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Fifteen years ago, we published the first 
edition of the Sourcebook on Violence 
Against Women. It was 10 years before the 

second edition appeared but only five more years 
for this third edition. This is due, at least in part, 
to the success of the previous editions but also to 
the burgeoning growth of research on violence 
against women. Although in this edition some 
familiar topics and debates are reviewed, readers 
will also find newly emerging issues in the field.

The third edition of the Sourcebook on Vio-
lence Against Women is composed of 15 chapters 
organized into three parts: theoretical and meth-
odological issues in researching violence against 
women (Chapters 1–3); types of violence against 
women (Chapters 4–9); and, new to this edition, 
programs that work (Chapters 10–15). Each part 
opens with a brief introduction that previews the 
forthcoming chapters. Each chapter is original 
and was written specifically for this volume. As 
in the previous two editions, one of our goals was 
to be thorough in coverage, but it is impossible to 
include all of the topics worthy of discussion 
while keeping the book to a manageable size. We 
asked authors to give attention to diversity issues 
and cultural contexts and to discuss, whenever 
possible, the intersecting effects of inequalities of 
race and ethnicity, social class, physical ability 
and disability, age, sexual orientation, and geo-
graphic location. Some of the topics that were 
covered in the previous editions—for example, 

explanatory frameworks for studying and explain-
ing violence against women, sexual violence, and 
intimate partner violence—are also included in 
this edition. But among the chapters new to this 
edition are a historical account of the anti-
violence against women movement, gender-based 
violence in schools, violence against elderly 
women, and human trafficking. Another signifi-
cant change is the focus on innovative prevention 
and intervention programs that evaluation studies 
are showing to have positive outcomes—for both 
victims and perpetrators. Once again, our objec-
tive is less to provide exhaustive coverage and 
more to encourage discussion and debate about 
critically important issues. To that end, we have 
also included brief discussions of some of the 
most pressing current controversies in the vio-
lence-against-women field, such as the gender 
symmetry debate, the role of substance use in 
intimate and sexual violence, technology-
facilitated sexual violence and harassment, and 
how pornography may contribute to violence 
against women.

Also, in this edition, readers will find autobio-
graphical essays written by practitioners and 
advocates working in the violence-against-
women field. These six individuals reflect on 
how they got involved in the work they do, what 
motivates them to do this work, their “aha 
moments,” and what they consider to be the great‑ 
est rewards—and the greatest challenges—of the 
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work they do. Finally, they discuss their hopes 
and concerns for the future of the field. Our goals 
in commissioning these autobiographical reflec-
tions were to expose students, in particular, to the 
diverse work that’s being done on the “frontlines” 
of the anti-violence against women movement 
and to help them see themselves doing this work. 
In short, we hope student readers will be inspired 
by these essays and, consequently, will seriously 
consider a career in an antiviolence profession.
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When confronted with facts about the 
prevalence and severity of violence 
against women in its many forms, 

many people, not surprisingly, want “something” 
to be done to address it. In Section III of this 
book, contributors discuss a variety of programs 
and practices designed to prevent violence against 
women and to help those who have been victim-
ized. But this activism is not new, as Gretchen 
Arnold and Jami Ake demonstrate in the their 
chapter, which opens Section I. Arnold and Ake 
trace the history and development of the battered 
women’s and antirape movements in the United 
States, documenting their successes, such as leg-
islative reforms, but also noting the challenges 
that remain. The authors also discuss the debate 
surrounding the criminalization of intimate part-
ner violence and how communities of color are 
disproportionately bearing the burden of this type 
of response. While measurable progress has been 
made in increasing women’s safety, addressing 
the needs of victims, and holding perpetrators 
accountable, it is clear that substantially more 

must be done. Fortunately, as Arnold and Ake 
discuss, “new voices” have come forward to lead 
the anti-violence against women movement, 
developing strategies and programs from an 
intersectional framework that more effectively 
respond to diverse groups of victims. Some of 
these efforts are discussed further in Section III.

One of the questions frequently raised with 
regard to violence against women is, why does it 
happen? Why are women violently victimized, 
particularly by people—usually men—whom 
they know, trust, and often love and who claim to 
love them? In Chapter 2, Angela Gover, Tara 
Richards, and Maria Patterson discuss various 
answers to this question by exploring some of 
the major theoretical perspectives that have been 
developed to explain violence against women, 
particularly intimate partner violence (IPV). 
These include psychological, social-learning, 
and feminist theories. In their review, Gover and 
her colleagues identify both the strengths and 
weaknesses of each theory in light of the empiri-
cal research that has been undertaken to test 
them. But they also point out that there are 
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several criminological theories that may be 
relevant for understanding violence against 
women but that have not yet been applied to this 
problem. They call for more research, especially 
longitudinal studies, to further elucidate the 
interrelated risk and protective factors for vio-
lence against women. In the Current Controver-
sies box that follows this chapter, Larry Bennett 
discusses one factor that has been widely identi-
fied as a significant contributing factor to IPV: 
substance use. As Bennett points out, however, 
the relationship between substance use and IPV 
is neither as simple nor as direct as many people 
assume.

Diane Follingstad, in Chapter 3, examines 
some of the methodological challenges that con-
front violence-against-women researchers. These 
include problems stemming from competing 
definitions of complex phenomena, the validity 

of various measures for gauging specific forms 
of violence, and difficulties that arise from par-
ticular data collection methods. Sherry Hamby, 
in her Current Controversies box, further illus-
trates the serious misunderstandings that are 
generated as a result of problematic definitions 
and measures. As Follingstad points out, these 
are more than simply “academic” issues because 
the findings of our research shape public percep-
tions of IPV and other forms of violence against 
women and, more so, inform public policy and 
practice. Follingstad’s goal in this chapter—and, 
indeed, ours in this book—is to encourage and 
enable readers to be more critical consumers of 
violence-against-women research, not only to 
build the knowledge base but also to replace 
commonly held fallacies about violence against 
women with empirical evidence from rigorous 
research.
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Multiple efforts in the U.S. to confront 
rape and incest, wife beating, stalking, 
workplace sexual harassment, and sex 

trafficking emerged in the late 1960s and ’70s. All 
were shaped by a larger cultural context of civil 
rights and second-wave feminist activism that 
recognized systemic injustices and inspired col-
lective political action. The most organized and 
sustained efforts to confront violence against 
women have been the battered women’s and anti-
rape movements,1 which have employed similar 
strategies and experienced parallel trajectories. 
Both began as a series of responses to the practical 
needs of women who had been victims of male 
violence and to the larger systems that had long 
condoned and legitimized such behaviors. 
Through organized networks and coalitions, these 
movements challenged cultural beliefs and called 

attention to the ongoing violence faced by women 
in their homes; in public spaces; in the legal, 
medical, and mental-health systems; and in soci-
ety at large. They worked to prioritize efforts to 
combat gender-based violence in programs, com-
munities, organizations, and public policy, eventu-
ally making domestic violence and sexual assault 
mainstream issues. Each has also played a central 
role in developing models of service provision 
and advocacy that are in widespread use today.

Some prominent segments of each movement 
were so successful that, since the mid-1990s, 
intimate partner violence and sexual assault have 
become core issues in federal efforts to address 
violence against women. The passage of the first 
Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) in 1994 
and its three subsequent renewals have unmis-
takably signaled that domestic violence is finally 

1
A Brief History of Anti-
Violence Against Women 
Movements in the United 
States

Jami Ake

Gretchen Arnold
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being taken seriously on a national scale—a 
long-hoped-for goal of many activists. Similarly, 
in 2011, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
initiative to shape how colleges handle sexual 
misconduct, followed by the McCaskill Sexual 
Violence on Campus report in 2014 and legisla-
tion to address sexual assault in the military, has 
focused attention on the issue of sexual assault 
and provided an infusion of energy for the anti-
rape movement’s efforts.

Neither of these movements, however, has 
been without its critics. The passage of VAWA in 
1994 was part of a larger cultural shift in the 
1980s and early ’90s toward law enforcement 
approaches to solving social problems through 
criminalization. Much criticism has centered on 
whether the criminalization of gender-based vio-
lence, though helpful to many women and men 
who have been victims of abuse, has also 
excluded many women from redress and has had 
outright negative effects on others. In addition, 
critics have charged both movements with stray-
ing from their grassroots and radical beginnings 
in the early 1970s, pointing to the increasing 
professionalization, organizational hierarchies, 
and service-centered approaches that contrast so 
dramatically with the movements’ explicitly 
political and feminist grassroots origins. Less 
controversial have been efforts to stop sexual 
violence in higher education and the military, 
although there has been considerable debate 
about the appropriate processes for doing so. 
When it comes to sexual assault, criticism has 
focused more on the failure of the criminal jus-
tice system to take the problem seriously and to 
develop mechanisms to ensure that victims are 
not harmed in the law enforcement process.

Since the 1990s, many groups within the 
mainstream battered women’s and antirape 
movements have taken seriously the criticisms 
that they have relied too heavily on criminal jus-
tice solutions to violence, excluded socially pre-
carious populations from interventions and 
services, and overprofessionalized their pro-
grams. In response, many have experimented 
with changes. At the same time, these critiques—
many of which come from groups formally or 

informally excluded from mainstream efforts—
have galvanized other activist movements to 
address all types of violence as a manifestation 
of larger, structural issues of oppression and 
social injustice that require community-based (as 
opposed to criminal-justice-based) solutions. 
Currently, there is not one single movement but, 
instead, multiple movements seeking to end 
gender-based violence in the United States.

Historical Roots

Rape has been regarded as a crime since the 
colonial period in the United States, and then it 
was codified into law once the nation was estab-
lished. Above all else, early rape laws protected 
the property interest that men had in the women 
who belonged to them and reinforced social ide-
als dictating appropriate feminine behavior. 
Embedded in the statutes themselves and in the 
judicial deployment of rape law were the social 
prejudices of race and class that deemed only 
some women worthy of legal protection from 
rape (Schulhofer, 1998). Legal requirements 
unique to rape, including prompt reporting, wit-
ness corroboration, the admissibility of a vic-
tim’s prior acts and reputation, and “resistance to 
the utmost,” revealed both concerns about wom-
en’s assumed propensity to lie about victimiza-
tion and a larger cultural assumption that only 
women who did not violate gender expectations 
could truly suffer harm (Dripps, 2010). The 
assertion by Chief Justice Sir Matthew Hale  
in 1680 that “rape is an accusation easily to  
be made, hard to be proved, and harder to be 
defended by the party accused, tho’ never so 
innocent” continued to inform American statutes 
and instructions to juries well into the 20th cen-
tury (as quoted in Caringella, 2009, p. 16). 
According to early legal codes, there was no 
such thing as rape within marriage; if rape was 
ultimately a crime against a man with rights over 
a particular woman, then it was legally nonsensi-
cal that a man could commit such a harm by 
forcing sex upon his own wife.2 It was only well 
into the 1970s that sexual-assault activists 
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successfully lobbied the first states to pass laws 
against marital rape, and it took until 1993 for it 
to be criminalized in some fashion in all 50 
states, though spousal exemptions remain in 
some form in many states to this day (Bergen, 
2006).

The abuse of wives3 was certainly not a new 
phenomenon in the 1960s and 1970s, nor was the 
opposition to such abuse, especially in cases 
where a husband’s “abuse of authority” resulted 
in “unjustified” beatings (Siegel, 1996). Even 
during historical periods when common law per-
mitted the corporal punishment of wives—as 
long as no permanent physical injury resulted—
there was simultaneous recognition of the poten-
tial harms of such “chastisement,” especially 
when such acts became excessively brutal.4 
Nineteenth-century reformers, most notably tem-
perance advocates and women’s rights activists, 
successfully challenged laws and social norms 
that granted husbands the prerogative to beat 
their wives. As chastisement doctrine gave way 
to late-19th-century legal approaches that defined 
the marriage relationship as private and thus 
largely outside the purview of legal intrusion,5 an 
array of court cases challenged the limits of such 
privacy and asserted women’s rights within mar-
riage and their rights to divorce on the grounds 
of physical cruelty. The 19th century also saw 
the gradual criminalization of some forms of 
“wife beating” and building opposition to 
“domestic tyranny” by feminist leaders, includ-
ing Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, 
and Lucy Stone (Pleck, 1983). In the 1890s, the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union success-
fully lobbied for legal change and, in San Diego, 
opened a home as a refuge for orphans, neglected 
and abused children, and poor mothers, includ-
ing those who had been abused by husbands 
(Pleck, 1983, pp. 463–464). In Chicago, the 
Protective Agency for Women and Children, 
sponsored by the Chicago Women’s Club, like-
wise extended support to abused wives and rape 
victims, including legal support (Pleck, 1983,  
p. 465). After the turn of the 20th century, how-
ever, the Progressive Era government effectively 
turned over to social scientific professionals the 

authority to define and address the problem of 
wife beating, and women’s activism around the 
issue waned. Social workers and psychiatrists 
used therapeutic terms like “marital discord” and 
“domestic difficulties” that implied that both 
men and women shared equal responsibility for 
the problem. Then, under the influence of psy-
choanalysis in the 1930s, women’s stories of 
abuse were often labeled fantasies or, in the 
1940s and ’50s, examples of female masochism. 
It was not until the 1960s that the contemporary 
feminist movement sought to regain control over 
the public interpretation of the issue (Arnold, 
2006).

What was new in the era of civil rights and 
feminism was a perspective that defined domes-
tic violence as a distinct form of violence. Such 
abuse was reconceptualized as symptomatic of 
other forms of oppression that extended well 
beyond the household. Rape, too, was recon-
ceived as an act of power and domination (rather 
than an act of sex) enacted at the individual and 
collective level. Whereas many early anti-wife-
beating initiatives had claimed to uphold patriar-
chal family ideals—most often finding fault with 
the temperaments of individual men or with the 
evils of drunkenness—the late 1960s and 1970s 
ushered in the beginnings of an analysis of 
oppression and male dominance that located the 
problem of domestic violence in the inequality 
inherent in patriarchy itself. Similarly, a new 
feminist analysis of rape as a mechanism of 
patriarchal social control demanded an approach 
to the issue that addressed both immediate, indi-
vidual harms and the entrenched social norms 
and practices that activists argued produced a 
rape culture that perpetuated sexual oppression.

The Antirape  
Movement’s Early Years

The antirape movement worked to bring visibil-
ity to a problem surrounded by silence and deep 
social discomfort and, like the battered women’s 
movement that followed, owed its early momentum 
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to feminist consciousness raising. In conversa-
tions with other women in small-group settings, 
survivors of rape discovered that they were not 
alone and that the harms they had suffered sug-
gested larger, systematic patterns of male power 
and women’s oppression. Unprecedented activist 
events, like the speak-out organized in 1971 by 
the New York Radical Feminists in New York 
City, brought rape into public discourse and 
framed it as much more than a rare individual-
ized act of sexual aggression; feminists devel-
oped an analysis of rape as working to silence 
and victimize individual women while simulta-
neously maintaining patriarchal privilege and 
control. Armed with this understanding, antirape 
activists sought to reform the male-dominated 
institutions—courts, law enforcement, and medi-
cal practices—that revictimized women, rein-
forced victim blaming, and promoted cultural 
misunderstandings of rape (Koss & Harvey, 
1991). They also developed their own organiza-
tions, rape crisis centers (RCCs), to provide 
emotional support and practical assistance for 
women traumatized by rape.

The first rape crisis centers were founded in 
1971 in Berkeley, California, and 1972 in Wash-
ington, D.C. Both were grassroots efforts by 
local women to provide medical and legal infor-
mation and advice and emotional support for 
rape victims, and both became national network-
ing hubs as more RCCs and hotlines were estab-
lished in quick succession across the country 
(Matthews, 1994). RCCs were seen as more than 
just a mechanism for service provision, however. 
In the early 1970s, feminists developed an influ-
ential critique of the hierarchical and nondemo-
cratic decision-making structures of traditional 
institutions. Such structures, they argued, embod-
ied patriarchal values and reinforced the status 
quo in which women were subjected to the 
political, economic, and social control of men. 
Their response was to create RCCs organized as 
feminist collectives in which responsibilities and 
decision making would be shared equally among 
a largely volunteer staff.

The police and hospitals became early targets 
of activists in the growing movement, who 

advocated more responsive and sensitive treat-
ment of rape victims. At the same time, legal 
scholars were also challenging the ways in which 
rape law and legal practice blamed rape victims 
and hampered prosecution. The first congressio-
nal response came in 1975, with the establish-
ment of a National Center for the Prevention and 
Control of Rape. By and large, however, the 
movement remained organizationally segmented 
until the first formal national coalitions were 
formed in the late 1970s (Matthews, 1994), most 
notably the National Coalition Against Sexual 
Assault (NCASA) in 1979.

The overarching social project of the early 
antirape movement was to challenge the prevail-
ing cultural view of rape as a sex crime commit-
ted by a few sick men or brought on by women’s 
suspect behavior. Activists framed rape as an act 
of violence integral to male domination and 
worked to expose culturally entrenched rape 
myths (e.g., women always lie about rape, no 
means yes) that continued to shape the assump-
tions underlying social, institutional, and policy 
responses to the problem. The early activist fig-
ures of the antirape movement—Susan Brown-
miller and Susan Griffin, chief among 
them—voiced a growing recognition of the 
widespread and systematic oppression of women 
as a function of patriarchy and sexism that 
helped to connect the personal experiences of 
individual women with larger political systems.

Over time, however, the field has become 
characterized by significant ideological diversity 
(Koss & Harvey, 1991). While most RCCs still 
engage in community education to challenge 
prevailing attitudes and beliefs about rape and 
rape victims, their priorities often lie with pro-
viding crisis response and victim advocacy ser-
vices. There has been a lot of internal movement 
debate about the degree to which victim services 
are compatible with social-change objectives. 
Service provision, including legal advocacy, 
often involves close cooperation with established 
social-service and criminal justice agencies. 
Many social-change-oriented activists believe 
this leads to a dilution of feminist ideas and 
undermines the oppositional politics of the 
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movement. These concerns were intensified with 
the availability of federal funding for RCCs, 
beginning with the Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration (LEAA) and the Department of 
Labor’s Comprehensive Employment and Train-
ing Act (CETA) in the mid-1970s. In order to 
qualify for such funding, centers have to demon-
strate organizational stability and community 
support that, in practice, typically requires that 
they adopt the traditional hierarchical structures 
and professionally credentialed staff that the 
early feminist RCC eschewed. Whether or not 
such organizational characteristics do indeed 
result in depoliticization and co-optation by the 
state is a matter of continuing debate (see, for 
example, Koss & Harvey, 1991).

The antirape movement suffered setbacks in 
the 1980s, including the loss of funding in many 
states and an antifeminist backlash against the 
gains of the 1970s (Greensite, 2009). Nonethe-
less, many activists and state coalitions at the 
core of the antirape movement continued to col-
laborate to push for crucial local and statewide 
changes to practices in hospitals, courts, and 
police departments as the radical origins of the 
movement gave way to more liberal reforms 
(Caringella, 2009).

The Early Battered  
Women’s Movement

Like their antirape counterparts, early battered 
women’s advocates struggled to dismantle ste-
reotypes and common myths about survivors, 
who were often blamed for their abuse, including 
the ways that professional discourses and prac-
tices, like psychology and law, located the root 
causes of battering in the behavior of the abused 
women themselves. Early battered women’s 
activists also looked to similar efforts in England 
and Scotland, where activists had opened the 
first shelters for battered women earlier in the 
decade.6 Some of the very first shelters, includ-
ing Rainbow Retreat in Phoenix, Arizona 
(opened in 1973), and Haven House in Pasadena, 

California (opened in 1974), had originally 
intended to serve women victimized by “alco-
holic husbands” but quickly recognized that the 
problem of battering extended well beyond the 
effects of alcoholism and became refuges for all 
abused women (Tierney, 1982). These early 
grassroots activist efforts most often combined 
practical necessity and engagement with larger 
political or social concerns. They typically pro-
vided for the immediate needs of women fleeing 
abuse—safety, shelter, and personal support—
while also often offering spaces for education, 
awareness, and consciousness raising that 
focused attention on larger systems in need of 
change.

Some early collectives supplied temporary 
housing, either in informal arrangements or in 
already existing spaces provided by organiza-
tional or personal donations and state grants 
(Schechter, 1982). Although many activists, 
including former survivors, had been informally 
offering safe space and resources to individuals 
on a small scale for years, the first recognizable 
U.S. shelters just as often emerged out of orga-
nized grassroots or community-based efforts. 
Some started out as gender-focused services like 
women’s crisis lines or legal services or grew out 
of feminist consciousness-raising groups and 
collectives. Women’s Advocates in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, for example, was first a conscious-
ness-raising group and then evolved, in 1973, 
into one of the first known shelters in the country 
(Dobash & Dobash, 1992). Other shelters grew 
out of organizing efforts in racial or ethnic com-
munities and focused on the needs of minority 
women. In 1977, a Latina-run battered women's 
shelter called Casa Myrna Vazquez opened in 
Boston, and in the same year, the White Buffalo 
Calf Woman’s Society opened the first tribal shel-
ter on the Rosebud Reservation of the Sicangu 
Lakota Nation in South Dakota. The first shelter 
for Asian women opened in 1981 in Los Angeles 
and was called Everywoman’s Shelter (“Her-
story,” n.d.). Nearly all of these shelters relied 
primarily on volunteers, donations, and small 
grants for their day-to-day operations. Although 
there was wide variation in the provision of 
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shelter from state to state, by 1980, battered 
women could find a shelter in every major city, 
and by 1982, there were between 300 and 700 
shelters and safe-home projects (Ferraro, 1996; 
Schechter, 1982).

Mobilizing against domestic violence took a 
number of forms and strategies, and even in the 
period of early grassroots organizing, there was 
no single ideology or set of strategies that 
defined the growing organized support for bat-
tered women. Even though the activism on 
behalf of battered women was recognizably 
feminist and clearly linked to other second-wave 
feminist efforts, not all of the early attempts to 
reach out to battered women and to provide 
services were feminist in nature. As Kathleen 
Ferraro points out, “traditional charity, social 
work, and religious efforts to assist battered 
women” operated alongside more clearly femi-
nist efforts, such that “a survey of existing shel-
ters in 1977 found only 46 percent identified as 
‘feminist’ in orientation” (Ferraro, 1996, p. 83).

Although not all shelters or resources for bat-
tered women averred feminist ideals, in the 
1970s and ’80s, feminist battered women’s shel-
ters became iconic symbols for the movement to 
end violence against women. Dobash and Dobash 
(1992) assert that shelters were much more than 
safe spaces for battered women and their chil-
dren. As with rape crisis centers, battered wom-
en’s shelters became both the symbolic locus of 
the larger political movement and a physical base 
for ongoing political organizing. In the experi-
ences of the women who lived and worked in 
shelters, they were also a tangible reminder of 
the deep economic dependence of women on 
male-dominated households. The domestic vio-
lence shelter operated both symbolically and in 
practice as the liberatory alternative to the pri-
vate, patriarchal home, where abuse was all too 
common.

The story of the battered women’s movement 
in the 1970s is one of increasing coalition build-
ing, the development of practical responses and 
theoretical explanations for domestic violence, 
and the mainstreaming of domestic violence as a 
social problem. The movement itself comprised 

a number of different constituencies, each with 
slightly different interests, contexts, and sets of 
relationships. There were feminist activists who 
were more radical, including many women of 
color, who had forcefully articulated an antipatri-
archal critique and helped build the analysis of 
battering as a systemic rather than individual 
harm. This analysis provided the impetus for 
early networks that modeled self-help and peer 
support as strategies for empowering survivors 
of violence. More mainstream, liberal feminists 
also worked toward political awareness and 
reform, joining the issue of domestic violence to 
other demands for gender equality, including 
equal pay and reproductive rights.

The problem of domestic violence gained 
national recognition as it became newly visible 
in politics and the media. The mid-1970s wit-
nessed growing attention to the issue by feminist 
groups at the local and national levels, including 
the National Organization for Women’s (NOW) 
Task Force on Battered Women and Household 
Violence (1975) and the International Women’s 
Year Conference in Houston, Texas (1976). 
Coalitions at the city and then at the state level 
emerged and claimed goals that included the 
creation of networks of information and support, 
along with fostering political power in state leg-
islatures through lobbying. State coalitions also 
became the organizations in charge of setting 
standards for antiviolence programs at the state 
level, for disseminating federal funding, and for 
providing a consistent analysis of the problem 
(Schechter, 1982). Growing out of strong state 
coalitions and a nationwide conference on 
domestic violence in 1978, the National Coali-
tion Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) was 
formed, the beginning of a system of networking 
and organized political activism on a national 
scale (Tierney, 1982).

Historically, state coalitions have also served 
as locations where some groups of women of 
color could organize. For example, a Women  
of Color Task Force was founded in 1985 as part  
of the predecessor to the Georgia Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence and task force mem-
bers later worked with the state coalition to 
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increase visibility and outreach to communities 
of color (Aszman, 2011). The various women-
of-color task forces and caucuses also became an 
important mechanism for networking, informa-
tion sharing, and organizing to address issues 
specific to battered women of color on state, 
regional, and national levels. Nonetheless, as the 
battered women’s movement coalesced and 
became recognizable as a mainstream effort, 
many women of color criticized its emerging 
focus on gender to the exclusion of other forms 
of oppression that made people vulnerable to 
violence. In reality, they argued, the oppressions 
of gender, race, and class are not discrete and 
insular and cannot be treated as if they are with-
out neglecting the experiences of women who 
are not white and middle class. In other words, 
this problem cannot be addressed with a color-
blind approach (Wang, 1996).

Women of Color

As domestic violence gained a national profile, 
the dominant narrative of the causes and solu-
tions to abuse shaped by liberal feminist interests 
often eclipsed analyses that placed domestic 
violence in the context of other oppressions like 
racism and poverty. At the first NCADV confer-
ence in 1980, the lack of women of color in vis-
ible leadership positions led some members to 
form the Third World Women’s Caucus (later 
renamed the Women of Color Task Force) 
(Schechter, 1982). This group pushed NCADV 
to form alliances with organizations that dealt 
with issues important to women of color, to 
actively promote women of color as members 
and leaders in the organization, and to collect 
antiracism documents and tools that could be 
used in domestic violence agencies (Schechter, 
1982). Their efforts were successful enough that 
in 1982, the second NCADV conference started 
with a Women of Color Institute on the first day. 
A growing analysis of the layers of gendered, 
organizational, and state-sponsored oppressions 
that women of color routinely faced meant that 
issues of police brutality, racialized patterns of 

incarceration, and systematic discriminatory 
treatment and surveillance by social services 
became central to discussions about intimate 
partner violence. The 1984 New York Women 
Against Rape conference, for example, became a 
“multiracial, multiethnic conference that con-
fronted multiple challenges facing women orga-
nizing against violence against women—by 
partners, police, social service agencies, and 
poverty” (Thompson, 2002, p. 345). Community- 
specific resources also began to emerge, most 
often in large cities, to provide culturally compe-
tent support to survivors who could not easily or 
comfortably access more mainstream services. 
In 1978, for example, the Center for the Pacific 
Asian Family opened in Los Angeles to provide 
help for Asian and Pacific Islander women 
experiencing sexual or domestic violence, fol-
lowed in subsequent years by the New York 
Asian Women’s Shelter (1982) and the Asian 
Women’s Shelter in San Francisco (1988) (Shah, 
1994, p. 149).

Organizing across racial lines has always 
been difficult for both the antirape and battered 
women’s movements. Mainstream feminism in 
the U.S., including the first efforts focused 
exclusively on combating violence against 
women in the 1970s, has been predominantly 
white. At the same time, historians like Becky 
Thompson (2002) and Sherna Berger Gluck 
(1998) argue that the organized efforts by women 
of color to confront violence against women 
have been largely written out of the history of the 
feminist movement. These women, Thompson 
observes, worked on three fronts in the 1970s: in 
white-dominated feminist groups; in women’s 
caucuses in existing mixed-gender organiza-
tions; and in autonomous Black, Latina, Native 
American, and Asian feminist organizations. 
Activists confronted gender-based violence from 
within groups that, at the same time, targeted the 
interlocking race, class, and other forms of sys-
temic discrimination. To this day, these groups 
have tended to concentrate on the immediate 
needs of the community and provide a range of 
programs, not only housing battered women and 
assisting victims of rape but also providing 




