener-
ally reject the image of them that is presented, as oppressed, submissive or
withdrawing into a community identity. Instead they present a positive image
of the identity the veil represents. While in most cases conflict situations are
solved by compromise, sometimes communication breaks down over issues
around the veil and the status of women. Pressured to take off their veil or
suspected of proselytizing, some women simply leave; others resist or claim
the right to wear it. In one association, a young Egyptian woman was vigor-
ously enjoined to remove her veil; she first checked that the association had
no right to forbid her to wear it and then threatened to sue the association
leader for discrimination.
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Intimate Partner Violence and the Process of
Seeking Help:
Im/migrant Women who Approached Anti-
Violence Centres in Emilia-Romagna (Italy)

Guiditta Creazzo, Emanuela Pipitone and
Anna Maria Vega Alexandersson          

Introduction

In recent years, a strong racialization of the problem of gender violence has oc-
curred in the public domain in Italy. The overexposure by the media of epi-
sodes of sexual violence committed by immigrant men has tended to reduce the
problem of male violence against women to the phenomenon of ‘rape in the
street’ perpetrated by the ‘foreigner’. In spite of the growing body of available
evidence that partners or ex-partners and people known to the victims are the
most common types of perpetrators of violence against women (ISTAT 2007),
the major part of the Italian mass media, the government and most political
parties have promoted a public discourse on gender-based violence as a prob-
lem of im/migrant men’s criminal behaviour, to be tackled with public order
measures. The institution of citizen patrols, the militarization of urban areas and
the criminalization of irregular immigration have been proposed as the neces-
sary measures to protect ‘our’ women – the Italian women – from the ‘brutality
of foreigners’. In this cultural and political context, strongly characterised by
exploitation and distortion, raising the problem of violence committed by
im/migrant men against their wives or girlfriends is difficult. However, the
question of violence suffered by foreign born im/migrant women at the hands
of their partner (or ex-partner), who frequently – not always – come from the
same country, needs to be confronted. Im/migrant women find themselves lo-
cated at the intersection of systems of power – race, class and gender – that be-
longs to different geographical and cultural contexts and might produce in their
lives further and unexpected tensions and conflicts (Raj and Silverman 2002;
Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). From a number of studies they often emerge as
being at in higher risk of intimate partner violence than the women born in the
countries in which they have settled and as having additional obstacles to over-
come in order to flee from the violent situations1. The pertinence of focussing

                                                          
1 See also ‘Migrant women: at particular risk from domestic violence’, Parliamentary Assem-

bly, Doc.11991, 15 July 2009.
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on the position and vulnerability of im/migrant women in relation to intimate
partner violence has been recently recognised and reported on for the Council
of Europe (Woldseth 2009).

This chapter explores the experiences of violence and the process of help
seeking of im/migrant women victims of intimate partner violence, through
the analysis of data collected by antiviolence centres in the region Emilia-
Romagna. These data concern the whole population of women seeking help
at these centres2. In Italy, according to what emerged from the national vio-
lence against women survey, conducted by ISTAT (2007) on a representative
sample of 25,000 women between the ages of 16 and 70, 2.8% of those who
suffer repeated or serious violence by a partner asked for help from such
centres. This survey also indicates that in Emilia-Romagna 38.2% of women
between 16 and 70 years of age had been victims of physical or sexual vio-
lence during their lifetime and that 17.8% had been victims of physical or
sexual violence at the hands of a partner. Amongst the latter group, 5.1%
press charges against their partner (ISTAT 2007: 35–40). Unfortunately, no
statistics on im/migrant women are available from this survey. All women
counselled and/or housed have suffered violence. Previous studies have
shown that the concrete act in itself is not enough to define the overall sever-
ity of the experience of violence (CAHRV 2006; Dobash and Dobash 2004).
From this standpoint, the aims of our study were to analyse the types and se-
verity of violence they suffered, considering multiple victimisation, the se-
verity of violence and its impact on women’s health; the referral sources;
their needs and initiatives, highlighting similarities and differences between
im/migrant and Italian women. Since in Italy the problem of violence by
(ex)-partner and im/migrant status or ethnicity is a little investigated topic3,
we frame our results by referring to the international literature.

Statistics on prevalence of intimate (ex)-partner violence according to
ethnicity and/or im/migrant status are not univocal; they vary from study to
study depending especially on the methodology used (Tjaden and Thoennes
2000; Rennison and Welchans 2000; Grossman and Lundy 2007). Menijiver
and Salcido, on the basis of their review of scholarship, affirm that rates of
(ex)-partner violence amongst im/migrant women are not higher than in the
rest of the population (Menijìver and Salcido 2002: 901), while Raj and Sil-
verman report studies attesting that immigrant women are at a higher risk of

                                                          
2 The large majority of shelters and antiviolence centres in the region.
3 Italian research and studies on im/migrant women’s experience of violence principally con-

centrate on trafficking, forced prostitution and female genital mutilations. We take the op-
portunity of mentioning here a research project on im/migrant women and violence – inti-
mate partner violence included – launched in 2010 at the University of Padua Department of
Sociology, directed by Prof. Franca Bimbi.  
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(ex)-partner violence (Raj and Slverman 2002: 367). In the European con-
text, several prevalence studies on violence against women conducted in dif-
ferent countries find higher rates of intimate (ex)-partner violence against
im/migrant women. In Spain, from the national survey conducted in 2006,
17.3% of im/migrant women compared to 9.3% of Spanish women were vic-
tims of on-going abuse, mainly perpetrated by (ex)-partner (Instituto de la
Mujer 2006: 162)4. Condon and Schröttle’s analysis of French and German
data reveals not only higher rates of intimate partner violence against Turkish
women in Germany and North African women in France (2006; also Condon
2005: 67), it also reveals that im/migrant women report higher levels of se-
verity of violence, significantly higher rates of male dominance and control,
and higher rates of threats of violence (p.42–44).

It is commonly recognised, however, that im/migration brings with it spe-
cific difficulties and vulnerabilities, linked to the fact of being a migrant, and
to the conditions of reception in the host country. Several studies demon-
strate that im/migrant women victims of intimate partner violence may have
to overcome specific barriers to leave a violent partner and seek help. These
include:

– legal barriers, particularly when the women are undocumented, worsened
by the women’s fear of deportation or other state sanctions;

– family and community barriers, as immigrant women may lack alternative
support networks (extended families) or may more often encounter com-
munity and family resistance if they try to leave their partner;

– economic barriers, as they are likely to have an illegal job and face threat
of deportation, or they more often have unstable and insufficiently paid
jobs;

– language barriers, as they may not speak the native language and depend
on official interpreting services that are not routinely available;

– institutional barriers, such as living far away from where services are lo-
cated, or because of the professional background and/or lack of specific
training of staff. (Narayan 1995; Dutton et al. 2000; Shetty and Kaguyu-
tan 2002; Raj and Silverman 2002; Shettey and Kaguyutan 2002; Erez
2000).

All these conditions are consistently identified as barriers to help seeking
also with regards to im/migrant women’s use of shelters (Sullivan and Gil-
lum 2001). On the basis of a systematic review of published literature, Raj
and Silverman (2002) affirm that ‘battered immigrant women are less likely
                                                          
4 These women are defined as ‘technically ill-treated’, and suffered sometimes or frequently at

least one type of physical, psychological, sexual, economic, spiritual or structural violence,
at the time when the survey was conducted.



322 Guiditta Creazzo, Emanuela Pipitone and Anna Maria Vega Alexandersson

than non-immigrant battered women to seek both informal and formal help
for IPV’ (2002: 381; see also Erez 2000; Menjivar and Salcido 2002). Stud-
ies also suggest that shelters are a difficult resource for im/migrant women
because they are perceived as being a ‘point of no return’, a refuge following
an irreconcilable breakdown of the marriage (Erez 2002: 32). Our data sug-
gest a different picture. In Emilia-Romagna, im/migrant women counselled
and/or housed represent a minority group that has grown constantly over the
years. Relevant and partially unexpected differences between im/migrant and
native women appear during the help-seeking process and in the point in time
when women ask for help at a centre. After describing these differences –
which are the focus of our contribution – we discuss some factors that may
have produced these results, the severity of violence suffered by women,
their economic status and the consequent range of needs and requests they
brought to the centres.

The national and local context of the study

Before the presentation of our findings, it is important to briefly contextual-
ize the activities of antiviolence centres and the main characteristics of the
im/migrant population in Emilia-Romagna. Antiviolence centres5 are a fun-
damental resource for abused women and an important source of knowledge
on gendered violence, on abused women’s needs and claims, on the actions
they take to flee from violence (Dobash and Dobash 1992; Creazzo 2003;
2008a; Lyon and Lane 2008; Sullivan and Gillum 2001). They flourished in
Italy at the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, 10–15 years later
than in other countries, and mainly developed in the central – northern re-
gions of the country (Creazzo 2008b). With few exceptions, Italian centres
are run by women’s associations that are part of the women’s movement, and
have been instrumental in the public recognition of male violence against
women as a multidimensional social problem. Each centre has its own tele-
phone help line, usually functioning during working hours6, and publicised in
local newspapers, TV and radio. It is important to underline that Italian cen-
tres operate mainly through intensive counselling, mostly without housing
the women. In 2005, for example, of a total of 1271 women who contacted
the centres, only 78 (6.1%) stayed in a shelter. Since 2006, a national tele-

                                                          
5 It is important to notice that in Italy antiviolence centres do not always have a shelter. In

Emilia-Romagna 6 out of 10 antiviolence centres provided also shelter.
6 Sometimes they guarantee 24 hours availability.
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phone help-line for women victims of violence has been funded by the state
Equal Opportunities Department.

The first Italian shelter was opened in Bologna (region capital) in 1991.
Today Emilia-Romagna is amongst the regions with the highest number of
antiviolence centres: one in each capital of its respective province. Most of
them are partially funded by local authorities though much of the work relies
on unpaid activists. They support women through a range of different activi-
ties (information giving, counselling, legal and psychological consultancy
and sheltering) which mostly take place at the centre, whose address is pub-
licly available. Centre workers avoid proactive interventions: women who
need help usually contact the centre directly. They can phone or drop in – if
in a crisis – during the centre working-hours. Emergency services working
24 hours a day are rare. Usually, health and social services, police forces and
hospital emergency workers refer battered women to the centres. These
agencies might be part of formally established local networks (multi-agency
work).

As far as the im/migrant7 population residing in Italy is concerned,
Emilia-Romagna is the fourth Italian region for numbers of im/migrant
(about 421,000) after Lombardia, Veneto and Lazio (Caritas e Migrantes
2008)8. The estimated foreign born population regularly residing in the re-
gion has almost quadrupled since 1996. In 2005, the incidence of im/migrants
in the whole regional population was 7.5%9. To estimate the presence of ir-
regular foreign born im/migrants is obviously difficult. Considering the
regulations of 2002, that followed the immigration amnesty (4 years after the
previous one), that figure corresponded to about 30% of documented immi-
grants in that year (Regione Emilia-Romagna 2007: 19–20). On 1st January
2006 there were 289,019 immigrants legally registered residing in Emilia-
Romagna, among which 48% (138,997) were women, 6.5% of the whole fe-
male resident population. 70% of foreigners come from Africa and Eastern
Europe, the rest from Asia and Latin America. The increase in foreigners
from Eastern Europe in the last years has been influenced in particular by the
arrival of women working as house-keepers and care givers (Regione Emilia
Romagna 2009: 12–15). About 75% of foreign residents are less than 40

                                                          
7 The term ‘im/migrant’ identifies foreign born population residing in the country. The num-

bers results either from the Ministry of the Interior, responsible for the residing permit (per-
messo di soggiorno) or from the ISTAT (National Institute of Statistcs).

8 As clarified by the authors, the National Institute of Statistcs (ISTAT) estimates are usually
lower, because they consider only legally registered resident im/migrant population (regis-
tered at the anagrafe) at 1st January of each year. Data from Caritas/Migrantes consider also
foreigners with a permission of stay legally in Italy (permesso di soggiorno) which is
counted at 31st December of each year.

9 This data include minors.
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years old, compared with the 43% of the general population. Among foreign
born im/migrant women over two-thirds (69.4%) of women are aged 15–49,
while for the total female population this percentage is only 43.8%. The
number of residence permits issued in Emilia Romagna has constantly grown:
50,450 were issued for women in 2001 and 111,073 in 2005. During this pe-
riod, the proportion of permits issued to women for work rose from 37%
(18,799) in 2001 to 47% (52,575) in 200510. This indicates that women’s mi-
gration is increasingly work motivated rather than simply for family reunifi-
cation.

Methodology and objectives of the research

The gathering of statistical data concerning women counselled and/or housed
in antiviolence centres is a routine activity for these centres in Italy. In
Emilia-Romagna it has been supported and financed by the regional body
and three surveys were carried out in 1997, 2000 and 200511. The number of
centres that took part in the studies were 15 in 1997, 10 in 2000 and in
200512. A questionnaire common to all centres was used in order to collect
data concerning both women who seek help and the activities performed by
centre-workers supporting them. The adopted methodology was participatory
action research, a strategy based on the direct participation of the parties in-
volved in the subject to be investigated, and gives the opportunity of a guided
and shared thinking process that is in itself the starting point of change
(Gatenby and Humphries 2000; Wadsworth 1998). A working group of rep-
resentatives from antiviolence centres who participated in all the research
phases, from the questionnaire elaboration to the discussion of the final re-
sults, was established. The core of the data presented in this chapter concerns
women victims of intimate partner violence counselled and/or housed in
2005. We decided to concentrate on this group because intimate partner vio-
lence is the most common form of violence suffered by women who sought

                                                          
10 Data available from ISTAT website http://demo.istat.it/altridati/permessi/index.html. The

‘motivazioni’ are the reasons for the permission request, stated in documents.
11 A new survey started this year 2010.
12 A large group of workers belonging to regional antiviolence centres took part in this re-

search project these researches. The centres who promoted research activities and have been
involved in it were: Casa delle donne per non subire violenza, Bologna; UDI, Bologna; SOS
Donna, Bologna; Centro donne e Giustizia, Ferrara; Linea Rosa, Ravenna; Casa contro la
violenza, Modena; Nondasola, Reggio Emilia; Gruppo di lavoro contro la violenza alle
donne, Forlì; Centro Antiviolenza, Parma; SOS Donna, Faenza; Casa Amica, Imola; Donne
e Giustizia, Modena; Telefono donna, Piacenza.

http://demo.istat.it/altridati/permessi/index.html
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help from antiviolence centres13. Data were collected between 1st January
and 31st December 2005 by centre-workers14. Some of them were specifi-
cally trained for this purpose and then in turn trained their colleagues. Infor-
mation was acquired in the context of counselling and/or housing and the
questionnaires compiled after one or more interviews, in the absence of the
woman, in order to avoid interfering with the counselling process. The ques-
tionnaire was compiled for every ‘new’15 woman counselled and/or housed
in the mentioned period of time. It comprises 89 questions that cover the
following areas: the characteristics of the first contact of the woman with the
centre; demographic and social characteristics of victims and perpetrators;
the relationship between victims and perpetrators (which means different
types of perpetrators and contexts of violence – father, mother, uncle,
brother, employer, stranger, friend etc.); types (up to 43), duration and fre-
quency of violence; consequences of violence at a social, psychological and
physical level; violence suffered by children and the level of their wellbe-
ing/unease; actions undertaken by women before/after the contact with the
centre; results, and responses obtained; actions of the centre-workers and
their results.

Women’s experiences of violence were categorised in the questionnaire
through a range of 43 items grouped under four macro-categories: physical,
economic, sexual and psychological violence. The definition of types of vio-
lence was discussed with centre-workers that took part in the research and re-
flected the experiences of the women as perceived by them. The overall crite-
ria followed in items definition was behaviourally specific as is recom-
mended and commonly practised in representative national prevalence stud-
ies on violence against women (CAHRV 2006). The frequency of violent
acts was measured considering whether they occur once or more than once;
the severity of violence16 was measured through the construction of levels
characterized by specific behaviour, to which was assigned a ‘weight’: high-
est levels correspond to higher severity. As far as sexual violence is con-
cerned – for example – rape, attempted rape or to be forced to have sexual
                                                          
13 A constant result of these surveys is that the large majority of women who seek help from

these centres are victims of partner (ex) partner violence: 81.3% (959) of all women seeking
help in 1997; 78.9% (847) in 2000; 80.1% (1 001) in 2005 (Creazzo, 2008).

14 The total number of antiviolence centres active in the region was 13. 10 centres took part to
the research, 3 of them couldn’t because of financial or organisational constraints. Of the 10
centres participating 6 had also a shelter.

15 This means that women counselled or sheltered in 2005, but in contact with a centre before
01.01.2005 were excluded.

16 We are aware that the severity of a violent event may depend on a number of variables: the
context of the violence, the motivation and intention of the perpetrator, the physical and psy-
chological differences between the perpetrator and the victim, the differences of social and
economic power (Dobash and Dobash 1988; 2004).
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intercourse with other men correspond to weight 3 (maximum severity); un-
desired sexual intercourse weight 2 (medium severity); verbal sexual harass-
ment weight 1 (low severity). Then the weights were grouped into levels; so
for example, women who suffered sexual violence at ‘level 3’ (the highest
for sexual violence) have suffered at least one act of weight 3, alone or with
others at a lower weight; all women who suffered at ‘level 2’ have suffered at
least one violence at weight 2, alone or with others of a lesser weight. Physi-
cal violence is comprised of four levels of severity; sexual violence of three
levels; economic violence, four; psychological violence, five.

Research findings

The comparison of data collected in 1997, 2000 and 2005 show a non linear
increase in the total number of women asking for help from antiviolence
centres in the region (table 1)17. However when the women’s birthplace is
considered, we see that the proportion of foreign born im/migrant women
have grown constantly: there were 172 in 1997, 307 in 2000 and 464 in
2005. Even if some of them ask for help following experiences of trafficking
and forced prostitution, the large majority suffer other types of violence, usu-
ally at the hand of known men: 134 in 1997, 199 in 2000 and 377 in 2005.
Among all sheltered women the proportion of foreign women is even greater:
42.6% (23 women) in 1997; 64% (62 women) in 2000; and 78.2% (61
women) in 2005. The core of our data analysis, focused on women victims of
partner or ex-partner violence, counselled or sheltered in 2005, offers some
significant elements in order to understand this relevant result emerging from
comparison.

Origins and demographic information

In 2005, a total of 986 women asked for help because of (ex)-partner vio-
lence18, 77.6% of all housed and/or counselled women (1271) in antiviolence

                                                          
17 A detailed analysis of the possible reasons of the decrease of the number of counselled or

housed women in 2000 was made in a previous work (Creazzo 2003). It shows that the de-
crease mainly concerns antiviolence centres that either couldn’t guarantee full time work be-
cause of a reduction in financial or human resources available or centres that mainly func-
tion as telephone line.

18 Women forced to prostitution that also suffered violence by partners or ex partners were ex-
cluded due to the peculiarity of their situation. They were in total 15: 14 foreigners and 1
Italian.
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centres. Of these 986 women, 652 were Italian (66.1%) and 334 were for-
eigners (33.9%). The perpetrators of violence originating from different
countries number 236. From the cross-referencing between the country of
origin of the perpetrators and the country of origin of the women, it emerges
that a significant percentage of foreign women suffer violence from Italian
partners or ex-partners: 36.8% (117). A lower percentage of Italian women
are victims of violence from foreign partners: 5.8% (35). In 42.6% of cases
they are mixed couples.

Im/migrant women counselled or sheltered in 2005 came from different
geographical areas and had very different cultural and ethnic backgrounds.
The most represented areas reflect the origins of female foreign born popula-
tion in the regions mentioned above – Central Eastern Europe (39.5%, 132
women) and North Africa (22.5%, 75 women). Central Southern America
counts for 14.1% (47), Africa for 13.8% (46) (with the exclusion of Northern
Africa), Asia for 6.9% (23) and the European Community for 3.3% (11). As
expected, im/migrant women were significantly younger than Italian women:
79.8% (241) of them were less than 40 years old compared with 47.1% (278)
of Italians, and 46.4% (140) were between 30 and 39 compared with 34.1%
(201) of Italians. Even more relevant is the difference between those within
the under 29-year-old group: 33.4% (101) of the im/migrants and 13.1% (77)
of the Italians belong to this age group.

Just as for Italian women, im/migrant women who suffered partner or ex-
partner violence were most often married. Italian women, however, were sig-
nificantly more often separated (17.9%, 115 Italian compared with 7.3%, 24
foreign women). Very similar is the percentage of those who had children
(85.1%, and 87.2% Italian women), bearing in mind that the children of one
in seven of the im/migrant women (14.6%) live in the women’s country of
origin, a separation that is often painful for all concerned.

Legal immigrant status, language and education

Most (86.8%) of the im/migrant women have a residence permit, among
which 39% were issued for working reasons, a lower percentage compared
with the one recorded for the regional female immigrant population in the
same year (47%). When asked to give the main reason for leaving their
country of origin, a promise of marriage or a love relationship was stated by
59.2% (164) of women19. Over one in ten (13.2%) im/migrant women were

                                                          
19 On 250 women with a residing permit, we know the reasons documented in the permit in

207 cases.
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undocumented at the time they sought help, almost half were from Central
Eastern Europe. It is not surprising that undocumented women counselled or
staying in shelters represent a smaller proportion than regional estimate (as
stated above, 30% of the regular im/migrant population). Some centres can-
not shelter undocumented im/migrant women because of local authority re-
strictions, and women who find themselves in this situation may be more
isolated because of fear of deportation and limited knowledge of Italian. In
our research, 79.7% (251) of im/migrant women had a good knowledge of
Italian language, 20.3% (64) did not speak Italian or spoke very little. Their
education level was quite similar to the education level of Italian women
(Table 2). This result mainly depends on the large percentage of women
coming from Eastern Europe, who have a high level of education (data not
shown).

Income, job and housing

A very high proportion of im/migrant women, 78.5%, declared they had an
insufficient or non-existent income to support themselves and their children.
Italian women declared themselves to be in the same situation significantly
less often, yet a large number of them (63.2%) were in this situation. Since
only 30% of Italian or im/migrant women live in households whose income
is stated as insufficient or non-existent, the distressful economic conditions
of so many individual women could be considered as a consequence of vio-
lence and as an indicator of the situation in which they find themselves when
contacting a centre rather than a feature of their previous situation. They are
in fact women restructuring their lives, changing house, work and sometimes
locality. Congruent with this interpretation is the high percentage of women
unemployed or looking for a new job: 33.3% of im/migrant women and 20%
of Italian women (table 2). The majority of both im/migrant women and
Italian women had a job (53.5% and 58% respectively). For im/migrant
women, however, working conditions as well as housing conditions were
more disadvantaged: more often they do casual, undocumented or unrecog-
nised domestic work and they are less often home owners (data not shown).

Violence suffered by im/migrant women

Women victimised by their intimate (ex)-partner often suffered different forms
of violence that overlap considerably. This is a well known pattern that also
emerges from this research. Considering all macro-categories of violence –
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physical, economic, sexual and psychological – only 168 (17%) women were
victims of just one form of violence (26 victims of physical, 12 of economic,
130 of psychological violence). Im/migrant women, however, suffered more
frequently from physical and economic violence than Italian women: 83.2%
of foreign women suffered physical violence versus 64.9% of Italian women;
65.6% of foreign women suffered economic violence versus 48.3% of Italian
women. They are therefore more often victims of multiple violence than
Italian women: 91.2% (300) of foreign women versus 51.4% (495) of Italian
women suffer different forms of violence (p<0.0001).

Our analysis shows that im/migrant women suffer higher levels of vio-
lence more often than Italian women; these differences however are not al-
ways statistically significant (Table 3). Im/migrant women suffered physical
violence of level 4 more often, like being injured by weapons or suffering
attempted murder (15.5% versus 12.9% of Italian women); and of level 3 like
being locked indoors or thrown out of the home (21.2% versus 12.2% of
Italian women); they suffered less often violence of level 1 and 2 like being
slapped, pushed or having their hair pulled. Im/migrant women were more
often subjected to psychological violence of level 4 like being victims of
threats of violence or of serious intimidation (36.7% versus 29.4%) and less
often violence of level 1 like a total lack of sharing everyday work and re-
sponsibilities, adultery, deception, constant lack of communication (6.7%
versus 13.4% of Italian women) and of level 2 like jealousy, limitation of
personal freedom or other forms of control, (28.3% versus 33.2%). Foreign
women more often reported sexual violence of level 3 than Italians: rape and
attempted rape (35.5% versus 27.5% of Italian women) and less often sexual
violence at level 1 (verbal and physical sexual harassment). They also suf-
fered specific forms of violence, like strict forms of exclusion from their
community or confiscation of documents.

These findings are confirmed by those concerning the impact of violence
on women’s health and well-being (Table 5): foreign women significantly more
often than Italian women feel fear (57.8% versus 43.1% of Italian women); suf-
fer bruises, burns and cuts (30.8% versus 21.8% of Italian women); are admit-
ted to hospital (9% versus 4.6% of Italian women) and miscarry their child
due to violence (3.9% versus 1.5% of Italian women). Less often than Italian
women, however, they reported to suffering from depression and suicidal
tendencies (12% versus 19.6%).
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The process of help seeking

Im/migrant women were significantly more often victimised by a husband
and significantly less often victimised by an ex-partner than Italian women
(Table 3). This means that they tend to contact a centre at an earlier stage of
the process of help seeking – when the decision of breaking the relationship
is not yet taken. They also tend to ask for help significantly sooner than Ital-
ian women: 26.3% of im/migrant women compared to 15.4% of Italian
women asked for help within 0–1 year after they suffered the first physical or
sexual violent episode; 43.2% of im/migrant women compared to 30.5% of
Italian women asked for help after 2–5 years; while 39.4% of Italian women
compared to 16.3% of im/migrant women asked for help after 10 years20. The
average duration of physical or economic violence for foreign women seek-
ing help is half the length reported by Italian women (five and ten years re-
spectively), as it is for sexual or psychological violence (six and twelve years
respectively).

Relevant and partially unexpected differences between the two groups
were found also in relation to referral sources, in the needs expressed and in
the intensity of the help seeking process. Im/migrant women significantly
more often than Italian women arrived at centres because of the information
received from the institutional sector: social and health services, police forces
and hospitals; and less often, through informal contacts. Before asking for
help from an antiviolence centre, they had in fact more contacts with the in-
stitutional sectors than Italian women: 40.7% of foreign women compared to
20.2% of Italian women had already made contact with a social worker;
23.7% had made contact with the emergency room at the hospital, compared
to 12.6% of Italian women; 31.7% with the police forces compared to 22.7%
of Italian women. This is not surprising considering the more disadvantaged
economic situation of im/migrant women, on the one hand, and the more se-
vere levels of violence they suffered, on the other. The range of needs
brought by im/migrant women when they arrived at a centre tended in fact to
be broader. They more frequently asked for an interview than Italian women
(54.8% versus 42.2%) and were more numerous in a situation of crisis and
asked for a room in a shelter (29.1% of foreign women versus 11.5% of Ital-
                                                          
20 Considering the duration of violence – counted at the moment of the first contact with the

centre – in class (0–1 year, 2–5 years, 6–10 years, more than 10 years) the differences are
highly significant (p<0.0001) for both physical-sexual violence and psychological-economic
violence. We underline that out of 286 in/migrant and 440 Italian women who reported
physical or sexual violence, we know the duration of violence for respectively 190
im/migrant women and 246 Italian women; out of 320 im/migrant and 616 Italian women
who reported economic or psychological violence, we know the duration of violence for 231
and 393 women respectively.
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ians) or sought help for housing or finding a job (19.2% versus 7.2% respec-
tively). Less often they asked for professional psychological support or to
take part in self-help or another type of support group. Finally, im/migrant
women reported violence to the police significantly more often than Italian
women: the 24.3% of the former against the 14.6% of the latter (<0.0001).
Controlling for the severity of physical and of sexual violence, im/migrant
women pressed charges against their partners more often than Italian women
except for physical violence of level 1. The difference, however, remains sig-
nificant only for sexual violence of level 321: 72.7% (16) im/migrant women
and 17.9 (5) Italian women reported these types of violence to the police
(<0.0001).

Discussion and conclusions

In Emilia-Romagna, im/migrant women counselled and/or housed at an-
tiviolence centres represent a minority group that has grown constantly over
the years, a fact that cannot be explained by the increase in the foreign fe-
male population residing in the region. Even considering that among
im/migrant women, 13% are undocumented, and others might have a resident
permit but not be locally registered, there is still a difference that needs to be
explained22. Im/migrant women counselled and/or housed undergo more se-
vere violence, and come to the antiviolence centres sooner than Italians.
Moreover, they had contacts with formal and informal agencies – like social
workers, police forces and hospitals – and press charges against their (ex)-
partner, more often than Italian women. In other words, they appear to be
more active and more intensely seeking institutional help than Italian women.
The most surprising of our research results is that of the higher proportion of
im/migrant women who press charges. Studies in other countries have high-
lighted how much police reactions are often racist and affected by strong
prejudice towards both victims and perpetrators from different countries
(Mama 2000: 49–50). In consequence, women from discriminated, stigma-
tized groups do not trust the police and hesitate before denouncing violent
partners.

                                                          
21 This includes rape, attempted rape or sexual aggression, coercion to have sex with others

and was reported by 50 women: 22 im/migrants and 28 Italians.
22 All im/migrant residing in Emilia-Romagna (soggiornanti) counted for the 7.5% of the re-

gional population in 2005 – the 48% being female – (at 31.12.2005; Regione Emilia Ro-
magna, 2007, 12). Registered im/migrant population counts for the 6.9% of the regional
population (at 01.01.2006; idem 15).
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As stated above, surveys conducted in Spain, Germany and France show
that im/migrant women are victims of intimate partner violence more often
than native women. The higher proportion of im/migrant women contacting
antiviolence centres in Emilia-Romagna might then be the result of them be-
ing victims of partner violence more often than Italians, an hypothesis that
can not be verified as we have no prevalence data available on the im/mi-
grant female population. A different line of interpretation – not necessarily in
contrast with the previous one – emphasising the role of economic/social
conditions and of the severity of violence can be considered. Hence, the more
economically disadvantaged conditions and the more severe violence suf-
fered by im/migrant women – also resulting in the broader range of needs
they described to workers at the centres – together with the paucity of famil-
iar and/or informal resources characterising the im/migrant status, could be-
come ‘push factors’. That is, rather than acting as ‘retaining factors’ these
factors encourage im/migrant women to seek help more often and more in-
tensely than Italian women both from antiviolence centres and the institu-
tional sector. The research results of some United States studies seem to sup-
port this hypothesis. Strauss and Gelles (1995) and Johnson and Leon (2005;
see also Johnson 1995) suggest that victims of violence who seek help may
experience more abuse than those who do not and that, on average, the num-
ber of protective strategies that a woman uses increases with the severity of
the violence experienced (Hamby and Gray Littke 1997). Others studies
show that women with a lower income are more likely to ask for help from a
shelter (Cattaneo and De Loveh 2008). As Sullivan and Gillum (2001) high-
light most women decide to enter a shelter at a time of extreme crisis, be-
cause living collectively with many other women and children, having no or
little privacy, and abiding by numerous rules is something they choose only
as a last resort (2001: 248).

Some of these factors, especially the more severe violence reported by
im/migrant women, are responsible for the higher proportion of those who
press charges against their partner or ex-partner. Several studies conclude
that the seriousness of the offence is the most important factor influencing
victims’ decisions to report crime (Tarling and Morris 2010). There are,
however, differences that remain. Considering how often im/migrant women
have contacts with institutions, before approaching a centre, it is possible that
reporting crime represents a positive action, making them appear as ‘reliable
mothers’ and ‘faithful battered women’ to agencies that can offer them cru-
cial resources to survive the violence (Creazzo 2009). Furthermore, the pau-
city of family and/or informal bonds available to them in Italy and a different
perception of love and marriage (which for some have been arranged mar-
riages), might contribute to making it easier for im/migrant women to break
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the relationship with their partner and/or to consider intervention by family
support institutions an acceptable solution.

In conclusion, our findings challenge the common stereotype depicting
im/migrant women as more passive, helpless and subjugated to their violent
partners and patriarchal relations than Italian women. The findings also do
not give support to the idea that shelters are a difficult option for foreign born
im/migrant women and suggest that, in the Italian context, there might be no
need for specific services for this group of women. They tend to challenge a
common stereotype that depict im/migrant women as more passive, helpless
and subjugated to their violent partner and patriarchal traditions than Italians.
At the same time, however, they suggest the possible existence of a ‘sub-
merged reality’ of im/migrant women completely cut out from service provi-
sion. A reality made up of those who do not speak Italian, who are undocu-
mented and/or are more severely controlled and isolated by their partners.
We know that it exists from several testimonies, such as from cultural me-
diators working in hospital emergency rooms or elsewhere and from foreign
women’s associations (Creazzo 2009). Most im/migrant women counselled
or housed were in fact legal immigrants, speaking Italian and with a me-
dium/high level of education, similar to those of Italian women. A crucial
question raised by our results then is how to reach, to inform and to sustain
im/migrant women who find themselves in the most dramatic situation as re-
gards resources. And this is a situation exacerbated by the recent immigration
laws approved by the Italian parliament (Romito et al. in this Reader).

Table 1:  Im/migrant and Italian women by year of survey

Origin of the Women 1997 2000 2005

italy 1046   87.2%   790   72.0%   807   63.5%
Other countries   172   12.8%   307   28.0%   464   36.5%
Total 1218 100% 1097 100% 1271 100%

Im/migrant Women Type of Violence

Forced prostitution   38   22% 108   35%   87   19%
Other types of violence 134   78% 199   65% 377   81%
Total 172 100% 307 100% 464 100%
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Table 2: Social and economic condition of women by country of origin:
2005

Work Status Other countries Italy

Employed 167   53.5% 349   58.1%
Unemployed/In search of work. 104   33.3% 120   20.0%
Housewife   34   10.9%   69   11.5%
Pensioner     0     0.0%   41     6.8%
Disabled or unable to work     1     0.3%   11     1.8%
Student     3     1.0%     6     1.0%
Other     3     1.0%     5     0.8%

Total 312 100.0% 601 100.0% <0.0001

Income of the Woman**

Non existent 122   40.9% 146   25.2%
Insufficient 112   37.6% 220   38.0%
Sufficient   64   21.5% 213   36.8%

Total 298 100.0% 579 100.0% < 0.0001

Income of Family **

Non existent     5     2.0%     8     1.6%
Insufficient   68   27.0%   90   18.3%
Sufficient 179   71.0% 393   80.0%

Total 252 100.0% 491 100.0%    < 0.01
   N 334 652

*Percentages derived from the total number of employed women 349 Italian. 167 im/migrants.
**According to women’s perception.

Table 3: Importance of current partners and ex partners among perpetrators
of violence by country of origin of women: 2005

Other countries Italy

Husband 231   69.2% 364   55.8% <0.0001
Live-in partner   61   18.3% 119   18.3%
Boyfriend     7     2.1%   22     3.4%
Lover     1     0.3%     2     0.3%
Ex partner   34   10.2% 145   22.2% <0.0001

Total 334 100.0% 652 100.0%

N 334 652
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Part 5:
Is It a Question of (Their) Culture and
(Our) Honour?





‘They’ Rape ‘Our’ Women: When Racism and
Sexism Intermingle

Alice Debauche             

Introduction

Throughout Europe, the gradually increasing recognition of violence against
women and sexual violence in particular has gone hand in hand with a sys-
tematic othering of rapists. In other words, although men in Western societies
such as France are now prepared to acknowledge that women are victims of
male violence, they are not ready to accept the corollary: that men in these
societies commit violence against women. But in that case who can the per-
petrators be? How is the paradox between recognising male violence against
Western women and denying the collective responsibility of Western men in
this violence to be resolved? The approach to this, I argue, has been to dis-
tinguish the perpetrators of the violence from the men of our societies so that
they are seen as different, special, as ‘other’. Two processes are at work in
the construction of the ‘other’ who commits violence. When the perpetrator
is a man of our modern societies, his violence is treated as pathological and
exceptional, so that violent men can be considered as ‘monsters’ or ‘mad-
men’ who are not responsible for their actions. In short, they are ‘other’ by
virtue of their psychological problems. But if the perpetrator is a member of a
minority group, the violence is attributed to his culture and the perpetrator
can be identified with his minority group, viewed in terms of race and ac-
cording to migratory and cultural history.

The aim of this article is to describe precisely the way that perpetrators of
sexual violence are represented in terms of ethnicity and to show that there
are no quantitative data on which to base this scientifically. The first part
demonstrates the social construction underlying the marking out of certain
groups as especially liable to sexual violence. The second part compares sta-
tistical facts with social representations and shows how far apart they are. In
conclusion, I consider the consequences for women victims from these mi-
nority groups, who are called on by the host country to reject their ‘commu-
nity’ if they want the violence they have suffered to be recognised.
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The rapist as ‘other’

Let’s first review the two ways in which perpetrators of sexual violence are
‘othered’ (Delphy 2009). Violence by members of the dominant group is
viewed as pathological, while that by members of minority groups is viewed
as an aspect of their culture. But both these rationales have the same func-
tion: to make as sharp a distinction as possible between the figure of the rap-
ist and that of the dominant figure in society – the white, heterosexual, mid-
dle or upper-class male. In the one case, the finger is pointed at the minority
groups the rapists are supposed to belong to; in the other, if the rapist is a
member of the dominant group, his acts are explained in terms of individual
vice. The two processes complement each other.

Othering violence by dominant-group men by classifying
perpetrators as pathological

Classic sociology proposes a gender-blind interpretation of sexual violence,
treating this type of violence as part and parcel of interpersonal violence in
general. This has helped to fabricate a protective distance between the figure
of the rapist and that of the male member of the socially and culturally domi-
nant classes. From this perspective, sexual violence is analysed as a deviant
practice (Becker 1985) in the same way as other delinquent or criminal acts.
But the notion of deviance is necessarily based on that of a norm. In this way,
sexual violence is seen as a deviant practice compared to a social norm of
consensual, non-violent sexuality. This postulate suggests that the perpetra-
tors of sexual violence have either failed to interiorise this norm or have been
socialised in societies or sub-cultures that have different norms for sexual
behaviour.

The failure to adequately interiorise the norm is seen as an innate individ-
ual failing. It may be a genetic defect, an exaggerated propensity for violence
or an unnatural sexual compulsion. It can also be acquired as a result of
trauma. The trauma is usually connected with an experience as victim of or
spectator to violence against women or sexual violence. This hypothesis
(routine in psychology) that child victims of violence reproduce violence,
removes the blame from the perpetrators as men, by treating them as victims
or diminishing their responsibility for their acts. Thus, a lawyer speaking in
defence of a man accused of raping a mentally deficient woman explained
the facts as being due to sexual aggression the accused had suffered as a
child:
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‘Normality does not apply to this case. My client’s life was turned upside down
when he came across a friend of his father’s who did not entirely want the best for
him. Since then, he has not wanted to be confronted with others.’ He then empha-
sised the notion of consent: ‘For there to be rape, there must be absence of con-
sent. The victim appears to be capable of saying no. That day she did not say no,
or my client did not perceive it. This man is not a sexual predator. He respects
women, he cannot commit rape.’ (Midi Libre 29/10/10)

Thus the perpetrator of sexual violence is not simply an individual involved in
social relations of power and domination but is identified either with the figure
of the ‘monster’ or that of the victim. This procedure is used almost routinely
when the victim is a child. The perpetrator of sexual violence on children has
for several decades now embodied absolute evil and is routinely associated with
this figure of the ‘monster’ (Lits 2008). Thus the paedophile (and also the serial
killer-rapist) is seen above all as sick, a psychiatric case: bibliographical re-
search in one of the human and social sciences portals with ‘paedophile’ as the
keyword gives 422 results in psychology or psychoanalysis reviews but only
152 in sociology1. But in the social construction of the ‘monster’ figure, the
person is a monster by nature: a biological or genetic mistake, in other words
Nature’s mistake (Foucault 1999). Viewed in this way from the standpoint of
his abnormality, the perpetrator of sexual violence is blamed on nature, obviat-
ing any analysis of the social processes underlying sexual violence.

This approach to the rapist as psychologically or naturally abnormal is
often used when the violence cannot be attributed to culture because the
perpetrator is too close to the mainstream/dominant group. As regards rapes
of adult women and adolescent girls, the rapist is othered by assigning him to
a group whose membership of the national mainstream is already contested,
and of which it is said that the use of violence is characteristic.

Sexual violence as a cultural practice of minority-group men

Sexual violence by members of minority groups is not interpreted in the collec-
tive imagination or explained in social science research in the same way as sex-
ual violence by men of the mainstream population. While the argument of
madness is used for the latter, quite different arguments are used for the former.

To consider sexual violence as social deviance is to postulate that there is
a norm of sexuality based on consensus and equality between the sexes, and
that this norm defines Western societies in contrast to others (Fabre & Fassin
2003). Equality between men and women is supposed to have been achieved,

                                                          
1 Search carried out on CAIRN, 15/09/2010
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particularly in sexual matters, and there is supposed to be a process of be-
havioural civilisation in Western societies (Elias 2002), marked by a drop in
the threshold of tolerance of violence but also by greater self-control and
therefore fewer manifestations of violence. As a result, sexual violence is
considered something external, belonging to an elsewhere or a before. A
characteristic of this before and elsewhere is the absence of an egalitarian
norm in matters of sexuality, this norm being seen as a criterion of moder-
nity, or Westernness, since modernity is seen as synonymous with the West.
Sexual violence can thus only be committed by groups that are less modern,
less civilised, less Western. This may mean non-Western national groups
and, in France particularly, the former colonies or groups in France that are
inferiorised through social relations of class or race.

The social construction of a hierarchy of groups requires the idea of
‘natural’ differences, of groups that are different in essence. The very princi-
ple of stigmatising minority groups is based on the principle of differentia-
tion: they exist as minority groups because they are different (and they are
different because they are minorities). The social construction of ‘racial’
groups is, historically, based on an argument from nature (Guillaumin 1992),
but as this natural difference now seems highly suspect it has been replaced
by an argument from culture (Volpp 2006). The argument from cultural dif-
ference does not simply assert that there are differences between groups: it
also implies a hierarchy between groups, with one culture being better than
another. It may even apply the term ‘culture’ only to one group while defin-
ing the other in terms of ‘civilisation’.

Forms of the culturalist argument about sexual
violence

Sexual deprivation

Violence can be treated as a natural characteristic in several ways, the most
developed being the argument from culture. Numerous studies refer to sexual
deprivation as an explanation for violence: if men commit sexual violence, it
is because they have sexual needs and urges they cannot resist.

The industrial revolution had disastrous effects on young country dwellers, who
were suddenly penned into the confined atmosphere of the factory with an im-
posed pace of work, abandoned in neighbourhoods that were urban only in name,
crowded into furnished rooms and under forced sexual segregation. These robust,
uprooted young men in the full force of youth and desire usually arrived alone,
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either because they were single or because they had left their partners in their
home villages. They suffered sexual deprivation and assuaged their frustration by
brutal attacks on women and often even small girls. (Chesnais 1981: 183–184)

The argument from nature is obvious here: men’s sexual instinct is a survival
from the animal stage which can only be brought under control by ‘culture’.
Obviously ‘culture’ in this case means culture/civilisation and not ‘barbarian’
culture: educated/middle-class/Western men can resist these instincts, but
men from minority groups, like the men of the colonies, are closer to nature
and instinct and are not capable of sublimating their drives through forms of
culture such as art and religion.

There is an updated version of this view based on the idea of a sexual
market. In this view, men of the minority groups are disqualified by their
lack of social and economic capital, or even human capital. For these reasons
they do not have access to sexual partners and are reduced to using prostitu-
tion – if they can afford it – or sexual violence. In this version, the instinctual
aspect of sexuality is less obvious and the argument from nature less direct.
However, there is still an underlying notion of sexual need that cannot be
regulated other than by immediate satisfaction, including by means of vio-
lence. The argument from sexual deprivation and its variants thus implies
that sexual violence is natural to the groups to which it is attributed. These
groups commit sexual violence because they are less civilised than us, their
culture is less advanced or developed, they are closer to their drives and in-
stincts. While the minority cultures are not directly blamed in this version,
that blame is implicit since it seems to be an absence of culture (or an under-
developed culture) that is involved.

‘Culture clash’

Arguing in terms of a culture clash, other analyses of sexual violence offer a
more directly culturalist interpretation. This argument directly targets minor-
ity ‘racial’ groups on the supposition that there is a tension between the cul-
ture of the host country’s mainstream population and the culture ‘imported’
from the migrants’ country of origin. This tension is based on a supposed
wide gap between the two ‘cultures’ as regards their norms concerning sexu-
ality and relations between men and women. The mainstream culture is asso-
ciated with a norm of gender equality, the ‘sub-culture’ with norms involving
separation or relations of domination between the sexes. Hugues Lagrange
asserts that ‘it is in this narrow stratum of youths from poor backgrounds,
who are doing badly at school, that we frequently find sexual violence’
(2001: 263). He continues: ‘On the housing estates, the tension observed in
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relations between boys and girls is heightened’ (p. 272). He connects this
with ‘tensions between Muslim norms, which for many are a vector for their
sense of pride and identity, and egalitarian norms’ (p. 272–273) and with the
fact that ‘boys on the estates tend to be thrown towards an aggressive culture
that is nostalgic for a golden age of virility’ (p. 275). This approach makes it
easy to take for granted that sexual violence and male domination are exter-
nal to the mainstream culture, and to think of the minority group as a cultur-
ally uniform whole, as when Lagrange assumes a homogeneous Muslim cul-
ture.

This argument can also be instrumentalised to excuse some perpetrators
(depending upon their origins) of sexual violence. They are sometimes pre-
sented victims of their culture. A Peruvian on trial for rape in France in Sep-
tember 2010 stated: ‘I come from a different country. At home, when a
woman invites a man to her flat, it’s because she wants sex’ (Midi Libre
11/09/2010). This man’s argument would be almost comical had a woman
not been its victim and had the psychiatrist called in to examine the accused
not adopted it himself:

There is a relation to informal women that is based on need; the man’s desire
comes first. This is not perverse; it is a heavy cultural heritage. (…) He even told
me ‘The French ought to give me classes so that I understand that women are
equal to men.’ (Midi Libre 11/09/2010)

This example also shows how benevolently this argument is viewed in the
case of South American macho culture. One wonders what conclusions the
same expert witness would have presented if an attacker from a North Afri-
can immigrant background had offered the same explanation. It can be pos-
ited that there is a hierarchy among minorities in which South American
‘culture’ is seen as closer to European ‘culture’, particularly through lan-
guage and religion.

Only culture

For some observers, particularly journalists and some people in NGOs, mi-
nority culture and sexual violence or gender violence quite simply go to-
gether. It is striking to note the increasing, indeed predominant, space given
to so-called ‘traditional’ forms of violence (honour killings, forced mar-
riages, genital mutilation) in some denunciations of violence against women.
The chairwoman of the Coordination Française pour le Lobby Européen des
Femmes, speaking about the creation of a UN Women’s agency, said: ‘Many
harmful traditions defended on pretext of customs or religion, prevent equal-
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ity between men and women and deny women any independence’ (Libéra-
tion 15/09/2010). Presented in this way one might think that only ‘harmful
traditions’ prevent equality between men and women and forget that there are
‘Western’ or French social phenomena that also restrict equality – sexual
violence being one of them.

The foreigner within

The argument from culture adapts its target to social circumstances. The mi-
nority groups accused of purveying a sexist culture and sexist behaviour that
lead to violence are considered ‘foreigners within’. In the 19th century the
threat was seen as coming from young men moving from the countryside to
city outskirts, which were considered dens of iniquity where promiscuity was
rife and sexual boundaries erased. These young men belong to the ‘barbar-
ian’ classes (Chevallier 1958), this term clearly reflecting the idea of civili-
sation as progress on a scale from barbarity to modernity. The ‘barbarian’
classes at home echoed the ‘barbarian cultures’ attributed to the colonised
peoples.

The 20th century identified the sexual threat as coming from young man-
ual workers in working-class neighbourhoods. These were now the ‘barbar-
ian’ classes blamed for every ill. In the 1930s media denunciations of gang
rapes focused on the apaches; in the 1960s, the target was the blousons noirs.
In both cases this meant idle youth in working-class neighbourhoods (Muc-
chielli 2005). Some of the young blousons noirs of the 1960s were descen-
dants of migrants who arrived in the first half of that century from Italy, Po-
land, Portugal, and Spain but that was not the factor focused on; at the time,
the social debate was built around issues of class struggle. The media and so-
ciologists of the time reported on the gang phenomenon:

Rape today is gang rape, perpetrated by gangs before a carefully selected audi-
ence – and the participants are increasingly frequently under twenty years of age.
It is happening in the housing estates on the outskirts of Paris (...) and big major
provincial cities (...) (‘Les viols collectifs ou l’amour dans les tribus de l’hexa-
gone’, Le nouvel Adam, No. 6, January 1967)

Here the finger is pointed mainly at the perpetrators’ young age: youth
chimes with impulse, weak self-control and greater sexual need. The 1960s
was also the decade when youth first became a subject of sociological study
(Galland 2002), so that ‘the young’ were viewed as a homogeneous group
with its own culture, referred to as a counter-culture or sub-culture. The
‘young’ referred to here are implicitly young men and as such members of
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the dominant group, but they are a minority because they have their own
culture, different from the mainstream culture.

The context of the 2000s is very different. The resurgent media focus on
gang rapes identifies the main perpetrators as the ‘jeunes des cités’. Literally
‘youths from the estates’, the term implies that these are youths from immi-
grant backgrounds, more specifically African and mainly North African
backgrounds. The shift that occurred between the 1960s and the 2000s is a
shift from focus on groups identified in terms of social class2 to groups iden-
tified in terms of migration status and perceived as racially specific (Hamel
2005). Furthermore, the media campaign on gang rape in the 2000s, resusci-
tating the argument about the newness and spread of the phenomenon, has
allowed sociologists who remember the similar campaign of the 1960s to
recognise it as artificial and expose its xenophobic basis:

The way the gang rapes are treated in public debate has tended to attribute it to
the supposed ‘barbarity’ of young men from immigrant backgrounds and above
all, because of the connection made with male domination and sometimes with
Islam, those with parents from North Africa. Our inquiry has shown that these are
mistaken interpretations and false associations. But they are now commonplace
and most people taking part in the public debate (journalists, politicians and oth-
ers) do no see them as stigmatisation. (Mucchielli 2005: 85)

An example is the following extract from an article published in Libération
on 9th March 2001. Although like Laurent Mucchielli, the article’s author
notes that the phenomenon is not new, it has not avoided the trap of stigma-
tising minorities:

Practices as old as the hills, which, according to police, were even more wide-
spread in the late 1980s. Those were the days of the Requins vicieux, the Requins
juniors, the Derniers salauds. Those gangs of black youths committed rape as an
initiation rite. (Libération 2001)

Social representations versus statistics

How do these representations compare with the available empirical data? As
regards sexual violence, two main types of data exist in France: administra-
tive data on the work of the police and law courts, and survey data, whether
surveys of victims or socio-demographic surveys focusing on broader issues.
                                                          
2 Although the criterion is not the one we are considering here, the othering phenomenon is

the same. These working-class youths were seens as ‘foreigners within the gates’, ‘barbari-
ans’ whose culture was intrinsically dangerous for social order.
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Administrative statistics (police and law courts)

The ‘foreigner’ category in administrative statistics

The administrative statistics of the police and law courts record the annual
number of persons charged3 (police data) and the number convicted (courts)
for each type of offence. The data are broken down by category, including
age, sex and nationality. The nationality category is the only one from which
an (inaccurate) idea of origin or ‘race’ can legally4 be obtained from admin-
istrative statistics in France (De Rudder 1997). This is because the use of
ethnic and racial categories is completely prohibited in the French Republic.
In practice, can these figures be usefully compared with representations that
see the perpetrators of sexual violence in ethnic terms?

The ‘gang rapes scandal’ has firmly established the image of gang rapists
from immigrant minorities, and no administrative source is able to confirm or
contradict this image. The category foreigner is unrelated to the migration
status, residency status or origin of the person or their parents and is useless
for pinning down the facts about crime among the immigrants or young peo-
ple from immigrant backgrounds5 whom the media constantly claim are pre-
ponderant in the delinquency figures. Foreigners include any foreign na-
tional who is in the country for a short time (business trip, tourism etc.),
those who have taken up residence in France long-term, children of the latter
who were born abroad, and children of born in France to two foreign parents
(a) until their eighteenth birthday and (b) after that date if they have not taken
steps in advance to acquire French nationality6. It is thus a very mixed cate-
gory and, although it has an essential legal meaning for crime statistics, it is
not a reflection of social reality in France and is not well suited to sociologi-
cal research on the issue.

Sexual violence committed by foreigners

Unhelpful as the ‘foreigners’ category in administrative statistics may be,
these data can be compared with those of the census, which gives the per-
centages of immigrants7 and resident foreigners. Of persons charged with
rape in 2009, 13.4% were foreigners, but according to the census foreigners
represent only 5.7% of the population. But there is a spectacular difference
                                                          
3 I.e.suspects referred to a juge d’instruction for investigation, which may or may not lead to

their being brought to trial (Translator’s note].
4 Act of parliament No. 78–17 of 6 January 1978 on electronic records and freedom of infor-

mation.
5 Not to mention the category youths from the estates.
6 I.e. the majority of children born in France to two foreign parents.
7 Persons born of foreign nationality in a foreign country and resident in France.
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between rapes of minors and rapes of adults: 20.9% of those charged with
rape of an adult were foreigners compared to only 7.4% of those charged
with rape of a minor. This connects with our assertion that the child rapist is
othered through the figure of the ‘monster’ while the rapist of adult women is
mainly seen in ethnic terms.

The data for convictions are more precise but the categories used are dif-
ferent from those used by the police so it is impossible to compare the two
data sets. The table below shows the percentages of foreigners among those
convicted of different classes of rape in 2008:

Type of rape French Foreign Percentage of
foreigners

All types 1449 154   9.6%
Gang rape   123   24 16.3%
Rape with aggravating circumstances

8
  538   40   6.9%

Rape of minor aged 15 or less   460   17   3.6%
Rape by an ascendant or person exercising
authority

    78     7   8.2%

Ordinary rape   250   66 20.9%

Source: Ministry of Justice 2008

Although prudence is called for when comparing such small numbers, we
find a sharp difference between convictions for rape of adults and those for
child rape. Very few foreigners are convicted of rape of minors under 15
years of age, rape with aggravating circumstances or rape by an ascendant or
person exercising authority. But the proportion of foreigners among those
convicted of gang rape or ordinary rape is very high. As regards gang rape,
the numbers are too small for conclusions to be drawn, especially as it con-
cerns the number of persons convicted and not the number of cases tried9. As
we do not know the number of perpetrators involved in each case, or the
composition of the groups of rapists – which could be mixed groups of
French and foreign perpetrators – these figures are scarcely meaningful, but
they suggest that foreigners are seriously over-represented.

Looking now at estimates based on the national census, we see that at that
time foreigners made up 5.7% of the population living in France (Regnard
2009), slightly less than the percentage of foreigners among those convicted
of rape. It does seem, therefore, that foreigners are over-represented among
perpetrators of rape, suggesting that foreigners are more inclined to sexual
violence. However, it must be remembered that the ‘foreigners’ category is
not identical with that of ‘youths from African and North African immigrant
                                                          
8 For the list of aggravating circumstances see the Code Pénal, art. 222–24 à 222–26
9 Which is necessarily less than the 61 total cases tried.
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backgrounds’ on which social representations are based. The 2008 criminal
court records were the first to give a breakdown of the ‘foreigners’ category
of convicted persons by main country of origin. They show that of 24 for-
eigners convicted of gang rape, 12 were of North African origin, 1 Turkish
and 4 Zairian, the nationalities of the other 7 not being specified. Of the 66
persons convicted of ordinary rape, 29 were of North African origin, 5
Turkish, 1 Zairian, 3 Portuguese, 1 Italian and 27 of other nationalities. This
sheds a different light on the preponderance of ethnicised groups from for-
mer colonies and the French overseas territories in social representations. In
particular, the figures show that foreign rapists include men born in European
Union countries.

Also to be borne in mind is the fact that police and judges are not imper-
vious to social stereotyping and it is likely that a process of selection and dis-
crimination against members of minority groups is at work during police
work and criminal proceedings (Jobart and Névanen 2007). It may therefore
be postulated that those who best correspond to the popular representation of
perpetrators of sexual violence are more likely to be charged and convicted
and that the administrative statistics over-represent minority groups. This hy-
pothesis can only be verified by studying criminal proceedings as a whole
very closely and comparing the proportions of persons from minority groups
among those charged and among those convicted. Furthermore, the effect of
representations probably also has an impact on victims and it may be sup-
posed that they are more inclined to lodge a complaint if their attacker
matches the stereotype of the ‘rapist’.

Evidence from survey data

Since the data on convictions do not provide an empirical basis for conclud-
ing that men of minority groups are more likely to commit rape, what do the
survey data tell us? And above all, what are the facts that allow some to as-
sert that sexual violence is more prevalent in working-class neighbourhoods?

Rapes are more often committed by a member of the family than by a
stranger

The first thing we learn from surveys on experience of sexual violence is that
they mostly take place within the family or friendship network. A 2008 sur-
vey10 shows that of women aged 20–59 reporting having suffered sexual
violence (rape or attempted rape) by a person acting alone, 21% were victims
                                                          
10 Contexte de la Sexualité en France, INED-INSERM (Bozon et Bajos eds.), 2009
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of a family member (8% by the father or stepfather), 34% a spouse or friend,
27% another person known to them and 18% a stranger (Bajos and Bozon
2008). The traditional representation of a night-time attack by a (minority
group) stranger in a public area is thus very far from typical. Cases of sexual
violence in the family are thus very numerous. However, from the data on
convictions we find that ‘rape by an ascendant or person exercising author-
ity’11 account for only 5.3% of convictions and that these include a relatively
small proportion of foreigners.

Gang rapes account for only a small proportion of sexual violence

Rapes and attempted rapes by several men together account for 2.7% of the
sexual violence declared by women aged 18–69 and 2.5% of those declared
by men of the same age bracket, but they amount to 9.2% of convictions.
Gang rape seems to give rise to convictions more often than other forms of
rape, whether because it is more often reported to the police or because the
courts convict more readily for this type of crime.

Not all types of rape are equally likely to result in a complaint to the po-
lice

In the Enveff survey, women who reported having been victims of sexual
violence were asked what steps they had taken in response. Of women re-
porting rape or attempted rape, 9.5% said they had reported it to the police
(12.2% for those who were victims before aged 15 and 9% for victims after
aged 15), and more than half of these cases gave rise to criminal proceedings.
Of all sexual violence cases declared in the survey, only 5% gave rise to
criminal proceedings, and it seems that the closer the attacker is to the victim,
the harder it is to report the offence (Fougeyrollas-Schweibel and Jaspard
2002).

Analysis of calls to a free helpline for rape victims confirms this point;
41% of calls concerning rape by strangers had been reported to the police
compared to 32% of calls concerning rape by a known person, a spouse or a
partner and 22% of calls concerning rape by a family member. These results
confirm the hypothesis that victims are more likely to report to the police if
the rapist is a stranger or in cases of gang rape. Thus the survey data neither
confirm nor disprove that rapes committed by minority group men are dis-
proportionate. However, the facts that do emerge undermine traditional rep-
resentations of rape, particularly those conveyed by the media.

                                                          
11 This category is broader than ‘father, stepfather’; it may include grandfathers, teachers, sport

instructors etc.
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Conclusion

From this overview of the ways in which perpetrators of sexual violence are
represented in ethnic terms it can be seen that these representations exist be-
cause they distance the perpetrators of sexual violence from men of the
dominant group. They can persist because it cannot be shown from existing
statistics that they are unfounded. The othering of the perpetrators of sexual
violence makes it possible to deny the sexism of French society. Because the
perpetrators of sexual violence are identified as belonging to minority
groups, defined among other things by a minority culture different from
mainstream French culture, it is logical to conclude that men of the main-
stream group do not commit sexual violence, or if they do, it is purely an ac-
cident. In those cases, the argument of individual madness is used to discul-
pate mainstream men as a whole. The second implication is that these repre-
sentations put minority group women in a situation of great tension. They are
called on to choose between the supposedly non-sexist (but racist) culture of
the French mainstream and the ‘archaic’ and non-egalitarian culture of the
men of their own group. In this regard the law against wearing the full veil
stems from the same reasoning that imputes ethnic causes to rape: minority
group women must be ‘freed’ from the burden of their culture and traditions
perpetuated by the men of their group.
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Violence Against Women in Minoritised
Communities: Cultural Norm or Cultural
Anomaly?

Khatidja Chantler and Geetanjali Gangoli       

Introduction

Violence perpetrated against minoritised1 women in the UK and elsewhere in
Europe is frequently cast as a cultural issue without an adequate interrogation
of what culturally based violence is, which aspects of violence against
women count as cultural and what the implications are of using a cultural
frame to understand and respond to domestic violence in minoritised com-
munities. More recently, the ‘cultural’ in relation to minoritised communities
has been re-formulated and more tightly specified as ‘honour based vio-
lence’. This chapter seeks to address four key debates. Firstly, we question
the notion of how and why gender based violence is perceived as a cultural
phenomenon in minoritised communities (i.e. as a cultural norm), but con-
structed as an individual action (i.e. as cultural anomaly) in majority commu-
nities. Secondly, we briefly highlight the role of cultural relativism in under-
standing abuse; thirdly we outline the difficulties of responding to minori-
tised victims of gender based violence within a cultural frame. Lastly, we
return to the theme of honour and offer a critique of over determining vio-
lence against women through the trope of honour and challenge the notion of
violence against minoritised women as a cultural norm. We argue instead for
a multi-layered analysis which incorporates the structural and cultural in con-
ceptualising any form of violence against women whether in majority or mi-
noritised communities.

                                                          
1 We use the term minoritised throughout the chapter to indicate that one is not a minority

purely on the basis of numbers, religion, language etc, but is positioned as such through a
socio-historic process.
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Violence against women and the role of culture

We are troubled by the trend to cast violence against women in minoritised
communities as purely cultural. To begin this debate we briefly compare the
construction of two forms of violence against women: forced marriage and
date rape. These two forms of violence serve as examples to illustrate our
key points rather than offering a detailed analysis of forced marriage or date
rape. Forced marriage debates within the UK are firmly positioned within
cultural discourses, the chief lexicon being ‘honour based violence’ with
honour and shame the key markers. So although forced marriage currently
sits within the UK Government domestic violence definition, it is also con-
ceptualised as honour based violence pertaining mostly to minoritised com-
munities. In addition, the concept of honour is usually presented as only con-
cerning minority cultures, so within this construction, forced marriage comes
to be seen (erroneously) as a characteristic and normal part of certain cul-
tures. A recent report on honour based violence in the UK argues that forced
marriage and domestic violence particularly in South Asian and Middle East-
ern communities are ‘not isolated practices, but are instead part of a self-
sustaining social system built on ideas of honour and cultural, ethnic and re-
ligious superiority’ (Brandon and Hafez 2008:1).

On the other hand, to our knowledge date rape is never explicitly formu-
lated as a cultural issue in majority communities. Feminist writers on sexual
violence (e.g. Kelly 1988) highlight how male sexual violence is made possi-
ble because of unequal gender relations. This means that, at least in part,
sexual violence is explained at a structural and cultural level, yet this analysis
seems to disappear when we compare the treatment of date rape with forced
marriage. Date rape, which has largely been analysed in Anglo-American
contexts, is constructed as an individualised aberrant or abnormal behaviour
and therefore is not seen as part of the culture. So the representation of An-
glo-American culture remains intact and ‘honourable’ with date rape behav-
iour being seen as outside of this. In contrast, when we consider the case of
violence against women (including forced marriage) in minoritised commu-
nities this is frequently constructed as an intrinsic part of the culture.

We must, therefore, ask ourselves what processes are in play to allow
these differing constructions to exist. We argue that the key difference is the
way in which culture is called upon as an explanation of certain anomalies,
for example, forced marriage in minoritised communities but is occluded in
the case of date rape. In the instance of date rape, no reference is made to
culture and an individualistic focus is instead offered as an explanation. The
differences in the manner in which date rape and forced marriage are treated
leads one to mistakenly assume that forced marriage is endemic within mi-
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noritised communities and hence a central part of their cultures whilst date
rape is an unusual occurrence and therefore not endemic to western culture.
How have these constructions taken hold given that there are no reliable fig-
ures in the UK for either form of violence? What veracity do they hold and
should we accept these assertions without question? The culturalist formula-
tion buttresses the view that forced marriage is the inevitable fate of young
women in minority communities, particularly in South Asian and middle-
eastern communities. It also paints a portrait of these (young) women as pa-
thetic and hapless victims who only exist through culture, thus undermining
agency and autonomy (Shachar 2001). Indeed, agency and autonomy do not
sit comfortably with the stereotypical view of South Asian women as passive.
Patriarchy in minoritised communities is thus allowed to flourish in the safe
knowledge that ‘culture’ can be used as a foil to prevent the protection of
women. This in turn feeds into the view that minority communities are more
patriarchal than western communities. What fails to be acknowledged is that
the West’s construction of passive women, together with an insistence that
forced marriage is ‘part of their culture’, fails to protect minoritised women.

Razack (2004) argues that perceptions of cultural superiority inherent in
some western feminisms is problematic and highlights the work of Wikan
(2002) as an example of this. Razack (2004) critiques Wikan’s work on the
following three grounds: Firstly, Wikan implies that Westerners have values
(liberal, democratic, egalitarian) whilst Muslims have cultures, inevitably
constructed as oppressive and patriarchal. This creates a dichotomy between
individual autonomy and freedom versus the oppressive forces of culture
which are seen to be an inherent part of the ‘other’. Secondly, Razack argues
that the over-determining manner in which culture is used by Wikan obscures
structural relationships based on race and class and neglects the historical ba-
sis of the power relations (often based on colonisation) between majority and
minoritsed communities in European contexts. Thirdly, Razack points out
that implicit in Wikan’s work is the self-image of the West as outside of
culture, privileging instead personal autonomy. In turn, this is seen as a more
‘civilised’ way of living, and further that this civilised way of living needs to
be taught to migrants. Thus ‘barbaric’ others need to be instructed in the val-
ues of the West.

Further, in the case of forced marriage, there are a range of other factors
that precipitate forced marriage including structural factors such as poverty,
particularly in trans-national marriages (Chantler et al. 2009). Within essen-
tialist culturalist discourse, these factors are overlooked and this position
contributes to a limited understanding of violence against women in minori-
tised communities and places them in a vulnerable position (Siddiqui 2005).
The issue of how culturalist thinking contributes to the increased vulnerabil-
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ity of minoritised women is discussed further below. For now, it should be
noted that it is the differences in the power relations between majority and
minority communities that allow violence against women to be cast as ‘cul-
tural’ in minority communities but as ‘abnormal’ in majority communities.
These differences are not just semantic, as they tend to have an important ef-
fect in how we respond to domestic violence in minoritised communities.

The double-edged sword of relativism

One of the key theoretical positions in relation to explaining violence against
minoritised women is cultural relativism. According to cultural relativism,
there can be no definitive view as to what violence against women is, as this
depends on the socio-cultural contexts and understandings of different com-
munities. This means that what is considered abusive in some contexts will
not necessarily be viewed as such from the vantage point of a different com-
munity. This position has the advantage of attending to different cultural
contexts in framing violence against women, and enables us to explore the
specificities of the forms of violence perpetrated against women in diverse
communities, thus allowing for a more nuanced understanding of violence
against women. The other major advantage of relativism is that it readily ac-
cepts changing definitions and understandings. An example of this can be
seen in the current UK definition of domestic violence which is quite differ-
ent from previous ones. The key difference is that the definition has shifted
from its previous conceptualisation of domestic violence as only occurring in
intimate, heterosexual relationships to a conceptualisation that includes vio-
lence perpetrated by family members as well as violence within gay relation-
ships. Notwithstanding these advantages, a key factor which is frequently
glossed over in relativist debates is the issue of power. In what follows, we
interrogate relativism and illustrate the complex relationship between culture
and power in the context of violence and abuse.

We argue that relativism is also a double-edged sword as it can work
against protecting women and children from abuse in minoritised communi-
ties in the West. Principally this is achieved by suggesting that what happens
in such communities is unique and embedded within those communities, and
therefore a special case. This can have serious repercussions by making cer-
tain principles, such as violence against women, seemingly irrelevant to mi-
noritised communities as these are framed only within culturalist discourses
and practices, rather than within a (universal) human rights framework (Gill
2006). In the next section, we discuss some key concepts and dynamics that
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work to deny minoritsed women the protection they are entitled to, particu-
larly when working from a relativist position.

Protecting minoritised women from violence

Drawing on research on minoritsed women and violence against women
(Chantler et al. 2001; Batsleer et al. 2002), we argue that in relation to pro-
tecting minoritised women from abuse, there are three key inter-related ideas
that need to figure in our conceptualisation, understanding and practice.
These are: race anxiety, cultural privacy and the tendency to privilege culture
over gender. The inter-relationship between these are important to under-
stand as they serve to obscure sensitive responses to minoritsed women and
need to be guarded against if the state is to offer relevant protection to mi-
noritised women.

Chantler et al. (2001) use the term ‘race anxiety’ to refer to individual and
collective (institutional and state level) anxiety about how to intervene in re-
lation to minoritised peoples, particularly in the context of abuse and other
sensitive topics. The anxiety is generated through a fear and shame of being
labelled racist or culturally insensitive and it is this anxiety that appears to
over-ride sound assessment and decision-making in relation to protecting
vulnerable women in abusive situations. Such anxiety has a silencing effect,
for to speak might bring accusations that the practitioner or institution is
culturally insensitive. Importantly, institutions do not want to be ‘named and
shamed’ as being institutionally racist. Hence, maintaining the institution’s
honour becomes paramount. However, cultural sensitivity frequently entails
the exclusion of issues of gender and other marginalised groupings, so that
being ‘culturally sensitive’ in effect serves largely to uphold traditional, con-
servative readings of communities. Race anxiety, therefore, contributes to the
conditions which allow for abuse in minoritised communities to go unchal-
lenged.

The desire to be culturally sensitive and the requirement to be seen as
‘non-racist’ prevents the speaker or institution from challenging practices
based on unequal power relations within minoritised communities. The fail-
ure to intervene when it is required is further underpinned by the notion of
‘cultural privacy’ (Batsleer et al. 2002). Cultural privacy refers to the manner
in which self-appointed ‘community leaders’, often powerful men within mi-
noritised communities, draw the boundaries over their community domains
(Gangoli et al. 2006). It is community leaders who thus influence what can
and cannot be talked about and further it is community leaders who are nor-
mally consulted by the government and local authorities. Sensitive issues
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such as domestic violence and childhood abuse are unlikely to be discussed
openly as these would shatter the romanticised notion of strong, nurturing
families within minoritised communities. Here, the interests of minoritised
women and children are rarely seen as important, and the security of the pa-
triarchal family, representing male interests, takes priority. Hence community
leaders are more likely to draw a veil of silence over sensitive issues and in-
sist on a level of cultural privacy. Black feminists working on domestic vio-
lence within minoritised communities, e.g. Imkaan and Southall Black Sis-
ters, are often seen as working against community interests, as they pose a
challenge to patriarchy. Feminists (including black feminists) have long
pointed out that an essential step to combating violence against women is to
move away from the notion that what happens in the home is a private mat-
ter. It is, therefore, the movement of domestic violence from the privacy of
the home into the public domain that is essential, as it is the public consid-
eration of abuse and violence which leads to legislation and support for vic-
tims. This shift from private to public is also what is required in relation to
minoritised communities, that is, a shift is required from ‘cultural privacy’ to
a more public contestation of sensitive issues such as violence and abuse
within minoritised communities (see also Kukathas 1998; Sachar 1998).

Cultural privacy together with race anxiety makes for a powerful cocktail
that act as barriers to the detection and appropriate intervention in abuse
situations. Inevitably, this leads to a privileging of cultural issues over gen-
der. The desire to be culturally sensitive overlooks issues of abuse as this is
wrongly formulated as being ‘part of their culture’ and the anxiety stops the
interrogation that is required. To break this cycle, we argue that a considera-
tion of gender within minoritised communities is essential. However, this po-
sition is also fraught with problems. If one were to work only with gender is-
sues at the expense of cultural and structural issues, such as poverty, racism,
and immigration controls, the resultant gender analysis would be devoid of
context and of the lived experiences of minoritised women. This is a point
that has been made forcefully by black feminists over a number of years (e.g.
Amos and Parmar 1984) and is worth reiterating in the context of recent anti-
immigration legislation in Europe to supposedly combat forced marriage.
Hence the gender analysis which is required is one that is fully cognisant of
other dimensions of oppression and disadvantage (Thiara and Gill 2010).
Thus, several studies that focus on domestic violence in minoritsed commu-
nities in the UK have been at the forefront of highlighting the problems of
‘no recourse to public funds’ (Chantler et al 2001; Sundari et al. 2008; Rai
and Thiara 1997). These can be thought of as largely focussing on structural
issues, whilst other literature, discussed below has focussed almost exclu-
sively on cultural issues such as honour.
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Understanding honour

It has become fashionable within policy and academia to understand violence
against minoritised women as arising from an honour based culture (Brandon
and Hafez 2008). Feminist activist organisations such as Southall Black Sis-
ters have consistently pointed out that there is no honour in committing
crimes of violence against women. This has led, in the British context, to the
labelling of these crimes as ‘so-called crimes of honour’ to signify their in-
herent lack of honour. In this section of our chapter, we pay particular atten-
tion to the construction of so called honour based crimes and interrogate the
differences between this and crimes of passion. These two paradigms are po-
sitioned as binaries, with crimes of passion attributed to the west and honour
based crimes attributed to Muslim communities in particular. These terms
and their attributions have been much contested and in our view this needs to
continue as some of the thinking around these terms has been described as
‘tortuous’ (Razack 2004: 152).

Honour and shame have been treated as motifs of otherness, and attrib-
uted almost entirely to minoritised communities. However, there is much lit-
erature on how being the victim of any violent crime can cause overwhelm-
ing feelings of shame (World Society of Victimology 2005); the role and
consequences of shame experienced by adult survivors of child sexual abuse
(Feiring et al. 2002) and abusive family environments (Hoglund and Nicho-
las 1995); and women experiencing sexual violence (Kelly 1988). There is
also literature on how certain stigmatised members of society, including
prostitutes, can feel a sense of shame due to their occupation (see Tomara
2009; Pheterson 1990). While some of this shame is individualised, rather
than collective, we argue that ideas of honour and shame in South Asian
contexts can also be both collective and individual. For example, women’s
bodies are frequently read as repositories of community honour (Sanghari
and Vaid 1989), but shame can also be experienced individually by women
who may have experienced sexual violence (Gangoli et al. 2006). Hence,
shame is much more widespread than is commonly articulated in western
contexts. Acknowledging this helps to prevent shame being perceived as a
marker only of cultural others.

Discourses of honour and shame in the literature in some non western
contexts, and minoritised women in the west, understand honour as vested in
the bodies and actions of women (and to a lesser extent men) with loss of
control over women potentially leading to shame (Araji 2000). Unlike the
examples cited above, shame may be vested in the bodies of individual
women, but is shared by the community, which is embodied by the men.
There is a rich corpus of literature that looks at ways in which women’s
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bodies are seen as symbolically representing a community, nation or race,
and how dishonouring a women can lead to a symbolic dishonouring of the
community or nation (Jayawardena and De Alwis 1996; Gangoli 2006). Re-
search on domestic violence within specific minoritised communities in the
UK, particularly South Asian, has pointed to the importance of culturally
specific concepts of izzat (honour) and sharam (shame) in preventing women
from articulating their experiences of violence in domestic situations (Bhopal
1997). Izzat and sharam are based primarily on the notion that the bodies and
actions of women and girls represent community or individual honour. South
Asian young women and girls in the UK are often vulnerable to such control,
as there can be a high premium attached to ideas of sexual purity and chastity
for young unmarried girls, especially in the context of taboos around pre-
marital sexuality, loss of virginity and fears of young women being ‘cor-
rupted’ by western values (Gangoli et al. 2009). This can sometimes be
manifested in forced marriage of girl children, as a method to prevent such
transgressive sexual behaviour.

However, it should be noted that until very recently chastity and sexual
purity have also been features of many western industrialised nations. ‘Shot-
gun’ marriages in the west are a good example in the recent past of the pres-
sure on women pregnant outside of marriage to marry their lovers since sex-
ual relations outside of marriage were not culturally acceptable. Alterna-
tively, such pregnancies were concealed and young women sent away to
have their babies in alternative parts of the country where the babies were
placed for adoption. In part, the free availability of contraception combined
with state welfare support for lone mothers has enabled more permissive
sexual mores. This illustrates the centrality of material resources in shaping
what is considered to be culturally acceptable. Another more recent example
is the case of marital rape. It was only in 1991 that rape within marriage in
the UK was recognised as a violation, highlighting the cultural acceptance
that a husband was entitled to sex with his wife whenever he wanted, thus
throwing into question the notion of the progressive rights of women in the
west.

Moreover, in religious communities in the west (of whatever faith), sex-
ual purity is still highly prized. A recent case in point is the Christian move-
ment’s reaffirmation of sexual purity before marriage, for example the ‘silver
ring thing’ initiated by Pastor Denny Pattyn in Arizona, USA in 1996 and
which was launched in the UK in 2003 (times online June 22 2007, accessed
21/08/09). It preaches chastity and the silver ring is to remind the wearer that
they have pledged to be virgins until they marry. Interestingly, if the wearers
are unable to keep their promise they are advised to flush the ring down the
toilet rather than wear it and dishonour the community. These examples
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(pregnancy outside marriage, marital rape and religious emphasis on sexual
purity) illustrate how ideas of collective shame and honour are not the exclu-
sive domain of minoritised non-Christian communities.

It has been argued that honour crimes are different from other forms of
violence against women, including sexual jealousy. Purna Sen has identified
six key features of crimes of honour, including: gender relations that prob-
lematise and control women’s behaviour and sexuality; women policing
other women’s behaviour; collective decisions regarding punishments;
women’s participation in killings; ability to reclaim honour through killings
or enforced compliance; and State sanction of such killings through recogni-
tion of honour as motivation and mitigation (Sen 2005). She suggests that
honour crimes have more in common with dowry related murders in coun-
tries like India and femicide in various contexts than those involving sexual
jealousy or what she terms ‘individualistic fit of fury’ (Sen 2005: 51). Seen
thus, the focus is more on collective honour and shame, as reflected in the
behaviour of women, rather than the individual.

However, we argue that while different forms of violence against women
are contextually different, discourses of honour and shame are not restricted
to specific ethnic communities or to particular forms of violence against
women. Recent work also argues that contrary to Sen’s assumptions, the
links between dowry and domestic violence are neither obvious nor auto-
matic but that domestic violence in India, as in the west, has other important
social and economic causes and manifestations and that reducing Indian ex-
periences of domestic violence to dowry can be essentialist and can lead to
exoticising domestic violence in India (Talwar Olbenburg 2002). Therefore,
seeking cultural explanations for violence against women in Third World
countries when similar research conclusions are not made for violence
against women in Western countries can be dangerous and counterproductive
(Talwar Oldenburg 2002). Further, we argue that dowry related murders of-
ten have strong individualist and/or relational aspects (for example, financial
reasons or strife between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law), in addition
to ideas of honour. Further, violence against women in ethnic white groups in
the west can also demonstrate some of the features identified as symptomatic
of honour crimes above and this is discussed below.

Whilst accepting many of Sen’s arguments, we depart with the analysis
that domestic killings in majority communities are merely crimes of passion
committed in a moment of rage. While this may be the case in some domestic
killings in both the majority and minoritised communties, we argue that
crimes of passion cannot explain all domestic murders or violence in any
community. There have been several cases in the UK media concerning do-
mestic violence in majority communities where ex-spouses or partners have
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murdered their partners (and often children) on pre-arranged contact visits. In
this situation, it is hard to argue that the violence committed during such vis-
its is not premeditated or part of a pattern of violence perpetrated against the
victim. It is also worth noting that the level of violence meted out to all
women, including majority white women who leave abusive relationships, is
significant (Hester and Westmarland 2005), highlighting the pressure on
majority women to stay in violent relationships as leaving can exacerbate the
violence. Many feminists (Stark 2007) working in this field have long argued
that violence against women is not an individual act, but is part of a system
of domination and control based on unequal gender and other social rela-
tions. What puzzles us is that this feminist analysis clearly acknowledges the
role of structure and culture in shaping unequal gender relations, yet some-
how this gets obscured when comparing violence against women in majority
communities versus violence against women in minoritsed communities. It
seems to us that this is a retrograde step as it performs its own kind of double
violence. The first kind is to transfer the unit of analysis in relation to major-
ity women from the structural/cultural to the individual level, thus directing
attention to the ‘few bad apples’ rather than to the structures and culture
which maintain violence against women in majority communities. The sec-
ond kind of violence is to only see the cultural in relation to violence against
minoritised women, thereby invoking essentialist thinking and pathologising
minoritised communities.

Research on the relationship between sexual jealousy and intimate partner
violence in USA has found that controlling for cultural variations, intimate
partner violence is a common behavioural result of sexual jealousy among
American couples, and this is based on the degree of intimacy between the
partners, which in turn owes much to ‘symbolic’ practices such as sexual ex-
clusivity as a commitment (Paik et al. 2000). Sexual jealousy appears to
manifest most strongly where sexual exclusivity or monogamy is seen as
challenged, and this can have a strong gendered element, with men more
likely to be violent, based on the belief that violence is justified when they
suspect that their partners are unfaithful or in other situations where they be-
lieve that their honour is being threatened. Further, far from being individu-
alistic fits of fury, many of these murders are planned meticulously (Polk
1994). There is also evidence that suggests that there is a tolerance for physi-
cal and sexual violence against women by young people in the UK, espe-
cially where the violence happens within a marriage and where the woman is
seen as sexually promiscuous or cheating on her partner (Burton et al. 1998).
It would appear, therefore, that for white majority communities as well as
minoritised communities, wives are considered the property of their hus-
bands, and cheating on them can be seen as justifying physical retribution.
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This may not be articulated as collective honour and shame but seen as indi-
vidual loss of face (Araji 2000). As Araji also points out, this individualisa-
tion of shame and honour can be seen to be closely tied to the more individu-
alistic focus of western industrialised societies so it is not surprising that the
collective ideas which are in circulation in the west get subordinated to the
individual level. Further, following Sen’s definition of honour crimes, there
is evidence that such violence, deemed as ‘crimes of passion’ are often
treated leniently by western judicial systems (Mullen 1995). Regarding such
acts of violence, Araji (2000) further notes that in some non-western ‘tradi-
tional’ societies, women’s sexual transgressions are often not punished if
they are not made public, for instance if a woman in India is pregnant out of
wedlock, a discreet abortion can prevent further repercussions. In contrast, in
Western societies women are mostly abused or killed for transgressions that
are both known or suspected privately as well as those that are public. While
this may also happen in minoritised communities, it could well be the fear of
disclosure and the resultant loss of honour that may be a contributory factor
to abuse in such cases.

Conclusions

We contend that violence against women in minoritised communities cannot
be understood purely in terms of the cultural or in terms of honour based
violence. We also argue that violence against women in majority communi-
ties cannot be understood as merely individual acts of violence. To persist in
seeing them as such compounds the violence experienced. Race anxiety,
cultural privacy and the privileging of culture over gender in minoritised
communities will continue to leave women unprotected. Black feminist or-
ganisations, such as Southall Black Sisters, have also attacked unthinking
multi-culturalism as contributing to violence against women in minoritised
communities going unacknowledged. Dustin and Phillips (2008) point out
that both doing nothing as a consequence of this unacknowledgement, as
well as doing ‘something’ is problematic if that something does violence to
minoritised cultures via its misrepresentation.

Feminist analyses emphasise patterns of power and control and unequal
social relations as an explanation for violence against women (Hague and
Malos 1998). We have illustrated how violence against all women is part of
structural and cultural arrangements. The slide to a more individualistic focus
that is gaining ground in explaining violence against women in majority cul-
tures is problematic. This slide is particularly noticeable in discussions when
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violence against majority women is juxtaposed with violence against minori-
tised women and works to position majority communities as culturally supe-
rior. Lessons from over thirty years ago do not appear to have been heeded as
yet by liberal western feminists. Liberal feminists have increased their
spheres of influence and are now more powerfully positioned to act to protect
all women from violence. Instead, some of their interventions have been
taken on by nation states to increase surveillance, regulation and control of
minoritised communities often through the use of immigration control in the
name of protecting minoritsed women from ‘honour based violence’. This
chapter urges for an approach that utilises multidimensional levels of analy-
ses: individual, cultural and structural in understanding and responding to
violence against women and to stem the tide of culturalist explanations of
violence against women in minoritised communities.

However, as we have reiterated throughout the chapter, we cannot ignore
culture and have focussed on honour as a key motif. This chapter discusses
the limitations of constructing violence against women in minoritised com-
munities as only constituting the cultural. Our key argument is that ideas
about culture influence all forms of violence against women, including
women from majority communities, yet this often goes unacknowledged.
Central to our concerns is the manner in which a focus on culture alone in
relation to minoritised women has the double effect of leaving minority
women unprotected from violence, and at the same time sediments the view
that minority cultures are ‘backward’ in relation to gender relations. We also
suggest that by drawing attention to the way in which honour and shame can
influence particular behaviours need not necessarily lead to cultural relativ-
ism, but can possibly lead to a greater understanding of contexts. For exam-
ple, even if we start by accepting that sexual jealousy in intimate heterosex-
ual relationships in both white mainstream and minoritised communities is
based on ideas of hurt honour and shame, we might then begin to understand
how its formulation may differ in both contexts. To illustrate, in white main-
stream communities, these ideas may be more individualised or linked to
ideas of individual masculinity while in some minoritised communities, they
may be more community or family based, or based on ideas that women’s
behaviour can discredit familial pride and honour. Our argument is, there-
fore, not that culture is irrelevant in violence against women but that it is
relevant to both majority and minoritised communities, and exoticising par-
ticular forms as cultural and others as aberrant can have tragic consequences
for all women who are victims of violence.
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Women’s Rights, Welfare State Nationalism
and Violence in Migrant Families

Suvi Keskinen                  

Introduction

During the last decade, the Nordic countries have experienced heated public
debates about issues of gender, sexuality and ethnicity. The focus of attention
has been especially on ‘forced marriages’, ‘honour-killings’ and ‘female
genital cutting’. With reference to gender equality and women’s rights argu-
ments have been formulated to promote anti-immigration politics, as well as
to create dichotomous divisions between the perceived gender equal majori-
ties (‘us’) and patriarchal minorities (‘them’) (see Keskinen 2009a). Gen-
dered violence has become a site of negotiation and conflict regarding na-
tional belonging, national boundaries and ethnic relations. Violence in mi-
nority families has become a core issue and one through which boundaries
for the national collective (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992) are (re)produced.
Gendered violence and women’s rights have also been used to legitimate
hegemonic transnational projects, such as the US-led ‘war on terror’, notably
in connection with the attack on Afghanistan in 2001 (Russo 2006).

In this chapter, I focus on the contested meanings of women’s rights and
gender equality when dealing with violence in migrant1 families in present-
day Finland. I am interested in how gender and sexuality shape the construc-
tion of national boundaries, as well as how gendered violence figures in the
processes of creating divisions on the basis of ‘race’ and ethnicity. I will use
empirical data from ongoing research on gendered violence in migrant fami-

                                                          
1 In general, I use the term ‘violence in ethnic minority families’ since this is a common way

to address the phenomenon in international literature. However, when writing about the
empirical data drawn from Finland I use the term ‘migrant’, as this is the prevailing
terminology in Finland and describes the focus of my research. I want to point out that the
term ‘migrant’ is embedded in a problematic distinction between those who have the
unquestioned right to belong to the nation and those who do not, as well as being a broad
and homogenizing category. However, I use this term as there are no better alternatives, and
the term ‘ethnic minority’ would require me to discuss also the ‘old’ minorities in Finland,
such as the Roma and the Sami, which is not possible here. The term ‘immigrant’ is applied
when citing interviewees who use it.
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lies to develop the theme of women’s rights as a multifaceted issue and as a
site of continuous struggle. This data thus serves to destabilize the dichoto-
mous constructions described above. I argue that in the current political and
social situation it is essential for feminist researchers to engage in developing
conceptualisations that provide alternatives to the culturalist understandings
of violence circulating in European societies today, and that the narratives of
abused migrant women provide a fruitful starting point for such (re)con-
ceptualisations.

The chapter starts with an analysis of current debates on multiculturalism
in Europe and the role of violence in minority families in these debates. I
then discuss the Finnish welfare state context, and show how nationalist and
culturalist discourses shape welfare professionals’ speech about violence
against minority women. In the last part of the chapter, I contrast the views
presented in public debates and professional speech with the narratives of
abused migrant women, in order to bring in elements that are often bypassed
in the discussions on the topic.

The crisis of multiculturalism and debates on gendered
violence

In several European countries, public attention on gendered violence in eth-
nic minority families during the past decade has intensified (see Phillips and
Saharso 2008; Bredström 2003; Bredal 2005; Teigen and Langvasbråten
2009). From being a marginal issue raised mainly by minority women’s or-
ganisations, the topic has become the focus of broad debates in the media and
in politics, and, along with the ‘head-scarf issue’, has achieved a symbolic
value well beyond the scope of the initial problem. Few other topics have so
powerfully represented the perceived subordination of women in minority,
notably non-Western and Muslim, communities. In the course of these de-
bates, culture has been used as a static and monolithic concept to construct
differences between the ethnic majorities and minorities.

This process has occurred at the same time, and as part of, what has been
called the ‘crisis of multiculturalism’ (Modood 2007) or the ‘backlash
against difference’ (Grillo 2007). Multiculturalism has been under severe
pressure from critics who claim that Europe suffers from an ‘excess of alter-
ity’ and that multiculturalism promotes ethnic segregation – and ultimately
terrorism. This position has gained strength in the period following the attack
on the World Trade Towers in New York on 11 of September, 2001. One of
the clearest examples of this critique is to be found in the upsurge of populist
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and right-wing parties with anti-immigration agendas in recent elections, but
also in broader debates articulated in the media, on the internet and in politics
regarding different ways of living in present-day societies and the limits of
tolerance (Gingrich and Banks 2006). The ‘crisis of multiculturalism’ is also
a highly gendered discourse. The figure of the ‘immigrant woman’ plays a
central role in the imaginaries of what the nation should be about, who can
be included and what values are to be regarded as constitutive of the nation
(Lewis 2005, 2006). The body of the ‘immigrant woman’ becomes the
imaginary battlefield on which these definitions are debated and played out.
‘Honour-related violence’ and ‘female genital cutting’ have frequently been
used as examples of the negative effects of multiculturalism and to show that
certain cultural backgrounds, especially Third World and Muslim, are in-
compatible with what are understood to be European values (freedom, equal-
ity, democracy) (Razack 2004).

Debates on multiculturalism in the Netherlands and Denmark have been
especially intense and polarised, with the topic of violence in minority fami-
lies feeding into discussions about the lack of integration of Muslim minori-
ties (Korteweg and Yurdakul 2009; Siim and Skjeie 2008). By invoking
Dutch patriotism and appealing to ‘ordinary people’ who were said to know
from their daily experiences the problems of multi-ethnic societies, the poli-
tics of ‘new realism’ gained a strong foothold within a short time in the
Netherlands (Prins and Saharso 2008). ‘Forced marriages’ and ‘honour-
killings’ have been used as an examples par excellence of the backward cul-
ture of Muslim ‘immigrants’, and on the basis of these practices arguments
are made for the superiority of purportedly ‘Western’ values. In Denmark ar-
guments related to the prevention of ‘forced marriages’ have legitimated the
tightening of immigration policies, leading to some of the strictest legislation
on immigration in Europe (Bredal 2005)2.

While debates on gendered violence in minority families have been
somewhat less polarised in other European countries, similar trends appear in
most of them (Phillips and Saharso 2008). However, less clear-cut construc-
tions of violence in minority families also circulate in the public sphere.
Boundaries between ethnic majorities and minorities appear more blurred in
such constructions: minority communities are described as heterogeneous
entities and connections are made to violence in majority families (Dustin
and Phillips 2008; Korteweg and Yurdakul 2009). This has been especially

                                                          
2 This includes for example strict rules for family reunification including a stipulated age for

both spouses (24 years), national affiliation (both spouses need to prove they have closer ties
to Denmark than to any other country), and requirements regarding housing and main-
tenance.
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the case in situations and contexts where minority women’s organisations
have managed to make their voices heard in public arenas, such as in the UK.

Welfare state nationalism and gender equality

The Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland) base their
national self-images on being culturally homogeneous countries and leading
nations with regard to establishing gender equality (Hilson 2008; Magnus-
son, Rönnblom and Silius 2008; Mulinari et al. 2009). Such national images
exclude differences in relation to class, ‘race’, ethnicity, religion, language
and gender that have existed even before the migration flows of recent dec-
ades. The images also establish the nation as an entity based on common ori-
gin and distinguish between those who have a self-evident right to belong
(based on ethnic origin) and those who do not. The emphasis on achieved
gender equality seems to turn a blind eye to enduring gendered inequalities
and provides an efficient tool for creating hierarchies among the majority and
minorities.

As argued by Verloo and Lombardo, gender equality is an ‘empty signi-
fier that takes as many meanings as the variety of visions and debates on the
issue allow it to take’ (2007: 22). The broad consensus about the importance
of gender equality in the Nordic countries makes it especially liable to sev-
eral kinds of uses – among these are the nationalist and racialising discourses
of interest to this chapter. In Finland, gender equality is regarded as deeply
grounded in national history: it is linked to the agrarian tradition in which, it
is claimed, Finnish women had equal social standing and they worked on an
equal footing with men (Rantalaiho 1994). A recent analysis of Finnish par-
liamentary discussions shows that gender equality is presented as beneficial
for the whole nation and is used to define Finnishness in relation to other na-
tionalities (Raevaara 2008). In multicultural women’s politics (which in-
volves women’s movement activists, as well as politicians and authorities),
gender equality is so closely linked to Finnishness that migrant women are
expected to adopt it as a value and practice in order to become ‘Finnish’
(Tuori 2007).

In the Finnish, as well as in the Nordic context, the state and municipali-
ties play a central role in providing welfare services. While integration poli-
cies in, for example the UK, favour and require the active role of migrant or-
ganisations, the Finnish system relies heavily on authorities and public insti-
tutions (Wahlbeck 1999). Authorities, such as the social office and the em-
ployment office, perform the main part of the integration work. The welfare
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state is in many ways beneficial for women which has led Nordic feminists to
call it ‘women-friendly’ (Borchorst and Siim 2002). However, a view of the
welfare state as solely women’s ally fails to address the question of how it is
part of the (re)production of social inequalities, and to which women it is
beneficial. The welfare state is a site of complex power relations based on
gender, ethnicity, ‘race’, class and sexuality, which means it is also a site of
exclusions and creation of hierarchies.

I use the concept welfare state nationalism to grasp the specificities of
nationalism in the Nordic countries (see also Mulinari et al. 2009). With it I
refer to four interrelated aspects. Firstly, of relevance is the important role of
welfare state policies and practices in performing nationalism in the Nordic
countries, as described above. Secondly, I refer to the central role of the gen-
der equality discourse in nationalist rhetorics and politics. Thirdly, I show
that an emphasis on the countries’ cultural, linguistic and ethnic homogeneity
is characteristic of this kind of nationalism. The fourth aspect of welfare state
nationalism is the narrow space given to discussion about racism and colonial
legacies in present-day Nordic societies. As Keith Pringle (2005) has sug-
gested, the same characteristics – egalitarianism, collectivism and an empha-
sis on consensus – that enable commitment to welfare and equal rights in the
Nordic countries may limit the ability to recognise inequalities related to
‘race’ and ethnicity. These countries also perceive themselves as innocent
bystanders to colonialism. It has been claimed that cultural racism is espe-
cially prominent in the Nordic countries (Hilson 2008), and often is not even
recognized as racism.

The Finnish context

Finland is among the EU countries with a relatively small foreign-born
population: 3.4% of the total population in 20053. The largest migrant com-
munities are the Russians, Estonians, Swedes, Somalis, Iraqis, Iranians,
Turks and ex-Yugoslavians.4 After approximately fifteen years of political
consensus on integration policies, along with a strict asylum policy, issues
related to migration and multiculturalism have recently become politicized in
a new way. In the municipal elections in September 2008 and the European
Union (EU) elections in June 2009, anti-immigration forces gained a notable
rise in support, led by the populist party True Finns, but affecting the politics
                                                          
3 Migration Policy Institute http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/charts/1.1.shtml ,

accessed 23.5.2008
4 Migration Institute http://www.migrationinstitute.fi/db/stat/img/ef_06.jpg, accessed 3.7.2009

http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/charts/1.1.shtml
http://www.migrationinstitute.fi/db/stat/img/ef_06.jpg
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of other parties as well (see Keskinen 2009b). However, the Finnish debates
have been more focused on asylum seekers and border control than on gen-
dered violence.

Finland has been a latecomer to the public concern on gendered violence
in families (Keskinen 2005). When the topic was raised at the end of the
1970s, it was discussed in gender-neutral terms as ‘family violence’. Since
the 1990s, the term ‘violence against women’ has been used, and several
means to tackle gendered violence through legislation and social and health
care initiatives have been introduced. Victimisation surveys directed at Fin-
nish women show that gendered violence in families is a broad and persistent
problem: while in 1997 8.6 per cent of women living in partnerships reported
being subjected to violence during the last year, the figure was 7.9 per cent in
a follow-up survey eight years later (Piispa et al. 2006).

Violence in migrant families became a topic of public interest in the af-
termath of the national Programme to Prevent Violence Against Women
(1998–2002) which strove to combat domestic violence and prostitution.
Policy measures in relation to violence in migrant families have been intro-
duced gradually since 2005, but are still scarce. Violence has been discussed
mainly in terms of ‘immigrant women’ and ‘immigrant families’, bypassing
‘older’ ethnic minorities, such as the Roma and the Sami. The focus has been
on domestic violence, with a growing interest in so-called honour-related
violence. The discussions related to violence in migrant families have not
been as heated as in the other Nordic countries, but many discursive struc-
tures, such as those related to ‘honour-related violence’, have been adopted
from other countries, notably Sweden (Keskinen 2009a).

The study

The empirical data in this chapter was collected during recent research5

which analysed the way in which abused migrant women negotiated their
identities, the spaces for agency made available to them in a welfare state
context, as well as the constructions of violence, gender and ethnicity by wel-
fare professionals and authorities. The term ‘violence in families’ was used
to cover both violence by partners and by other close relatives (parents, sib-
lings, uncles etc.).

                                                          
5 The project Violence in families, migrancy and the Finnish welfare state (2006–2009) was

funded by the Finnish Cultural Foundation, the University of Tampere Centre for Advanced
Study (UTACAS) and Scandinavian Research Council for Criminology.
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The data consists of semi-structured interviews with abused migrant
women and representatives of central agencies working with violence in mi-
grant families. Thirty five interviews were conducted with the police, social
workers, representatives of shelters (for victims of violence) and NGO driven
projects. In addition, twenty interviews were conducted with women who
had been abused by their partners, other close relative(s) or both. The women
had moved to Finland from three geopolitical areas: (1) Russia (six inter-
viewees); (2) an area I call the ‘Middle East’ – Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan – (ten interviewees); and (3) North, West or Central Africa
(four interviewees). Some of the interviewees had come to Finland as refu-
gees, others had migrated due to marriage or as ‘remigrants’6. The largest
group of the interviewees had migrated from countries labelled as ‘Muslim
countries’ in the Middle East or North Africa (twelve interviewees). How-
ever, this does not mean that all of them were Muslims which shows the
problematic nature of making such generalising categorisations. Several of
the interviewees from ‘Muslim countries’ either had another religion or were
not committed to religious thinking.

Despite the homogenising effects of broad categories like ‘Middle East’
and ‘Africa’, I use these here in order to protect the anonymity of my inter-
viewees. Migrant communities in Finland, except for the Russian and Esto-
nian ones, are small and the interviewees could be distinguished if detailed
information about their ethnicity, nationality or migration histories was pre-
sented. In places where I consider it safe I have provided more precise in-
formation. The interviewed women were contacted through NGOs and shel-
ters working with abused women, as well as through one municipality (social
work and family counselling), and asked whether they were willing to par-
ticipate in an interview. The professionals and authorities were contacted in
five big cities (Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Turku, Tampere) in Southern Fin-
land and interviewed individually, in pairs or as a group. The interviews were
anywhere between one and three and a half hours long. The data was ana-
lysed thematically. Poststructuralist discourse analysis (Winther Jörgensen
and Phillips 2002; Wilkinson and Kitzinger 1995) was used to locate the
central discourses, in addition to which a more detailed reading of the inter-
views focusing on the use of language and power relations embedded in it
was made.

                                                          
6 The term ‘remigrant’ refers to Ingrians and others with a classification of ‘Finnish ethnic

origin’ who were scattered to different locations in the Soviet Union during Stalin’s
repressions. These groups were given the right to permanent residence in Finland at the
beginning of the 1990s.
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Professionals teaching and guiding ‘immigrant women’

In the interviews with authorities and professionals the most common way to
explain violence in migrant families was to refer to ‘culture’. Many authori-
ties and professionals perceived the problem to be rooted in ‘their culture’
and the ‘low position of women in immigrant families’. Women were said to
‘accept violence as part of their life’ and to presume it to be a normal part of
marriage. Authorities and professionals also claimed this to be the reason
why migrant women did not turn to authorities, such as the police, when they
were abused. Thus, gendered violence in migrant families was in many cases
culturalised. Culturalisation is a problematic process in several ways (Gho-
rashi et al. 2009), not least because culture is given precedence over social
and economic considerations. Furthermore, culture is used in a static and ho-
mogenising way. All migrants or members of an ethnic minority community are
presented as similar, thus rendering differences within groups invisible.

In culturalist speech, positions could also be created for professionals, in
which they performed the task of teaching and guiding ‘immigrant women’
to the realm of gender equality. This seemed especially to be the task of fe-
male professionals in social work and NGO projects, some of whom empha-
sised how migrant women did not know how to behave in the Finnish wel-
fare system or were not familiar with the rights Finnish women have come to
regard as self-evident. Thus, these professionals were taking took the posi-
tion of more educated women teaching and guiding less fortunate fellow sis-
ters, and becoming experts through this process. This resembles very much
the results of Jaana Vuori’s study (2009) in which she analysed official
guidebooks produced within Finnish integration policies. She found that the
guidebooks constructed gender equality as a state of existence and charac-
teristic of what Finns are like: ‘in Finland women and men are equal’. Family
issues featured very centrally in the guidebooks and were always linked to
gender equality.

Such speech shows how the figure of the Finnish woman is created as a
contrast to the figure of the immigrant woman. In fact, it is the figure of the
Finnish woman that is central here. It is her strength and capacity for action
that is highlighted and praised when the professionals and authorities express
their views on how migrant women behave. In the gender equality context
the ‘Finnish woman’ often turns into the norm in relation to which ‘other’
women are measured (Tuori 2009).

And these cultures are very male dominated […] where the man is the head of the
family, and the woman’s role is different from what we’re used to... so it must be
related to this, that people experience things... somehow differently. The way we
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have it, a Finnish woman just packs up and leaves [a violent husband], but an
immigrant woman doesn’t… (A13, NGO-project)

The cases are often a bit different compared to violence in majority families. The
situations have often gone further, since immigrant women have a higher thresh-
old for contacting the police. Whereas a Finnish woman may call the police al-
ready when she’s being slapped for the first time, like ‘I’ll show you old man.’
(B5, police)

Needless to say, many ‘Finnish’ women who have been abused by their part-
ners also find it difficult to contact the police or leave their partners. How-
ever, this fact totally vanishes from sight in such dichotomous and homoge-
nising constructions.

Some professionals saw migrant women as having strength in themselves
and the capacity to change their lives. However, here too the yardstick was
often the way of life understood as Finnish. If migrant women followed pat-
terns labelled as Finnish they could be regarded as strong and resourceful.
Empowerment and freedom of will were not located in women’s life histories
or in the countries from where they came, but were thought to be found in
Finland or the West. These professionals described migrant women as op-
pressed by their culture with no choice but to stay at home and bring up
many children. But after living in Finland for several years women could, ac-
cording to the professionals, become independent, take a language course
and prepare themselves to seek employment.

I mean this woman, it has clearly been the case that… she has been in Finland for
over ten years and I have known her for about six years, and what has clearly
happened is that she has turned from someone who adopts this traditional role for
women, in which there’s actually no other choice than to have a big herd of chil-
dren and stay at home… so I think this new environment in Finland has made this
mother realise that she has other options as well. (B14, social worker)

The normative model against which migrant women were measured was deeply
embedded in notions of gender, heterosexuality, nation and modernity. Migrant
women were seen to embody traditional femininities, but had the chance to
adopt the ‘Finnish way of life’ and thus to become modern. Tradition and mod-
ernity were connected through an evolutionary frame of progress (McClintock
1995). Time was spacialised: certain parts of the world, and particular the Third
World countries, were presented as living in pre-modern times, while moder-
nity was located in the Western countries. This distinction was constructed on
the basis of gender and heterosexuality: becoming modern required performing
gender and heterosexuality in the ‘proper’ way.

Although I have here, for the sake of argument, focused on ways of con-
structing power hierarchies based on gender, nation and ethnicity, it should
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be noted that the professionals also used other, less dichotomous ways of
discussing violence in migrant families. Culture could be used to articulate
differences on a broad scale, ranging from habits and language to social cir-
cumstances. In such speech culture was used to make distinctions, but not to
order hierarchically. The position of universalising speech was also rather
strong, with connections both to the welfare state principles (everyone should
be treated equally) and views that emphasised commonalities between vio-
lence in majority and minority families. There was also some recognition of
differences within migrant communities, for example when it was noted that
women’s rights and human rights were fought for by actors within the com-
munities, including men who had become refugees because they devoted
their lives to such activities.

Migrant women struggling for their rights

Against this background, it is striking how differently the interviewed
women narrated their experiences of violence. Women spoke about being
subjected to violence and other hardships in life, but also about their strug-
gles to gain rights, and to have opportunities to make their own decisions.
The narratives of the interviewed women were thus, in many ways linked to
questions of power. They were struggling with their abusive husbands and/or
family members (parents, siblings, parents and siblings of the husband) who
exercised control over their lives. The interviewees were also struggling to
navigate the ‘women-friendly’ Finnish welfare state: trying to find an apart-
ment in the racialised housing market, looking for a way to deal with the bu-
reaucratic and exclusionary immigration rules, and coping with indifferent
authorities and professionals.

The women I interviewed did not seem to fit very well into the distinction
between individual and collectivist cultures, commonly made in scientific
and professional speech. According to such thinking, the West is character-
ised by an individualist culture in which autonomy and independence are the
defining features, while non-Western countries share a collectivist culture in
which loyalty to family and community are the main features7. Many of my
interviewees, coming from all three geographical areas, however stressed that
they wanted to take care of their business themselves, not to ask for help
from their relatives or friends, or to wait for the authorities to solve the
problems for them. Thus, they were presenting themselves in a position that

                                                          
7 For a more thorough discussion see for example Bredal (2006), especially chapter five.
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could be regarded as individualist. On the other hand, some of them were
rather worried about how their families, relatives and neighbours (either in
Finland or transnationally) would react to their possible divorce or living
alone in a European country. Some interviewees also spoke of the impor-
tance of their parents and of receiving their approval in order to stay (psy-
chologically) well. This position can be interpreted as a familist, or if one so
wishes, collectivist.

I argue that it is not a question of two distinct cultures that one is born
with or trajectories to follow through one’s life, but should rather be seen as
different positions that one moves between in time and space. A person can
adopt the position of an individual – that is, act in a way that emphasises her
own will and choices – at a certain time and in specific contexts, while at
other times emphasising loyalties to the family or negotiating how to balance
her own wishes and those of her family’s. Ethnicity is not irrelevant for such
processes, but instead of being regarded as something that automatically
leads to individualism or collectivism, it should be regarded as a part of the
context that, together with gender, class and age, shapes the possibilities of
moving between these positions. The struggles that my interviewees men-
tioned can also be interpreted in this context, as efforts to try out and widen
the boundaries of the possibilities that have opened for them.

Not all the women I interviewed struggled with their families. Some
spoke about the broad support they received from their families, for example,
when going through disputes over custody of their children in a ‘Middle
Eastern’ or North African court. Other interviewees were not particularly
concerned about how their families would relate to them leaving abusive
husbands. A few even questioned my interest in how their families reacted to
their choices saying that their families would not interfere in their life and re-
garded them as adult persons. This response came from women from Russia,
‘Middle Eastern’ and ‘African’ countries.

Neither does it seem as if the women underwent a metamorphosis when
arriving in or living in Finland or the West, as some of the professionals sug-
gested. One of my interviewees who had escaped war and persecution from
Afghanistan said she had always wanted to be free, but was not able to live in
such a way earlier. She had been abused and controlled by her husband, but
also denied peace and freedom by the government of her previous home
country. Another woman from Iran told me how she fought to get her hus-
band sentenced by the local court for his violent acts, but was not successful
and had to flee abroad to escape his violence. It is clear that many of the
women struggled to gain rights and to enable life without violence, but that
their social environments were not always beneficial for these struggles. The
interviewed women had at times encountered situations in which violence in
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the family was connected to institutional violence and torture. By compari-
son, Finland could be viewed as a country in which legislation and the
authorities supported women’s rights and enabled them to live the kind of
life they had been struggling for.

The role of religion also seems to be multifaceted. Since many religions
value highly the heterosexual family and present it as the cornerstone of so-
ciety, religious discourses may be used to argue for continuance of marriage
despite existing violence. Some of my interviewees referred to this, when
they spoke about their family members opposing divorce or about their own
difficulties in reaching a decision about what to do. Both Christianity and Is-
lam were mentioned in these instances. On the other hand, one of my inter-
viewees pointed out that it was Islam that gave her the right to leave her vio-
lent husband and to protect herself from violence. She told me that during the
marriage ceremony it was emphasised that women should be treated well and
violence was to be avoided. She also said that according to Muslim thinking
personal consideration and forming one’s own opinion is important, and that
one is not meant to just follow the views presented by religious leaders.

It is often claimed in public discussions, and even in professional speech,
that Western or Finnish values provide protection for abused migrant women.
In the light of my interviews, it seems that it was more Finnish laws and egali-
tarian social benefits that were appreciated by the interviewed women rather
than the values or ideas as such. Nor does it seem to be the case that values
such as freedom, women’s rights or democracy are the sole property of the
Western world. On closer examination, it is evident that both the Western and
the non-Western parts of the world are heterogeneous entities within which
struggles occur on an everyday basis about issues related to these values. The
Finnish welfare state with its institutions can, at best, provide support and secu-
rity to abused migrant women. But this requires many favourable conditions to
be fulfilled, and thus cannot be considered self-evident.

Many of my interviewees had received practical help and support from
welfare professionals and authorities. However, not everyone is entitled to
welfare services and personal security. For example, asylum seekers are
placed in what I call a ‘space of uncertainty’ with limited rights. Most im-
portantly, they face the threat of deportation. They can also be transported
from one Finnish asylum centre to another thereby breaking up their support
networks in a geographically vast country. In addition, asylum seekers only
have the right to some of the existing welfare services. For example, psy-
chological therapy, essential for some women due to their (sometimes multi-
ple) experiences of violence, is not necessarily available for asylum seekers.
Furthermore, those who have formal rights are not always able to exercise
them in practice. Categorisations related to ‘race’ and ethnicity can lead to
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differentiated treatment by authorities and professionals (de los Reyes 2006).
For example, the culturalisation of violence in migrant families is likely to
have effects on welfare practices and the kind of help deemed relevant for
abused women. It also seems that navigating in and finding help within the
complicated and bureaucratic welfare system requires considerable experi-
ence, otherwise one may not receive all essential information or the services
one is entitled to. Thus, the promises of equal rights in the welfare state are
not always fulfilled.

Conclusions

In this chapter my aim has been both to deconstruct static and homogenising
constructions characterizing much of the current discussions on violence in
minority families, and to offer ideas of how to analyse and conceptualise the
issue in a more nuanced and multifaceted way. I have argued for an approach
that regards women’s rights as a site of struggle and aims to capture the
complexities and the multiplicity of positions in migrant women’s lives. What
are often perceived as two opposite and excluding elements, such as belong-
ing to an individualist or collectivist culture, should be understood as move-
ment between different positions and as continuous processes in time and
space. Neither should women’s rights be regarded as an either-or element
that some nations or parts of the world can claim ownership of and com-
pletely achieve. Rather, women’s rights are the object of continued struggles
both within nations and transnationally.

The Nordic welfare states with their legislation and social benefits can
provide support for abused migrant women. It is not incorrect to say that the
welfare state is to some extent ‘women-friendly’ for these women, but its
role can better be characterized as paradoxical (Ålund and Schierup 1991).
While the welfare state on the one hand provides benefits and services on a
universal basis (for its citizens and others deemed entitled to them), on the
other hand it serves as a locus for welfare state nationalism, entwined in
many ways with discourses of gender and sexuality. The emphasis on univer-
salism and collectivism conceals the fact that these are built on a narrow and
normative definition of similarity, excluding in multiple ways those who do
not have the right to belong on the basis of a common origin. For abused mi-
grant women this means that they can find support in the legislation and
egalitarian benefits of the welfare state to claim their rights, and to leave abu-
sive partners and families. However, there are also several exclusionary dis-
courses and practices that hinder the realisation of those rights.
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Culture-Based Violence Against Immigrant
Women in German Federal Court of Justice
(BGH) Decisions

Erol Rudolf Pohlreich          

In this paper I will show the material problems of judicial assessments of
violence based on foreign culture.1 These are elaborated from a sample of the
Federal Court of Justice’s decisions on homicides and sex-related crimes.
Subsequently, possible alternatives to existing judicial assessments of cul-
ture-based violence by the Federal Court of Justice (BGH) are discussed.

The increasing number of reports on culture-based violence against im-
migrant women in the German media has led to a change in public opinion
within the general debate on integration. Forced marriages, so-called ‘honour
killings’ or female genital cutting now serve as a projection screen for criti-
cism of integration policies to date. The growing attention that people pay to
these forms of violence against women in Germany coincides with a discus-
sion about the introduction of new or modifications to existing criminal pro-
visions,2 in order to reflect the public’s abhorrence of such violent behaviour
in case law. This paper examines the current approach of case law to vio-
lence identified as culture-based in the German case law at the Federal Court
of Justice, demonstrated on sex-related crimes and homicides according to
valid legal provisions.3 There are no extant decisions by the Federal Court of
Justice on the criminality of forced marriages or customary female genital
cutting in Germany. The German case law, on the other hand, has found
ways of considering cultural evidence in the offender’s favour with regard to

                                                          
1 The term ‘culture-based violence’ is viewed critically by the author but used within this arti-

cle referring to the terms of court lanaguage. The exact German term ‘Gewalt mit fremdkul-
turellem Hintergrund’ means in word-by-word translation ‘violence with a foreign cultures
background’ but would be too complicated for the English chapter and was replaced by
‘culture-based violence’.

2 This has for some years concerned mainly the penal repression of forced marriages. For fur-
ther details on currently applicable legal regulations and the reform discussion cf. Kal-
thegener 2007; Schubert/Moebius 2006.

3 A more comprehensive investigation of the punishment of so-called ‘honour killings’ and
other homicides with cultural motivation can be found in Pohlreich 2009.
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homicides and sex-related crimes, even though the German criminal code
does not expressly admit it as a mitigating circumstance. The decisions under
investigation do not exclusively refer to immigrant women, but they still al-
low for conclusions to be drawn about the criminal justice’s way of dealing
with violence against immigrant women.

Based on these decisions the study shows the circumstances under which
the German criminal justice system at the Federal Court of Justice uses for-
eign cultural motives for offender-friendly determination of punishment and
whether this results in immigrant women being protected differently by the
law than German women. Seeing that the German criminal justice system as-
sesses cultural motives for a crime inconsistently and even stereotypically,
the question arises what alternatives are there when dealing with culturally-
based violence. In the author’s opinion, reference to the offenders’ culture of
origin is generally not necessary for determining an appropriate sentence. In
the interest of legal certainty and a uniform application of the law it is, there-
fore suggested that cultural evidence should be considered when determining
the sentence, but only within the framework of such criteria which may apply
to offenders of any origin. Wherever these criteria do not apply, cultural evi-
dence cannot be taken into consideration.

Sex-related crimes

When considering cultural evidence of sexual offences in the offender’s fa-
vour, the Federal Court of Justice postulates varying requirements. In par-
ticular, the extent to what the offender’s diverging perceptions must be re-
flected in their native culture in order to be considered in their favour re-
mains unclear. Sometimes the offender’s perceptions to be in unison with
their native legal system is required, and sometimes this requirement seems
to be dispensed with. Another decision from the recent past, presented in the
following paragraphs, is even more difficult to place, as here the offender’s
immigrant background was not considered in his favour when determining
the sentence but a decision made to the contrary.

Immigrant background as mitigating circumstance

In general, an offender’s foreign cultural perceptions work in their favour
when it comes to determining the sentence for a sexual offence. The Federal
Court of Justice, however, contests general assumptions of the accused being
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most probably absorbed in sexist images of women in his native country. Ir-
respective of the fact that the German criminal code applies in Germany, for-
eign perceptions can only be regarded as mitigating factors if they are in line
with the other country’s legal system.4 The Federal Court of Justice does not,
however, regularly raise the question of whether an offender’s sexual morals
are in line with the criminal code of their country of origin. In a recent deci-
sion,5 it was apparently sufficient for the Federal Court of Justice to see that
the offender’s sexual morals were in line with the religious values of his
culture of origin. The case dealt with a Kurdish Yazidi, whose family tried to
force her to marry her cousin. He abducted her and repeatedly coerced her
into sexual intercourse. The Federal Court of Justice confirmed the convic-
tion for second degree kidnapping as well as a single count of rape. This was
reasoned on the offender’s and the victim’s cultural background and the
family’s ‘high expectations’. Pointing out that the victim’s cultural back-
ground was Yazidi is peculiar, as this may lead to the inappropriate impres-
sion that Yazidi women must submit to sexual violence more than other
women. Additional concerns are raised as now, apart from the – relatively –
clear touchstone of the legal system of the country of origin, the criterion of
religious background is introduced, which may tempt to make stereotyping
assessments.

A decision from 20016 also did not take the criminal code of the of-
fender’s country of origin into account. The offender had been living in
Germany for 30 years and had been married to his wife from the same origin
since 1975. As a result of marital problems, the wife moved out and filed for
a divorce petition with the Family Court, but, when urged by her sons, re-
turned to the accused. He coerced her into sexual intercourse by threatening
her with a knife. The wife moved out of the flat after frequent altercations
and further incidents of physical violence, and pressed charges for bodily
harm. After the divorce, the situation calmed down, which is why the woman
repeatedly asked for a lenient sentence during the trial. The Federal Court of
Justice assumed a less severe case, the assertion of which is generally possi-
ble if individual facts of the case deviate significantly from the regular case
and therefore call for less severe punishment.7 Such conditions were, in the
assessment of the judges, the long years of marriage with the victim, his de-
sire for her affection as well as the assumption that he was less inhibited than
a German offender. Also the common origins of the spouses and their being

                                                          
4 BGH NStZ-RR 1999, 359; 1998, 298f.
5 BGH decision dated 1st February 2007 – 4 StR 514/06, unpublished to date.
6 BGH StV 2002, 20f.
7 BGH StV 2002, 20f. with further references.
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deeply rooted in common values, which supposedly demand submission and
obedience of the wife, were considered in his favour.

In fact, it was a case of rape involving the use of a dangerous instrument,
which § 177 par. 4 of the German Criminal Code penalises with a minimum
prison term of five years. If, however, an unspecified less severe case, as de-
fined by § 177 par. 5, applies, the term is one to ten years in prison. The Fed-
eral Court of Justice elaborated that in the case of concurrence of aggravated
rape, as defined by § 177 par. 4 of the German Criminal Code (StGB) and a
less severe count, the minimum term must not remain below the statutory
minimum for rape, i.e., two years.

Foreign cultural background as aggravating circumstance

Interestingly enough, in the Federal Court of Justice considerations, the vic-
tim’s origins and their cultural background sometimes are disadvantageous
for the offender. Aggravating circumstances are, for instance, if a devout
Turkish Muslim returns to her parents’ home after multiple rapes, is no
longer respected by her cultural community as a divorcee and is burdened by
the reduced chances of entering into a suitable marriage.8 As the woman and
the perpetrator have the same cultural background, it could have been as-
sumed that, as in the case of the Yazidi Kurd, the cultural aspect would have
been considered a mitigating factor. There is no information to the effect that
the Yazidi culture is particularly sensitive or open about experiences of rape.
The Yazidi Kurd woman, however, intended to calm the situation and ‘ex-
tend a hand’ to the accused by having her attorney declare that she would
agree to a suspended sentence. It was the good fortune of the accused that
she had, in the meantime, married her secret boyfriend and apparently did not
have especially close ties with the Yazidi culture, thanks to which he re-
ceived his mild sentence. Otherwise it could have been quite possible for the
sentence to shift to the other extreme.

The question is, should the respective cultural background (be it a con-
structed or an actual one) be considered in the assessment of the severity of
the punishment at all? The severe consequences for the repeatedly raped wife
described in the latter decision should be clear to those without intimate
knowledge of her culture as well, and should justify a comparably severe
punishment, even when considered individually. As far as the cases de-
scribed earlier are concerned, a more lenient punishment seems possible even
without taking cultural evidence into account. This is why these decisions, by

                                                          
8 BGH ruling dated 20/06/2007 – 1 StR 167/07.
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emphasising cultural aspects, are conducive to a far too stereotypical percep-
tion of non-Western cultures.

Crimes against life

If the Federal Court of Justice’s decisions on sex-related crimes with a for-
eign background appear inconsistent, this applies even more so to how the
Federal Court of Justice deals with homicides committed by offenders with a
non-German cultural background. Here case law in its sometimes contradic-
tory and often confused causistry in individual cases refrains from the pre-
sumption of base motives for a crime and convicts the offenders of man-
slaughter (prison terms up to 15 years) instead of murder (life imprisonment),
if no other criteria for murder apply.

According to case law, a motive is base, if ‘according to general moral
values it is at the lowest moral level, determined by uncontrollable, driven
selfishness and therefore particularly condemnable, even contemptible.�9 In
the case of killings motivated by so-called foreign cultures, the question
arises: according to what set of moral values should the motives be judged?
It is imaginable to focus solely on the foreign morals. Current case law, how-
ever, asks objectively, whether the motive was base, i.e. without considering
the perpetrator’s origins or socially determining factors. The yardstick for as-
sessing a motive is, moreover, to be derived from the values of the general
legal community in the Federal Republic of Germany and not from the per-
ceptions of ethnic communities that do not accept this legal community’s
moral and legal values.10 This in no way anticipates a negative result for the
perpetrator, as long as perceptions, which initially appear foreign, are ques-
tioned critically to the effect of whether they indeed diametrically oppose the
values in this country or whether they are universally comprehensible.11

When it comes to culture-based killings, case law for once does not pre-
sume base motives, if the perpetrator at the time of the crime was not aware
of the fact that these could be weighted as aggravating, or if he was not able
to exercise will-power to control the passions determining his physical acts.
This implies that a perpetrator allegedly determined to a large degree by his
cultural perceptions, who due to his personality or living situation, was not
able to disengage himself from them at the time of the offence, as an excep-

                                                          
9 BGHSt 3, 132f.; 42, 226; 47, 128.
10 BGH NStZ 2006, 284; 2002, 369; 1995, 79; BGHR StGB § 211 II base motives 41; BGH

NJW 2004, 1466ff.; BGH NStZ-RR 2004, 361f.
11 Cf. BGH NStZ 2006, 286.
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tion to the rule can be convicted of manslaughter in spite of the objective
baseness of his motives.12 The same applies to the perpetrator still very much
attached to his culture of origin, who cannot comprehend the meaning of
baseness of the motive.13

Implications of cultural pressure

In the Federal Court of Justice’s first decision on the authority of the coun-
try’s values,14 the rejection of base motives was accounted for by the fact that
the Eastern Anatolian accused acted on pressure exerted by his family. The
length of his stay in Germany is not revealed, and neither is the sort of pres-
sure exerted on him. Apart from his simple character, the Federal Court of
Justice found it sufficient that the accused was ´caught up in the idea of
‘vendetta’ and ‘chosen’ by his family for carrying out the deed´. This alleg-
edly reduced his freedom of choice at the time of the offence.

A more recent decision by the Federal Court of Justice15 on the other
hand, did not allow any kind of pressure on the perpetrator to be seen as a
mitigating factor. This case dealt with the killing of a member of the Kurdish
Workers’ Party, PKK, and his mistress by three other members of the party
on the orders of the regional leader, as he deemed this relationship to be dis-
honourable. The Federal Court of Justice affirmed the assumption of base
motives in its decision. Pressure would only be considered a mitigating factor
for the perpetrator if they were threatened with physical violence or death. It
was apparently of no importance for the Federal Court of Justice in this case
that two of the accused had already been severely beaten up in Turkey for not
adhering to PKK orders – the possibility of torture cannot be ruled out – and
the third accused suffered from extreme fear of physical violence after an
imprisonment in Turkey.16 It might be conclusive not to consider these kinds
of pressures nor the social consequences; but to be consistent, then, neither
family exerted pressure nor an imminent social isolation must be counted as
mitigating factors for the perpetrator per se, but only qualified pressure.17

                                                          
12 BGH NStZ 1995, 79 with further references
13 BGH NJW 2006, 1008 (1012).
14 BGH NStZ 1995, 79.
15 BGH StV 2003, 21.
16 Cf. Momsen 2003: 238.
17 Partially different in Valerius 2008: 916, who questions the particular reprehensibility of the

motives for the killing, if the loss of respect and honour in the perpetrator’s social environ-
ment leads to social ostracism.
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Implications of the perpetrator’s social integration

Case law only intends to consider different moral values in a perpetrator’s
favour, if his fixation on values narrows his mind. As such, a fixation on val-
ues regularly decreases with the progress of integration it should only be
taken into account in exceptional cases. Consequently, the consideration of
base motives requires a comprehensive evaluation of the individual process
of integration. Supposedly ‘informative cues’ in this question are a long stay
in the host country, a working life, circles of friends and acquaintances,
commitment to societies and political organisations, language difficulties as
well as preferences in food and drink.18 For the Federal Court of Justice, the
duration of stay does not directly translate into how well the perpetrator is
integrated. But if the Federal Court of Justice does not pay attention to the
time of stay, this begs the question why it emphasises it at all and with con-
tradicting results.

In the PKK case, the Federal Court of Justice contested that the judge-
ment of two of the accused was still affected after their fourteen-year stay in
Germany, as they had already been convicted as joint offenders in a case of
attempted vendetta killing in this country. It did, however, also affirm that
the third accused was capable of rational judgement, notwithstanding the fact
that he had only been in Germany for two years, as he had felt connected to
‘the ‘people’s’ cause’ but did not want to commit any further to the society
or the PKK. As evidenced in a later decision, on the other hand, even after a
ten-year stay in Germany and naturalisation, the assertion of rational judge-
ment was not a given.19 In another decision, the accused pleaded his attach-
ment to his culture of origin after a twenty-year stay in Germany and natu-
ralisation, which was refuted as counterfactual.20 In a decision dating from
197721, the Federal Court of Justice elaborated that during the period of cul-
tural adaptation a foreigner’s judgement may be affected, as they may relapse
into a ‘Sicilian way of thinking’ when committing a crime and not be able to
fully comprehend the disproportion between the killing and its occasion. Ap-
parently, the Federal Court of Justice assumes that immigrants increasingly
adapt throughout their stay in this country. It is not taken into consideration
that immigrants do not, as a rule, entirely assimilate and shake off their en-
culturation. Also the reference in one 200322 decision by the Federal Court of
Justice to an ´accused incapable of integration´ says a great deal about the

                                                          
18 Schneider 2003: Paragraph 95; cf. also Fischer 2008: § 211 Paragraph 29.
19 BGH sentence dated 5th September 2007, 2 StR 306/07, unpublished to date.
20 BGH NStZ-RR 2007, 86.
21 BGH in Holtz 1977: 809.
22 BGH NStZ-RR 2004, 44 (commented by Trück 2004: 497).
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judges’ understanding of integration. Apparently there are not only those
perpetrators who are unwilling to integrate, but those that are incapable of
integration, so that in some cases, the rational judgement of perpetrators with
foreign enculturation may still be affected after decades of living in Ger-
many.

A more convincing decision stems from the year 200423 which dealt with
a man originally from Turkey who had killed his wife, a German citizen who
was born and raised in Germany, by stabbing her 48 times with a knife. She
wanted to separate after being humiliated and abused by him and was not
willing to support him in extending his residence permit. The Federal Court
of Justice contested that his judgement was affected, seeing that members of
the family had informed him about the relationship between men and women
in German society; also the sister had threatened to call the police on him.
Furthermore, it was to be doubted that the accused could have felt justified
by his Anatolian values to continuously abuse and eventually kill his wife.
Rather, turning up the volume on the radio before the act so as to make sure
the neighbours could not hear what was going on, as well as denying the
charges towards his parents, might indicate that he very well understood the
German assessment of his motives. The Federal Court of Justice also af-
firmed his ability to control his passions, notwithstanding some indications
that the crime was committed on impulse, as a perpetrator’s growing passion
cannot exonerate him if he, as in this case, consciously lets his controllable
emotions drive him to completion of the act.

Implications of the law in the perpetrator’s country of origin

Recently, the Federal Court of Justice has been referring to the law valid in
the perpetrator’s country of origin as an indicator for foreign perpetrators’
subjective attitudes to their motive for killing. In a decision dating from
200424, the Federal Court of Justice affirmed the perpetrator’s capacity for
rational judgement, i.e. by referring to the perpetrator’s country of origin and
its laws. Motives not reflected in their native country’s laws are pure sectar-
ian convictions and therefore not to be considered when assessing the perpe-
trator’s capability of judgement. In the case of the attempted killing of a for-
mer wife, who wanted to separate from her husband, the Federal Court of
Justice emphasised that foreign behavioural patterns, convictions and notions
were, as a rule, to be considered only, if they are in accordance with the for-

                                                          
23 BGH NStZ 2004, 332.
24 BGH NStZ-RR 2004, 361.
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eign legal system, something that did not apply in the case of the Turkish
perpetrator.25

The Federal Court of Justice does not intend to give a conclusive evalua-
tion of the subjective part by referring to the law in the country of origin. It,
therefore, proceeds along the lines of its regular decisions on the range of
punishment, which at times do refer to the law in the country of origin, but at
other times do not.26

Preferably, considerations of the law applicable in the perpetrator’s
country of origin should be excluded altogether. More often than not, the law
in the perpetrator’s country of origin is not as unequivocal as to do away with
any doubts about the perpetrator’s original culture’s leniency towards the
crime committed by him. Moreover, a great number of states are made up not
by a – relatively – homogeneous population, as it is the case in Germany.
Particularly in multinational states like, for instance, Turkey, the Turkish
criminal code cannot be expected to reflect all ethnic communities’ values.
This issue is even more complicated where states like Nigeria are concerned,
where the applicable criminal code varies according to place of residence,
ethnicity and religion.

Alternative solutions for the punishment of culture-
based homicides

If the Federal Court of Justice’s consideration of the assumed effects of for-
eign cultures in the case of sex-related crimes is questionable, it is even more
so in the case of homicides, such as the so-called ‘honour killings’. For cul-
pable homicides, constitutional issues arise out of the mandatory lifelong
prison sentence, as demanded for murder in § 211 StGB, because according
to the Federal Constitutional Court’s case law the sentence must be propor-
tional to the severity of the crime and must not exceed the perpetrator’s cul-
pability.27 On the other hand, the mandatory link between elements of murder
and life imprisonment serves legal certainty and a uniform application of the
law.28

                                                          
25 BGH NStZ-RR 2007, 86.
26 For the foreign legal code’s authority cf. BGH in Pfister 1999: 359; BGH NStZ-RR 1998,

298. For a merely indicative effect of the foreign legal code cf. BGH NStZ 1996, 80; BGH
NStZ-RR 2007, 86 (87).

27 BVerfGE 45, 187 (259 f.) with further references.
28 BVerfGE 45, 187 (260).
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The Federal Constitutional Court infers from art. 103 par. 2 of the Basic
Law (GG), the German constitution, that criminal provisions defining the
more severely penalised crimes must be worded with the greatest precision.29

Certain unspecified elements, however, are admissible as constitutional, pro-
vided a uniform case law accounted for the content.30 Such a provision for
base motives has yet to be worded. In case law the content of such murder
criteria, however, has only been determined insufficiently by a casuistic as
yet. The published decisions by the Federal Court of Justice on taking for-
eign cultural determination into consideration when evaluating subjective re-
quirements for whether base motives apply show significant inconsistencies,
resulting in understandable confusion for the judiciary. In fact, the assess-
ment of whether base motives apply in cases of culpable homicides is re-
versed in 71% of the cases between indictment and conviction of the perpe-
trators.31 For no other element of murder do the assessments vary as signifi-
cantly between judges and courts of appeal as they do for the element of base
motives.32 It is, therefore, hardly to imagine how members of the public are
supposed to make informed decisions, when judges themselves are often at a
loss when faced with this question.

Criminal law responses to an offence dependent on cultural evidence
must, when consistently applying this, lead to a discussion of circumstances,
which often cannot be safely proved. Some of the questions arising from the
consideration of foreign cultural influences are: whether certain views actu-
ally played a significant role in the perpetrator’s socialisation; whether these
views are only held by sectarians in the culture of origin; how the culture of
origin is to be defined and to be limited; whether the crime is based on indi-
vidual or psychological reasons and less on reasons determined by culture or
socialisation;33 whether the criminal behaviour was induced by compulsion;
whether the perpetrator was already integrated and from what moment an
immigrant can be considered sufficiently integrated; and whether the view re-
flected in the crime is in fact diametrically opposed to German views.

Another question is the difference between a perpetrator influenced by
foreign culture – when culture is defined on the basis of similarities amongst
all those who belong to it – and a person influenced by a subculture. In other
words, why is the question of whether deviating views should be considered
not posed for subcultures or members of a sect? It is certainly a misconcep-
tion to believe that all Germans were brought up according to the same moral

                                                          
29 BVerfGE 75, 329 (342f.).
30 BVerfGE 28, 175 (183); 37, 201 (208); 45, 363 (372); 73, 206 (243).
31 Kargl 2001: 368.
32 Eser 1981: 384.
33 On these issues cf. the paper by Gloor/Meier in this Reader.
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code and that subculturally motivated perpetrators willingly cede this uni-
form socialisation and turn towards their subculture. For those who are part
of a subculture, this belonging can be fateful as well, for instance, German
perpetrators, who grow up in parts of Germany that are particularly infamous
for their xenophobia or in such a family, who then go on to kill a foreigner
out of racial hatred. Even if such a German perpetrator was socialised in an
ordinary environment, they could have become involved with a subcultural
community that had such a strong hold on them that the question of consid-
ering these ties when examining their capability of mastering their passions
and controlling themselves should also arise here. This applies also to fanati-
cised members of a sect. If such consideration is demanded for perpetrators
from different cultural backgrounds, then the exclusion of other (German)
perpetrators whose ability to exercise will power or to control themselves
must also be carfully considered, is not entirely convincing.

Limiting the consideration of cultural values to foreign cultures is not
convincing, either, when examining the Federal Court of Justice’s decision
dating from the year 1956, in which it presumed base motives in the case of a
grandmother and grandfather, who in an exaggerated sense of honour killed
their grandchild soon after birth, because it was born out of wedlock.34 It is
easily imaginable that the grandparents at the time were not able to control
their feelings, given that they lived in the country, found out about their un-
married daughter’s pregnancy only when she entered labour and carried out
the crime straight after finding out. As is well known, an illegitimate child
born in 1950s rural Germany could mean social ostracism and complete iso-
lation. The unexpected confrontation with this circumstance they regarded as
shameful may have overwhelmed the couple and led them to commit the
crime. Nevertheless, the Federal Court of Justice at the time did not even
question their ability to control their passions. Moreover, reading between
the lines it becomes clear that it, quite rightly, did not at all see a need to dis-
cuss the grandparents’ ability to act in a controlled and rational manner. With
regard to foreign perpetrators, on the other hand, the Federal Court of Justice
– with the exception of premeditated murder – does feel the need to discuss
whether the perpetrators were able to control themselves at the time of the of-
fence in view of their socialisation and the ties following on from it. The
Federal Court of Justice, therefore, applies double standards in considering
the socialisation of German and foreign perpetrators, as it demands a higher
measure of control of German perpetrators than of foreign offenders. Using
the ‘cultural impulse’ to explain offences committed by perpetrators with a
foreign cultural background in effect works in their favour, it reproduces and

                                                          
34 BGHSt 9, 180; crit. Dreher 1956: 501.
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perpetuates un-reflected, stereotypical perceptions of the non-Western ‘For-
eigner’.

Limitations of questioning the ability to exercise
rational judgement

The question of the rational judgement of perpetrators with a foreign cultural
background should only arise if their motive for killing is privileged in the
case law of their country of origin. It is, furthermore, to be assumed that all
cultures in principle disapprove of the premeditated killing of a person. A
specific provision for reduced punishment in the criminal code of the perpe-
trator’s country of origin, as Turkey’s former criminal code provided in its
article 462 up until 2003, for some ‘honour killings’, does not in itself point
to a lack of ability of rational judgement, as a reduced sentence does not ex-
onerate the perpetrator from the crime they are charged with. Irrespective of
the provision in article 462 of Turkey’s former criminal code, the ‘honour
killings’ covered by it were still punished.

In any case, it can be expected that immigrants seeking permanent resi-
dence in Germany should inform themselves of the core provisions of the
criminal code on entering this legal community. Even if they fail to do so and
remain ignorant of the law, they can not be cleared of their responsibility in
spite of their foreign cultural backgrounds.35 It is not the perpetrator’s con-
duct they are charged with but the crime itself. Indeed, reproaching the per-
petrator for their conduct would not be permissible,36 as a perpetrator’s guilt
must always refer to an individual crime. It is, for instance, not permissible to
reproach perpetrators for something that happened through no fault of their
own. Case law, however, does in certain cases link into wrongdoing before
the actual crime was committed,37 provided that perpetrators knowingly did
not inform themselves of certain specific legal regulations, which they could
not then learn at the time of the offence. This applies, for instance, to some-

                                                          
35 Cf. Lesch 1996: 609.
36 According to the national socialist concept of criminal conduct, the determination of pun-

ishment could directly refer back to the perpetrator’s lifestyle before the crime. The guilt
concept has luckily been replaced by the concept of responsibility for a crime. According to
this concept, the punishment depends primarily on the question to what extent the individual
perpetrator is to be blamed for the concrete crime. The perpetrator’s conduct must only be
considered as an exception, and only if it is directly connected with the crime, cf. e.g.
BGHSt 5, 132; BGH NStZ-RR 2001, 295.

37 BGHSt 2, 208 f.; critically on this decision, which deals not really with the avoidability but
an actual error concerning the prohibited nature of an act, Roxin 2006: 949.
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body with an occupation regulated by certain penal provisions or public or-
der offences acts, of which they knowingly fail to get information. The ar-
gument in case law here is that it does not refer to all of the perpetrator’s
conduct in life, but to concrete violations of the duty of care. For it is still the
actual crime the perpetrator is charged with, as long as the charge is founded
on a clearly specified violation of the duty of care before the committal of the
crime (e.g. lack of information about job-related penal provisions), which
from the outset suggested a later violation of the regulation (e.g. a violation
of job-related penal provisions).38

Also it cannot be assumed that immigrants just ended up somewhere
through no fault of their own, as specified in the concept of ‘criminal con-
duct’, if they knowingly and of their own volition determined to immigrate
into a country like Germany. Somebody from a society bindingly applying
tribal customary law or Islamic law to the individual members of that society
cannot presume that the notions behind it coincide entirely with those in
Western industrialised societies. At the least they can be expected to take
note of the limited number of provisions of the core criminal code as from
the time of entering the country it can be surmised that certain behaviour,
more or less approved of or tolerated in the perpetrator’s country of origin,
will be disapproved of or even penalised in the host country. It goes without
saying that immigrants must not ignore the opinions held in the host country,
especially as they are not even required to share these convictions. Whoever
assumes that perpetrators with a supposed foreign cultural background have
an awareness of wrongdoing determined by fate in effect denies them any
learning ability, which after all is an important aspect of a person’s individual
qualities and therefore their dignity.

Considering impaired mental responsibility

The assessment that an impaired mental responsibility reduces the wrong
committed by the perpetrator, makes sense. Raising the fact that a perpetrator
is from a different country to determine, whether they were able to exercise
control results in an untenable, stereotyped image of non-German nationals.
The Federal Court of Justice no longer considers cultural evidence in the
same way as in its first pertinent decision39, when it claimed that personality
defects would have to be pleaded for ‘psychopathic personalities’ and conse-
                                                          
38 Roxin 2006: 949f.; Rudolphi 2008: Paragraph 44f. with further references.; Puppe 2004: 238

with further references.
39 BGH GA 1967,  244.
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quently all the more for foreigners, if they are deeply rooted in the divergent
values of their countries of origin. On the other hand, the question of im-
paired mental responsibility only marginally applies to perpetrators with a
foreign cultural background, if we take a closer look at Paeffgen’s example
of substantiating this requirement: ‘Same as a shackled person cannot be re-
proached for remaining inactive, someone wrapped up in their motivation
cannot, in excess, be reproached for their inability to master their motives.’40

A person with an immigrant background is as rational an individual as
anyone else and not so deeply wrapped up in their motivation so as not to be
able to control themselves. Whoever wishes to consider diminished responsi-
bility or lack of self-control based on cultural backgrounds in the perpetra-
tor‘s favour, must at the same time take note of standards tolerating violence
within the German culture and regard them in the German perpetrator’s fa-
vour. Quite rightly, though, the Federal court of Justices show no signs of
doing so.41 Here the constitutional requirement of the punishment’s propor-
tion to the crime is overemphasised for immigrants and – for very good rea-
sons, nonetheless – subordinated for those perpetrators motivated by German
culture. Besides, the consideration of foreign cultural ties depends on a tan-
gle of factors not provable, thus favouring unpredictable court decisions.
With regard to the predictability and uniformity of state penalisation this ap-
proach thus appears to be highly questionable.

It would, therefore, make sense to weigh the impaired mental responsi-
bility of perpetrators with a foreign cultural background to the same extent as
that of perpetrators socialised in Germany to presume diminished responsi-
bility only for those reasons that potentially apply to anyone, e.g. overfatigue,
paraphilias or spontaneous reactions to sudden uncontrollable passions42.
Thus, the original cultural background of the perpetrator should not in itself
become a reason for questioning their ability to exercise control over their
passions.

Conclusion

When punishing violent crimes against immigrant women, the victim’s in-
grained cultural values carry any weight only in exceptional cases in the Fed-

                                                          
40 Paeffgen 1982: 271.
41 Cf. BGHSt 9, 180.
42 BGH NJW 1989, 1739 (1740) with further references; NStZ-RR 1998, 67f.; NStZ-RR 2004,

108; BGHR StGB § 211 II base motives 10; Eser (2006): Paragraph 39; Schneider (2003):
Paragraph 98.
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eral Court judges’ decisions. The question of whether or not to consider cul-
tural evidence usually arises from the perpetrator’s position and not their
victim’s. It is, however, highly problematic to consider foreign cultural ele-
ments without questioning whether these elements should also be taken into
account for perpetrators without a foreign cultural background. Not explicitly
considering cultural evidence to determinate the sentence would allow for a
more consistent punishment of perpetrators with foreign cultural back-
grounds, something that is not currently done.

Refraining from directly connecting cultural evidence with mitigating
factors does not constitute a violation of art. 103 par. 2 GG setting out the
constitutional right to a fair hearing. The judge’s knowledge of the particu-
larities of the other culture can and should help them qualify the evidentiary
facts and the perpetrator’s personality in line with criteria for determination
of punishment that apply to all perpetrators of any origin or culture. Where,
however, cultural evidence cannot be assigned to any generally acknowl-
edged criterion of determining punishment, it goes beyond the limits of what
can be taken into consideration.
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Culture and Ethnicity in (Re-)Constructing
Domestic Homicides       

Daniela Gloor and Hanna Meier            

Introduction

This article is based on a multi-year study on police (re-)construction of do-
mestic homicides.1 The purpose of this study was to examine how and ac-
cording to what criteria the police force analyses and documents accom-
plished and attempted homicides in intimate partner relationships and fami-
lies. A special focus was given to the question: in what way does the police
investigate couples’ histories and to what extent is domestic violence pre-
ceding the crime included and documented in the investigation. While the re-
searchers’ questions were not primarily focused on issues of ethnicity, during
the analysis ‘ethnicity’ and ‘culture’ proved to be interpretive patterns, which
are of unexpected importance in police work. The results indicate that, when
investigating the context of the homicides and giving explanations for the in-
cidents, the dimensions of ethnicity and culture become important concepts
(of understanding) for the police.

Our text analyses of police documents illustrate an approach which Leti
Volpp (2000) reveals to be a typical construction pattern. She shows that a
local or dominant (‘own’) culture is often not registered and consequently
‘culture’ is not used as a means of explaining or understanding certain be-
haviours. Thus, the actions of members of an autochthonous society are not
set in a context of culture. When the behaviour of members of ‘other’ cul-
tures is addressed, however, Volpp notices a change such that for foreign,
immigrant ethnic groups attributions of culture are used, often in combina-
tion with moral valuations. Through this approach, essentialist differences
are constructed. In her investigation of texts on teenage marriages in the US,
Volpp writes:

                                                          
1 The qualitative-empirical study was conducted at the University of Basel, Switzerland,

Center for Gender Studies. Research was supported by the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion (01/01/2005–30/04/2008) and published as a doctoral thesis (Gloor/Meier 2009a). A
summary of the main findings has also been published (Gloor/Meier 2009b).
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These narratives suggest that behavior that we might find troubling is more often
causally attributed to a group-defined culture when the actor is perceived to
‘have’ culture. Because we tend to perceive white Americans as ‘people without
culture’, when white people engage in certain practices we do not associate their
behavior with racialized conception of culture, but rather construct other, non-
cultural explanations. The result is an exaggerated perception of ethnic difference
that equates it with moral difference from ‘us’. (Volpp 2000: 89)

This paper discusses how ethnicity is dealt with by using an example of police
work. It is presumably one of the ‘commonalities across Europe’ that a culture,
which in a national context can be regarded as ‘foreign’, is called upon as a
factor for understanding and constructing events and actions that are viewed as
negative and contentious. To illustrate such processes, the paper uses a concrete
example (homicides and domestic violence) within a concrete institution (po-
lice force) and a specific country (Switzerland). It highlights the symptomatic,
casual and routine presence of culturalising attributions in institutional contexts.

Data, context and methods

The database comprises 38 completed legal cases of accomplished and at-
tempted homicides that were brought to court in the canton of Aargau, Swit-
zerland, within a period of 10 years (1995–2004). The study includes files on
homicides in intimate partner relationships – comprising two in three cases,
they make up the large majority – as well as homicides in nuclear and ex-
tended family relationships, the killing of children by relatives and killings in
the context of intimate partner relationships, where non-related persons are
affected (the so-called rival as prototype). The analysed documents are so-
called ‘Final Police Reports’, comprising between 5 to approximately 100
pages; texts dealing with accomplished homicides are significantly longer
than those dealing with attempted homicides. The ‘Final Police Report’ col-
lects and condenses the police’s results of the investigation phase, which
usually extends over a few months. All facts and evidence considered rele-
vant for the definition, understanding and the assessment of the homicide are
collected in this document and are subsequently submitted to the public
prosecutor’s office and the court. The police as well as the prosecutors con-
firm that the ‘Final Police Reports’ constitute key documents, which shape a
criminal case for the first time, and this first time is of eminent importance
within the whole process (Innes 2002). The (re)constructed content of the
criminal case – the first written and condensed version of the incident – con-
stitutes a substantial basis for the entire process of jurisdiction.
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Even though the documents differ greatly in their individual makeup and
structure, the information on the investigated homicide is roughly structured
along the following issues and chapters. At the outset, we find formal identi-
fication data on offender and victim (1). This is followed by separate chap-
ters on the victim and the offender respectively, containing information on
how the police found the victim and the offender. In a further step, the inves-
tigation approach is detailed as well as the offender’s behaviour during the
investigation and during questioning, and the biographies of victim and of-
fender are included here as well (2). Information on the crime, the course of
action of the case, the investigation results and material information on the
context of the incident make up the body of the report (3). A chapter enquir-
ing the question of motive completes the Final Police Report (4).

Our in-depth text analysis is based on the methodological fundamentals
of Grounded Theory Methodology (Strauss and Corbin 1996). Texts – and
especially those written within institutions – offer an ideal starting point for
decoding institutional logics and lines of reasoning as well as underlying
patterns of the cases’ problem definition by the police. As Silverman states
‘Texts document what participants are actually doing in the world […]’
(2006: 157). As Final Police Reports are addressed at other institutions fol-
lowing down the line (public prosecutors and courts), they must hold detailed
information and comprehensible arguments and deliberations for them
(Gloor/Meier 2012, to be published in: Klein/Kelly). This makes it possible
to reconstruct, for instance, ‘foreign culture’ as a meaningful line of inter-
pretation of an investigated homicide in such texts. In the following, we refer
to texts on accomplished homicides, as they are considerably more elaborate
and include more detailed information than those on attempted killings.

Results and discussion: the ‘culture’ concept as an
omnipresent subtext

We notice that the police, when reporting on homicides within intimate part-
ner relationships and families, very often and as a matter of course refer to
the foreign origins of those involved. Whenever non-Swiss nationals are in-
volved in a homicide, be it as a victim or an offender, their background is a
factor repeatedly emphasised in the police (re)construction of events and
used to create a foundation for understanding the offence. Indications of the
unfamiliar culture and culturalising arguments run as a subtext through the
police reports, thus establishing the ethnic origins of offender and/or victim
successively as a relevant context of the crime. For Swiss nationals, on the
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other hand, their cultural origins and background are not specifically men-
tioned in the texts.

In the following, we examine the mentioned police practice based on text
examples and demonstrate how, in the reports, ethnic origin comes into play
and acquires a negative meaning in interpretation. We arrange our text along
the structure of the police reports. To begin with, we examine the ‘offender
chapter’, where, inter alia, the offender’s behaviour during pre-trial detention
is brought up. We then discuss paragraphs on ‘biographic details’, which are
shown in the reports for the offender as well as for the victim. Subsequently,
we refer to the ‘history’ of the homicide and point to the central role played
by violent incidents, which, are linked with ‘foreign’ culture. Finally, we il-
lustrate the presentation of the ‘motive’ for the crime. Overall, it becomes
clear that culturalising arguments run through the whole of police reporting
and that ethnicity is repeatedly implied as an important factor.

‘Culturally determined’ behaviour of the offender
during proceedings

The chapters ‘Offender’ and ‘Victim’ in the Final Police Reports present the
offender and the victim as objects of the proceedings to the readers and only
become tangible as ‘alleged offender’ and ‘dead victim’, respectively. Whereas
the victim is presented as an object throughout, the analysis for the offender
shows a more varied picture. In describing the investigation and proceedings,
the offender is simultaneously presented as the object of various police
and/or judicial actions as well as an actor taking part in these actions as a
specific person. Deliberations on investigation proceedings include how the
offender behaved during remand and descriptions of the offenders’ character
as well as his ways of thinking and personal traits. According to the findings,
such personal traits are usually discussed in the texts if the police perceive
them as problematic deviations from certain, implicit expectations. It be-
comes clear that, apart from mental illness and addiction, primarily one at-
tribute is repeatedly emphasised: the offender’s ethnic origin and culture and
this always refers to foreign, non-Swiss cultures, which are constructed as an
important, behaviour determining attribute.

The following quotations from Final Police Reports on completed homi-
cides demonstrate how culture is made out to be a determining, essential
feature of the offender:
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4.5. Course of the investigation; questioning
[…] Towards the reporting officer [surname, given name; male offender] always
behaved correctly and decently. Most of the time he was also ready to openly an-
swer the questions put to him. Certain parts he found more challenging than oth-
ers. What broke through again and again with him was his descent. Thus from my
subjective point of view, for him his family’s uncertain future was harder to take
than the bloody deed itself. He repeatedly pointed out that his wife was to blame
for her own fate; she neglected her family and drove it apart. [Report 38, Par.
158]

5.20.8. Personal assessments
[Surname, given name; male offender] always behaved correctly and very de-
cently in every way during his stay at the Telli pre-trial detention centre. I noticed
that his children, especially [given name; daughter] were very close to him. He
only showed feelings of grief and guilt in respect to his children. The role of
women, on the other hand, he does not regard very highly. Towards his divorced
wife he rather developed certain feelings of hatred.
It was difficult to enter into close contact with [surname, given name; male of-
fender]. He was quite withdrawn. [Report 11, Par. 682–684]

3.9.2. Personal remarks
[Surname, given name; male offender 1] from a subjective point of view does not
exactly conform to the image of a Kosovo Albanian as it is generally accepted in
Switzerland, something that is also reflected in his extract from the judicial rec-
ord, dated 08.09.1995, and in his character reference, dated 16.10.1995. [Sur-
name, given name; male offender 1] also behaved correctly and relatively openly
towards the police officers, although under special circumstances his Albanian
roots naturally came to light again and again. [Report 23, Par. 348–349]

Repeatedly, the texts communicate to the reader ‘foreign’, culturally deter-
mined characters. For instance, it is ‘his descent’, which ‘broke through
again and again’ (report 38). The verb ‘break through’ invokes an uncon-
trolled, force taking on a life of its own. This means that the origin (or cul-
tural background) acquires its own (dangerous) potential – it breaks through.
According to the construction, it is the alleged offender’s culture (descent),
which lays the foundation for why he does not repent the crime and blames
his wife. The offender is denied any respect for women. This means that the
cultural attributions are at the same time interlinked with gender attributions
(Jäger 1999). The alleged offender is constructed as a person, whose charac-
ter is determined by his cultural origin, which again is characterised by patri-
archal conditions. For assessment, this places the offender in a negative light.
In the second quote (report 11) the construction is a little less obvious –
without the use of the term ‘descent’, however, it centres on culture just the
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same. Again, the offender is attributed a family and offspring oriented atti-
tude, according to which the children are awarded primary importance and
the wife/partner considered lesser. This is stressed by the intimation that the
offender ‘does not regard the role of women […] very highly’. The stereo-
type behind this statement is: ‘Foreigners’ love their children and do not re-
spect their wives. Disrespect for the wife becomes a culturally defined be-
haviour determining feature of the offender. This interpretation is underlined,
when talking about ‘feelings of hatred’, which the alleged offender devel-
oped for the woman. In the third quote, we also recognise the interpretive
pattern, which essentially establishes the culture of non-Swiss offenders as a
defining characteristic (report 23). Initially, the offender is introduced as an
atypical ‘foreigner’, which, especially due to the deviation, is to be under-
stood as characterising him favourably; the alleged offender has a flawless
criminal record and an excellent reputation. By deviating from the implicit
mould of perception – ‘men of this origin breach our laws and act uncoop-
eratively’ – the offender is highlighted as an exception, and thus the under-
lying stereotype is upheld. The following, however, clearly qualifies the de-
scription. The writer opposes the positive picture with statements about the
offender still acting ‘again and again’ – ‘under special circumstances’ – as a
person with a different background, a ‘foreigner’, and that his ‘cultural roots
came to light’. Even though the offender does not fulfil certain (negative)
cultural expectations in the writer’s description, his personality remains de-
termined by his ethnic origins nonetheless. Culture of origin is postulated as
determining the offender’s character and behaviour, without substantiating
this. However, the statement is underlined with the word ‘naturally’ – i.e.
‘naturally’ the roots came to light – making it even clearer to the reader that
culturally fixed behaviour is ‘normal’ and inevitable and nothing else can be
expected; it is ‘natural’ and corresponds with this person’s nature. The strat-
egy of culturalising the offender – notwithstanding missing substantiation –
becomes very clear, and a culturally determined character is emphatically
constructed. This proves to be disadvantageous for the offender, as the char-
acter description contributes to the explanation of the offence.

Biographies of offender and victim: stereotype versus
individual

The chapters ‘Offender’ and ‘Victim’ as a rule contain a subchapter ‘Per-
sonal details’. This records the investigation results on the offender’s and the
victim’s biographies, respectively. The information on the offender and vic-
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tim usually comprises the following areas: family of birth and growing up;
schooling, training and jobs; relationship, marriage, family and children; lei-
sure activities, interests, skills and character. As the findings show, the de-
tails of offender and victim are shown according to an implicit norm of a
male/female ‘standard biography’ (Swiss middle classes) and respectively
measured by it. The biographic details of the investigation are supposed to
give an impression of the two main persons involved: offender and victim.
Furthermore, as the analysis finds, the underlying question of the texts is to
what extent a connection can be established between biography and crime.

Reduced information on non-Swiss nationals

The analysis shows that complete, elaborate biographies in the police’s rep-
resentation of the victim’s and the offender’s lives are reserved for Swiss na-
tionals. Remarkably, none of the examined reports comprises the biographic
details for non-Swiss nationals in all the required areas. Leisure activities of
immigrants, for instance, are systematically excluded from the texts. We in-
terpret the lack of description of leisure activities – or the readiness to in-
clude such details in the details of Swiss nationals – as an expression or a re-
sult of social or cultural distancing or closeness, respectively, between the
police and the subjects under investigation. The description of leisure activi-
ties, however, must not be underestimated, particularly with regard to how a
person is contoured. If such interests, leisure activities or social commitment
are shown, the reader gets a clearer, more elaborate picture of the described
person. If the person, however, is only described based on details when they
were growing up, as well as their work and family, this person remains col-
ourless and comes less to the fore as an individual.

In general, with regard to the biographic details, in the reports on non-
Swiss nationals (offenders and victims alike) individualising information is
systematically excluded whereas this information is mentioned more fre-
quently and descriptively for Swiss nationals (offenders and victims alike).

Foreign, married women without a biography of their own

Our analyses further found that biographic details for wives with immigrant
origins, who fell victim to their husbands, do not contain any information on
their childhood and adolescence. This period of their lives is excluded. In
their biographies, the victims have neither a childhood nor a family of birth.
The same exclusion applies to the questions of schooling and vocational
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training in these women’s lives. One report even fails to mention date and
place of birth of the female victim (report 37). This woman’s life story, there-
fore, starts only on her arrival in Switzerland when taking up residence with
her husband. What is reported is paid occupation and work in the home in
Switzerland as well as her wedding date, and the children are listed in strik-
ing detail with names and dates of birth. The victims, and this is the result of
the reconstruction, are primarily presented as wives and mothers. Their pre-
vious lives, when they had no connection with the offenders, are excluded
from the police reports. Thus, for married, female victims of non-Swiss ori-
gins, the biographies – in stark contrast to Swiss-born wives – do not recon-
struct an individual presence.

This biographic reduction, consequently, limits the representation of the
relevance of those involved ‘in their own right’. Whereas the description of
Swiss wives victimised by their husbands reveals their personalities as indi-
viduals, thus granting them relevance in their own right, non-Swiss wives,
who fell victim to their husbands, are consistently typified and de-individua-
lised.

Investigation results on the background: previous
violence against partner as a reference to ‘foreign’
mentality

The police reports record the time before the homicide and the context of the
crime in various ways. On examining the paragraphs one result becomes ob-
vious: ‘domestic violence’ does not appear as an independent subject for in-
vestigation in police reporting on homicides within the context of intimate
partner relationships or the family. The fact that a history between offender
and victim characterised by violence and control could form a setting for the
crime hardly comes to the attention of the investigators. The killings are not
discussed in the context of previous incidents of assaults or threats of emo-
tional, physical or sexual abuse. The analysis found that such violent inci-
dents and assaults during the time preceding the crime are investigated to a
limited extent only. Thus, previous violent incidents are neither extensively
documented or dealt with, nor are they included in the reports with regard to
criminal proceedings.

Nevertheless, as we have found, the Final Police Reports often contain
certain information and indications of previous violence. The indications of
previous violent incidents – for the main part these are violent assaults by the
man against the female partner – are generally used in reports to emphasise
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and illustrate a certain interpretive pattern regarded as most relevant by the
police for understanding the crime. The text analyses reveal three interpretive
patterns, which are repeatedly applied in the reports. Firstly, in elaborating
on previous violent incidents the investigative concept of a ‘bad relationship’
is substantiated. Secondly, the indication of previous violence is used to il-
lustrate the argument that the offender’s ‘personality’ must be understood as
a decisive factor in the crime, and finally, the description of violence estab-
lishes the ‘cultural origins’ of those involved as an interpretive pattern.

‘Bad relationship’ between offender and victim

In the contextual logic of the text, descriptions of violence in this pattern
serve as an indicator and proof of the poor quality of the relationship be-
tween offender and victim. The passages serve to illustrate that the relation-
ship as such was not a harmonious one and that this is to be understood as the
decisive setting for the crime. Typically, violence is described without an ac-
tive agent and only vaguely: the reader remains in the dark as to what the
conflicts may have looked like and what kind of violence occurred (‘attacks’
suggest physical violence) and who assaulted whom. The simplified indica-
tions of violence are not meant to document the history of the crime but
rather to emphasise the conceptual interpretive pattern of the ‘bad relation-
ship’:

From the 21 pages of the specific interrogation follows clearly that the relation-
ship was not harmonious in any way. Altercations and separations alternated
regularly with reconciliations. Apparently there were numerous reasons for the
mutual attacks. [Report 8, Par. 948]

‘Personality’ and ‘character’ of the offender (rarely the victim)

In the reports making use of this interpretative pattern, the paragraphs con-
taining statements on previous violent incidents are usually recorded in parts
of the reports describing the character and personality of the offender in de-
tail. The negative character – the described person’s being – is evoked to the
reader by way of the violent incidents – the description of the person’s doing.

The statements of the informants give a consistent impression of [surname, given
name; male offender] […]. [Surname, given name; male offender] is therefore de-
scribed as a brutal, egoistic, coarse, aggressive person with a very conservative
way of thinking and always thinking of his own interests first. Various statements,
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however, allow the conclusion that the accused tended to be jealous. Before and
after the divorce he followed [surname, given name; female victim], in order to
control and check on her.

The fact that the accused massively beat and hurt [surname, given name; female
victim], does not emerge exclusively from the statements of friends and acquain-
tances […]. [Report 11, Par. 661–662]

‘Cultural background’ and ‘mentality’ of the offender

This construction pattern uses information on previous violence as an indi-
cator for the offender’s cultural background and mentality. The description
of violence serves the purpose of revealing the cultural foreignness or ‘other-
ness’ of a person. In the textual record they are an expression of ‘culture’ and
prove the deviation from local standards.

The following quotation – in this case, the victim is the male offender’s
father (the offender is therefore the victim’s son) – shows the culturalising
understanding of the violence preceding the killing. The statements first refer
to the behaviour of the victim’s wife and then turn to the separate members
of the family:

After [the] woman [surname; victim’s wife] was informed of the violent death of
her husband, […] she initially only presented to us the bright side, or emphasised
without fail that the deceased had been a good father and husband and in general
had been a very good person.
Only when told of her son’s [given name; offender] confession […], she was
obliging enough to reveal […] also the negative side of family life. In this respect
during the interview on 15.04.1996 (act. A2/6.1.5) she characterised the victim as
a very conservative person and someone who, according to his origins, lived
strictly by his cultural mentality. Within his family, he had been the absolute
boss, never allowing any ‘ifs and buts’. Thus it wasn’t a rare fact that he beat her
in front of the children because of altercations or other incidents, which he did not
approve of. The children had also been subjected mercilessly and had to suffer all
kinds of beatings. This had also been the reason for the daughters [given name]
and [given name] to move out early. The son [given name] had only stayed in the
family home, as this was, on the one hand, demanded by tradition and, on the
other hand, so as not to leave her on her own to the brutal devices of the patriarch.
As far as the son [given name] is concerned, he had never done right by his father
and was forced to do all his biddings. On the outside, however, her husband had
managed to act the loving, caring family man and person. Also in respect of the
finances the husband had managed the whole of the family income at all times,
and held all the necessary authorisations, even though he himself had not been
working for years. [Report 22, Par. 331–335]
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When asking about the conceptual logic, into which the violent incidents de-
scribed above are embedded, our analyses show that it is the victim’s cultural
background (the ‘otherness’), which supplies the textual mould for the de-
scription of violence. The victim (the offender’s father) is, as reported, ‘ac-
cording to his origins’ a ‘very conservative’ person, who lived ‘strictly by his
cultural mentality’. Subsequently, the victim’s ‘negative side’, i.e. that he
‘beat’ and ‘subjected’ are set in the close context of his cultural background.
The text sets ‘mentality’ and ‘beating’ in context by using the small word
‘thus’: ‘Thus it wasn’t a rare fact that […].’ The violent behaviour according
to this construction is to be understood as an expression and proof of the fact
that the victim acted in obedience to a backward culture and his origins.
What is shown here is not the individual, negative violent and domineering
behaviour of one person, but rather a culturally determined, quasi-natural
(violent) behaviour, which, according to the account, is typical of men of this
origin. Another expression of the ‘foreign culture’ as an interpretive pattern
for the incidents can be found towards the end of this paragraph, when the 22
year old son’s staying on in his parents’ home is explained as this ‘being de-
manded by tradition’.

Culturalising descriptions of violence can exclusively be found in reports
on homicides involving non-Swiss nationals. The autochthonous (local, na-
tional) culture, on the other hand, is never an issue in the reports and never
discussed as a determining factor, which defines values and behaviour of a
person and might be connected with a homicide.

What strikes the reader is that the style of describing violence in the po-
lice reports differs according to the investigation concept. In the case of the
indications on previous violence functioning as proof of a ‘bad relationship’,
elaborate and precise descriptions are usually not adhered to. Only very im-
precisely do they lay down who carried out an assault, what the exact actions
were, what kind of violence was used and what the consequences of the vio-
lent incidents were for those involved. This is merely described by vague
statements and general indications. This gives the impression that the ‘bad
relationship’, rather than one of the involved persons, is to blame for the
killing. According to our analyses, this is the dominant pattern in reports on
homicides within the context of intimate partner relationships.

Whenever previous acts of violence are used to illustrate the concept of
the offender’s ‘personality’, the descriptions are noticeably more detailed and
concrete. Such paragraphs more frequently contain detailed statements on the
violent acts and on those responsible as well as on the consequences of vio-
lent incidents. If previous violent behaviour is meant to prove a certain way
of being, the character of the person involved, the incidents are included in
the report more precisely. Also the descriptions of violence, which in the text
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construction serve as proof of the foreign and backward ‘cultural origins’ and
mentality of the involved, are written in a way that an active agent comes
into view. They specifically mention who became violent. However, the ac-
tual violent incidents are not described and documented in detail for each oc-
casion, but mostly simply in a generic, generalising manner.

For both interpretive patterns, ‘personality’ as well as ‘cultural origins’,
we therefore notice a description oriented on the agent. A remarkable differ-
ence is, however, where the violent behaviour is attributed to the individual
as a ‘personality’ pattern where individual psychological (psychologising)
interpretations are repeatedly used. Violence as an indicator of ‘cultural ori-
gins’, on the other hand, is attributed collectively. Certain behaviour is inter-
preted as a cultural (not as an individual) trait. In line with this culturalising
construction, a collective cultural character defines the individual.

Patriarchal culture of origin as ‘evident’ motive

Asking why – the motive for the crime – or, respectively, offering a plausible
approximation to why the crime was committed, is an important part of the
police processing of the crime. Investigation on results on the potential back-
ground of the crime and its motives is information that is used in order to ju-
dicially assess the offender’s actions. The reports, consequently, regularly of-
fer possible explanatory contexts and a motive for the homicide. Usually, the
chapter on the motive follows as supplementary and summarising informa-
tion towards the end of the police report. The question why therefore follows
the detailed asking of who, what and how.

When asking about the reasons for the crime, the police investigate by
questioning the alleged offender. In the texts, the offender is, therefore, often
quoted as the main source of information for the construction of a motive. On
the other hand, the police include their own interpretation and view of things.
It is the latter paragraphs that again bring up ethnicity and the foreign origins
of the offender. The following example is taken from the motive chapter in a
police report on a wife killed by her husband. In a first subchapter, the police
refer to the offender’s statements on his motive. The second subchapter then
offers ‘more potential motives’; and this, according to the police, includes
‘humiliation by the wife’s behaviour’:

12.2.2. Humiliation by the wife’s behaviour The sister-in-law [surname, given
name; sister-in-law] and her toddler [given name] had stayed at the accused of-
fender’s home since 14/08/1999. […] She therefore must have witnessed at least
some of the incidents involving [surname, given name; male offender] and his
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wife, even though she denied this during the interview. According to her state-
ment, the offender’s family life was untroubled and without disputes. [Surname,
given name; sister-in-law] does not even confirm that [surname, given name; male
offender] consumed wine before leaving for Bremgarten on 21/08/1999.

[Surname, given name; male offender] does admit that his wife’s remarks con-
cerning his alcohol consumption offended him. Nevertheless, as a motive for the
crime he excludes the offence. It is doubtful that this is actually the case. The fact
that males do not accept their female partners to answer back, reproach or repri-
mand them, should be widely known in connection with the Kosovo Albanian
mentality. It must also be taken into consideration that the alleged offender may
have felt even more offended by the presence of [surname, given name; sister-in-
law] during the discussions with his wife about the said subject. [Report 37, Par.
930–932]

As an introduction, statements by the offender’s and the victim’s sister-in-
law are recorded (she is the offender’s brother’s wife, visiting at the time of
the crime). Subsequently, the police enter into their own deliberations, the
style of writing in the second paragraph is characterised by arguments. It is
the police officers’ aim to come to a synthesis and to coherently and compre-
hensively lay out the incident. Whereas the police, in many cases, simply
paraphrase the offender’s statements for the description of the motive, in this
case giving a reason for the crime is not left up to the offender only. Rather,
the police intervene for the purpose of creating a motive. And they do it
whilst referring to the offender’s cultural origins. The cultural origins are
drawn upon as a basis and motive for the offender’s actions.

Let’s take a closer look at the motive construction: what is noticeable is
the introductory paragraph with the comments on the sister-in-law’s state-
ment. The police officers assume that she witnessed the altercations (‘inci-
dents’) and her brother-in-law’s (the offender’s) use of alcohol on the day the
crime was committed. However, the sister-in-law’s statement is to the con-
trary and, in fact, disproves the police’s findings rather than corroborating
them. And still the person is mentioned in the text. The reason being, as we
assume, is that the police can illustrate and reason their interpretation of the
events and the motive by way of the sister-in-law’s presence. The police as-
sume that the offence and humiliation of the husband by his wife, the future
victim, are the cause of the crime. Yet the offender, as recorded in the second
paragraph, refutes the motive of ‘offence’ suggested by the police. The po-
lice, on the other hand, regard offence as a credible motive and doubt the of-
fender’s attitude when rejecting the attributions.

In order to substantiate their point of view – being insulted and humili-
ated as a motive – the police apply two culturalising arguments: firstly they
refer to the fact that ‘the Kosovo Albanian mentality’ ‘is widely’ known and,
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secondly, they quote a specific sexist image of gender inherent in this men-
tality. According to this gender attribution, women in this culture do not tell
men what to do and do not contradict them. Both arguments are entered into
this case without factual reference to the case at hand. They are, in fact, con-
nected generically to so-called known ‘facts’ about the foreign culture of
Kosovo Albanians.

As already stated in the introductory paragraph, the sister-in-law was pre-
sent during the incident at the time the crime was committed, which can now
be construed as another argument corroborating the police’s view of things
and strengthening the weight of the cultural motive of ‘offence’. The fact that
the sister-in-law as an additional person was present increased the public
character of the ‘offence’. In the above-mentioned cultural context, this ag-
gravates, according to the logic of the argument, the postulated offence and
humiliation. The sister-in-law’s presence is used as a textual means of cor-
roborating the culture-based construction of the motive. In line with this con-
struction, the motive lies in a mental, quasi-natural or culturally determined
attitude. Thus, not certain objective or specific behavioural intents, but cul-
ture – an essentialist definition of behaviour – is constructed as a motive.

The quoted paragraph refers again to the already mentioned interlinking
of discourses about ethnicity and gender or culture and gender relations and
norms, respectively. The culturalising arguments are connected with gender
attributions and the argument pattern of sexism. The empathy of the Swiss
writer of the report for the ‘Kosovo Albanian mentality’ here is remarkable.
By devising the motive of culture, he explicitly distances himself from the
offender. At the same time, though, he takes the perspective of the accused.
The victim’s breach of foreign, so-called cultural norms is described con-
vincingly in the text, and the aggravation of the breach by the sister-in-law’s
presence is described empathically and authentically. Though writing about a
‘foreign mentality’, the writer obviously does not have difficulty empathising
with the offender’s situation and experience. It is our hypothesis that this is
made possible through the (common) male view on the fact that the wife
supposedly resisted her husband.

Conclusion

As our qualitative text analysis of police reports has shown, whenever mi-
grants are involved in homicides within the context of intimate partner rela-
tionships or families, the police frequently and regularly fall back on the
‘foreign culture’ of those involved when processing and interpreting events.
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The ethnic origin of the involved become a decisive factor for understanding
and is used as a setting and explanation of events. In doing so, other unfa-
miliar mentalities and cultural differences are established as a given, as col-
lective traits of character of all the involved and blamed for these actions.
Homicides committed by Swiss nationals, on the other hand, are in no way
interpreted along a cultural mould. These results emphasise Volpp’s hy-
pothesis (2000) that merely the ‘others’ have a culture, whereas persons per-
ceived as ‘local’ act individually, i.e., are not determined culturally. The
study shows that this process runs through all of the investigating agency’s
reporting and it shows the various construction patterns of ethnicity as im-
portant as well as stereotypical interpretive pattern for the police.

Domestic violence as a history of the homicide and a context of the crime
– and this is a second, material result of the study – is not recognised by the
police. If the homicide involves immigrants, previous violent assaults against
the partner are rather seen as an indicator of their foreign culture. Using the
‘culture concept’, we conclude, prevents domestic violence from being rec-
ognised and termed as such and it prevents its precise documentation.
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