




[image: image]






Faith in Freedom





Faith in Freedom


Muslim Immigrant Women’s Experiences of Domestic Violence


Nafiseh Ghafournia


[image: image]




MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PUBLISHING


An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited


Level 1, 715 Swanston St, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia


mup-contact@unimelb.edu.au


www.mup.com.au


[image: image]


First published 2019


Text © Nafiseh Ghafournia 2019


Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2019


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.


Text design by Phil Campbell


Cover design by Phil Campbell


Front cover photograph © Joel Tasche


Typeset by J&M Typesetting


Printed in Australia by OPUS Group


[image: image]


9780522874273 (paperback)


9780522874280 (hardback)


9780522874297 (ebook)




MUP ISLAMIC STUDIES SERIES


The Islamic Studies Series (ISS) is aimed at producing internationally competitive research manuscripts. This series will showcase the breadth of scholarship on Islam and Muslim affairs, making it available to a wide readership. Books in the ISS are based on original research and represent a number of disciplines including anthropology, cultural studies, sociology and political science. Books in the ISS are refereed publications that are committed to research excellence. Submissions on contemporary issues are strongly encouraged. Proposals should be sent to the ISS Editor.


Professor Shahram Akbarzadeh


ISS Editor shahram.akbarzadeh@deakin.edu.au


Board of Advisors


Associate Professor Syed Farid Alatas


Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore


Professor Howard V. Brasted


Director, UNE Asia Pacific Centre


Emeritus Professor Robert E. Elson


School of History, Philosophy, Religion and Classics, University of Queensland


Professor John Esposito


Director, Prince Alwaleed bin Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding, University Professor of Religion and International Affairs, Georgetown University


Emeritus Professor Riaz Hassan AM, FASSA


ARC Australian Professorial Fellow, Department of Sociology, Flinders University


Professor Robert Hefner


Institute on Culture, Religion and World Affairs, Boston University


Professor Michael Humphrey


Chair, Department of Sociology and Social Policy, School of Philosophical and Historical Inquiry, University of Sydney


Professor William Maley AM


Director, Asia-Pacific College of Diplomacy, Australian National University


Professor James Piscatori


Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies (The Middle East and Central Asia), Australian National University


Professor Abdullah Saeed


Sultan of Oman Professor of Arab and Islamic Studies, Director, National Centre of Excellence for Islamic Studies, University of Melbourne


Professor Amin Saikal AM


Director, Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies (The Middle East and Central Asia), Australian National University


Professor Samina Yasmeen AM


Director, Centre for Muslim States and Societies, School of Social and Cultural Studies, University of Western Australia




I dedicate this book to the fourteen courageous women interviewed for this study





Contents



Acknowledgements


1 Introduction and background


2 Theoretical framework


3 Profiles of the participants


4 Women’s perceptions and experiences of domestic violence


5 Women’s responses to domestic violence


6 Immigration


7 Culture and religion


8 Conclusion


References


Index





Acknowledgements



First and foremost, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to the fourteen women who courageously agreed to share their stories and generously gave their time to participate in this study. Particularly, I would like to thank those women who had just left their abusers and experienced much trauma and sadness, but still insisted on being interviewed in the hope of contributing to change in their or other survivors’ lives. This research could not have been possible without them and their help. They were all amazing, strong and brave women, and each of them will hold a unique place in my heart forever. I cried with them, sat with them for hours, and listened to their stories. This book is dedicated to these survivors, in the hope that these findings will make a difference.


I undertook the research for this book as a PhD student at the University of Sydney. Special thanks to my supervisors, Associate Professor Susan Goodwin, who first suggested I submit a book proposal, and Associate Professor Lesley Laing for their continuous support and encouragement and valuable feedback throughout the various steps in this research. They brought with them an extensive knowledge of the field of domestic violence research and an ability to provide the most direct and honest comments throughout the dissertation process.


I also gratefully acknowledge the financial and administrative support from the University of Sydney, the Faculty of Education and Social Work and the Scholarship Office for its grant through the Australian Postgraduate Award.


I would also like to thank the service providers who contributed to this study. They connected me with others in their networks, referred their clients to participate in the study and provided venues for conducting the interviews. In particular, I am very grateful to two case workers, Ms Miza Torlakovic and Ms Afagh Afaridan, in two migrant resource centres (one in Newcastle and one in Sydney) and one women’s refuge manager in Sydney who continuously provided support during the process of data collection and participant recruitment. Their knowledge, experience and compassion have been invaluable resources for me and for the community as a whole.


Special thanks to Melbourne University Publishing staff, and in particular Catherine McInnis who helped through different publication stages of my book, and Vesna Rapajic who did such a great job in editing and changing the work from formal dissertation to a more readable book, ensuring that the women’s voices remain intact.


Finally, I would like to acknowledge all of the support and encouragement provided by friends and family members, especially my husband Hamed Hosseini, who supported me through the very difficult moments, always encouraging me to grow and develop intellectually. I am also grateful to my beautiful daughter Ayeh for her patience and fortitude. Also, special thanks to my parents and my two beautiful sisters for all their encouragement and support.


Nafiseh Ghafournia
November, 2018





CHAPTER 1


Introduction and background


Violence against women has pervasive and traumatic effects on all women’s lives; for victims from immigrant backgrounds the situation can often be particularly complex. While there is a growing literature that reflects this complexity, much remains unknown about the experiences of abused immigrant women from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds in Australia. Studies examining the experiences of abused Muslim immigrant women in Australia are even more limited. Nevertheless, it is widely acknowledged that cultural values and immigration status can exacerbate the complexities involved in domestic and family violence situations.


Lack of knowledge in this area may impede the development of appropriate prevention and intervention programs for this group of women. It may also contribute to the perpetuation of stereotypes or generalisations about this group of women, their culture and their religion. In turn, developing knowledge about the specificities of Muslim immigrant women’s experience as well as the shared experiences with other Australian women may enhance understandings of how gender, culture, religion and immigration intersect. While previous studies have examined immigrant women’s experiences of domestic violence, relatively limited scholarship has so far addressed the ways in which different social locations interact in women’s experience of abuse. In particular, the intersection of immigration, culture and religion has been underinvestigated.


Background


Although violence against women occurs across a broad social spectrum, women affected by the intersecting impacts of gender and other forms of discrimination may be particularly vulnerable to violence and its consequences (Brownridge, 2009). The nature and effects of domestic violence are often compounded by different forms of marginalisation for diverse groups of women, such as culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) women (Mitra-Kahn et al, 2016; Vaughan et al, 2015). Despite growing evidence that immigrant women are at risk of becoming victims of domestic violence, there has been little effort until recently to address domestic violence in the growing immigrant communities in Australia. These inquiries have failed to adequately address domestic violence among Muslim immigrant women.


Studies of domestic/family violence against immigrant women have produced mixed findings with regard to the nature and prevalence of violence among immigrant women in Australia (Morgan & Chadwick, 2009). Some Australian surveys indicate that there is no difference in the experience of violence between Australian-born women and immigrant women (Mouzos & Makkai, 2004). In the 2012 Personal Safety Survey (ABS, 2013), immigrant women were less likely than Australian women to have experienced physical or sexual violence in the twelve months prior to the survey and from the age of fifteen. Similarly, Mouzous and Makkai (2004, pp. 31, 32), indicated that Australian women reported higher levels of physical, sexual and other forms of violence compared to immigrant women over their lifetime. However, it is not clear whether these patterns reflect actual experiences of violence or are due to under-reporting (VicHealth, 2014). In other words, it is possible that immigrant women are under-represented in these surveys or, consistent with findings of other studies, they are less likely to report incidents of domestic violence (Mitchell, 2011; Poljski, 2011). In contrast, some international studies suggest that immigrant women experience higher levels of violence (O’Donnell et al, 2002). Regardless of the rate of experience of violence among immigrant women, studies conducted in Australia and internationally identify that many immigrant women face unique and complex experiences of domestic violence. Immigration challenges and cultural values increase the complexities involved in domestic violence and can lead to lower rates of reporting (Allimant & Ostapiej-Piatkowski, 2011; Ammar et al, 2014; Fisher, 2013).


Context of the study


Australia’s population is diverse and changing. The 2016 Census shows nearly half of Australians were either born overseas (first generation Australian) or one or both parents were born overseas (second generation Australian) (ABS, 2016). Immigrants who arrived in Australia in 2010–2011 came from over two hundred countries and speak more than two hundred languages (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2012).


Muslim Australians are one of the fastest growing minority groups in the country. Their numbers almost doubled in the decade to 2001, to more than a quarter of a million (281 578), representing approximately 1.5 per cent of the total Australian population (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004, p. 213). In 2011, there were 476 300 Muslims in Australia which comprises 2.2 per cent of the total population (ABS, 2011). This trend has continued; in 2016, the number of Muslims has increased to 2.6 per cent of the total population (ABS, 2016).


The Muslim population is spatially concentrated in New South Wales and Victoria and, within these states, concentrated in Sydney and Melbourne. The Muslim population in New South Wales is 219 378 and in Victoria 152 779. Although Muslims share a common religion, ethnic and cultural differences make Australian Muslims a heterogeneous group. Australia’s Muslim population is ethnically diverse: in 2001, the largest groups were those claiming Lebanese (30 per cent) and Turkish (18 per cent) ancestry, with smaller groups including Afghans, Bosnians, Pakistanis and Indonesians (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004, pp. 213–214). The main country of birth for Australian Muslims in 2011 were Australia, Lebanon, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Turkey (University of South Australia, 2015).


Although Australia strongly supports immigration and multiculturalism, the contemporary climate for Muslims in Australia has become increasingly volatile. Numerous commentators state that attitudes towards Muslim immigrants are influenced by anti-Muslim sentiments (Bouma et al, 2011; Markus, 2011, 2012; Sohrabi & Farquharson, 2016). These negative attitudes are reinforced by media narratives that often associate Muslims with intolerance, violence, misogyny and terrorism (Poynting & Mason, 2007; Sohrabi & Farquharson, 2012). This political climate has become amplified since the terrorist attacks of September 2001 and more recently with the emergence of the radical Islamist group ‘Islamic State’ (ISIS). In Australia, events such as the so-called ‘Lebanese gang rapes’ in August 2000; the 2002 and 2005 Bali bombings; the 2005 Cronulla riots; controversial comments made by some Muslim religious figures; and in recent years the 2014 Sydney Lindt Cafe siege have led to more unfavourable media coverage of Muslims (Johns et al, 2015; Levy & Visenten, 2014). These have all contributed to increased marginalisation of Muslims in Australia and have subjected them to racism, humiliation and injustice (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2004; Johns et al, 2015). Muslims in Australia are marked as an ‘out of place’ other (Aly, 2007; Saniotis, 2004). The diversity of Australia’s Muslim communities is also overlooked and they have been constructed as a religious monolith. As Aly argues ‘The Muslim diaspora is stripped of its ethnic, cultural or linguistic differences and constructed wholly and solely as a monolithic religious diaspora’ (2007, p. 32).


There are some common stereotypes around the Muslim community in general, and particularly in terms of violent behaviour against women, ideas such as ‘domestic violence against women is part of the Muslim culture and religion’ or ‘domestic violence is much more common in the Muslim community than non-Muslim’. The Muslim community has been stereotyped as a violent community whose religious teachings and cultural beliefs support and enforce violence against women, in a way that has also been a common trend to stereotyping domestic violence in some other ethnic groups as an inherent part of their cultural repertoire (Menjivar & Salcido, 2002).


Muslim women, like other immigrant women, face a wide range of adverse social conditions, such as discrimination, poverty, social isolation and violent victimisation (Kabir, 2007; Syed & Pio, 2010). Following the mentioned events, and particularly the events of September 11 2001, Muslim women were increasingly the target of discrimination and even, in some cases, of public violence. In particular, those with the hijab have been more vulnerable towards racism and Islamophobia. They have been stereotyped as oppressed, passive, submissive victims of Islamic fundamentalism who need to be rescued (Navarro, 2010; Syed & Pio, 2010). However, as Aziz emphasises there has been a shift from ‘[the] Hijab as a symbol of oppression into a symbol of terror(ism)’ (2012, p. 198). Muslim women are now regarded as a threat because of their participation in violent extremism (Hussein, 2013). Following this anti-Muslim climate, Muslim immigrant women have been further deterred from seeking help in cases of domestic violence, as they fear this may provoke political harassment and backlash against them and their family members (Poynting & Noble, 2004).


In spite of the fact that Muslim women are an important minority group in Australia, and that they have been the subject of significant public and media attention, little research exists in Australia about their wellbeing and their safety needs (Imtoual, 2005; Kabir, 2007). Most accounts of Muslim women are stereotyped, overgeneralised and based on the experiences of a small number of women (Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for Human Rights, 2011). Nevertheless, in recent years, researchers have begun to explore the realities of domestic violence victims among ethnic and racial minorities in Australia. Although few of these have focused on Muslim women, they have provided important insights into the specificities related to experiences of domestic violence along racialised, ethnic and migration status lines.


In order to explore the experiences of domestic violence among Muslim immigrant women, this book addresses the following questions:


• How do Australian Muslim immigrant women understand domestic violence?


• How do Australian Muslim immigrant women experience domestic violence?


• How do they respond to domestic violence?


• How do immigration-related factors intersect with culture, religion and gender to shape the women’s experiences of domestic violence and responses to it?


• What are the implications for service provision, social work education, policy and domestic violence theory?


Key concepts


Domestic violence is a contested term and its definitions vary widely. The United Nations uses the broad terms ‘violence against women’ and ‘gender-based’ violence and considers it a human rights violation. According to The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (1993), violence against women is:


Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.


The declaration recognises that ‘violence against women is one of the crucial social mechanisms by which women are forced into subordinate positions, compared with men’ (The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, 1993). This definition emphasises gender-based roots of violence. It broadens the definition of violence by including physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, general community and the state.


Domestic violence is the most common form of violence against women. The National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010–2022 (COAG, 2011, p. 2) defines domestic violence as:


Acts of violence that occur between people who have, or have had, an intimate relationship ... It is an ongoing pattern of behaviour aimed at controlling a partner through fear, for example by using behaviour which is violent and threatening. In most cases, the violent behaviour is part of a range of tactics to exercise power and control over women and their children, and can be both criminal and non-criminal. Domestic violence includes physical, sexual, emotional and psychological abuse.


The National Plan is a twelve-year strategy that aims to bring together Commonwealth, state and territory efforts, as well as work being undertaken by civic society, the business sector and the wider community to achieve a sustained reduction in violence against women in Australia. The National Plan also defines family violence as ‘a broader term that refers to violence between family members, as well as violence between intimate partners. It involves the same sorts of behaviors as described for domestic violence’. Some definitions of family violence also include other kinds of abuse among family members, such as child abuse and elder abuse. The term, ‘family violence’ is the most broadly used term in relation to Indigenous people, as it is the preferred term in many Indigenous communities and ‘includes the broad range of marital and kinship relationships in which violence may occur’ (COAG, 2011, p. 2).


While broad definitions of family violence can reduce the focus on domestic violence, some argue that the term domestic violence is too narrow as it does not encompass in-laws abuse. Studies among some immigrant communities (Colucci et al, 2014; Dasgupta, 2007; Raj & Silverman, 2002; Salter, 2014) have found that abuse of women is often perpetrated by in-laws.


For the purpose of this research, the term ‘domestic violence’ is used to refer to the experience of partner abuse against the women. The focus is on any kind of violence (physical, emotional, sexual, social, financial, spiritual and immigration-related) perpetrated by a male partner or ex-partner against a female partner. However, in contrast to most definitions of domestic violence, the definition used here includes in-laws abuse when it is perpetrated as part of the coercive control of the woman. However, where other authors are cited, the terms used by the authors is applied.


Muslim woman


‘Muslim woman’ is a contested concept particularly in the context of western countries. In this context, she is usually homogenised into a fixed group where her historical context, religious interpretation and differences in socioeconomic situations are overlooked. Yet, understanding these differences is essential for a meaningful understanding of a Muslim woman’s life (Allison, 2013, p. 683). Muslim women in Australia come from a variety of ethnicities, cultures and nation states. They are positioned within the intersection of race, class, age, religion and culture in different ways.


In other words, there are huge differences in the category of ‘Muslim woman’. For example, Muslim women can come from different socioeconomic and educational backgrounds, as is the case in this study. She may not be an immigrant, as there are increasing numbers of Australian converts as well as Australian-born Muslims. ‘Muslim woman’ can be a practising or a non-practising Muslim, as what it means to be a Muslim is different among women. ‘Muslim woman’ can be visually different, in terms of wearing the hijab or not wearing it. Also, she can belong to different sects of Islam, such as Sunni or Shia.


Here I use the term ‘Muslim immigrant women’, as this study focuses on Muslim women from varied ethnic backgrounds who immigrated to Australia. However, their differences in terms of mentioned categories are acknowledged throughout the study.


Immigrant


Similar to the above-mentioned concepts, there is considerable diversity in the category of ‘immigrant’. For example, ‘immigrants’ can be from well-established communities that have been in Australia for decades, or the newly arrived. Immigration can be voluntary or non-voluntary, as in the category of refugees. It can be permanent or temporary, such as students and those on temporary working visas. ‘Immigrants’ may be from different religious, cultural and ethnic backgrounds. An element of this diversity is language, since immigrants can come from English or non-English-speaking backgrounds.


In Australia, there are two dominant terms for ‘immigrant’: Non-English Speaking Background(s) (NESB) and Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD). NESB ‘refers specifically to individuals whose first language is a language other than English’ (Allimant & Ostapiej-Piatkowski, 2011, p. 2). CALD ‘refers to people from a range of different countries, races and ethnicities, who speak different languages and follow various religious, political and philosophical beliefs’ (Allimant & Ostapiej-Piatkowski, 2011, p. 2). This term includes immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers and is now used more commonly than the term NESB, or Non-English Speaking Background (Flory, 2012, p. 17). The Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) adopted the term CALD in 1996 rather than NESB, as this group is very diverse and the challenges it faces are not essentially as a result of language barriers.


The term ‘CALD’ also avoids defining a whole group by what they are lacking rather than recognising that Australia is made up of a diverse group of people from different backgrounds all of whom contribute to Australian society. (Flory, 2012, p. 17)


The term is commonly used to describe those Australians who are from non-English speaking countries, and even those who may speak English as a first or second language but have come from a non-English speaking country (Flory, 2012, pp. 17–18). CALD and NESB terms tend to be used interchangeably in the literature. In this study I use the term ‘immigrant’, except when citing other work.


Research methods


In conducting this research, a qualitative approach was chosen. According to Morse (1991) qualitative design is appropriate when the topic is new or has never been addressed with a certain sample or target group and certain theories have not been applied with that specific group. Qualitative design allows in-depth exploration of ‘the meaning of people’s lives, under real-world conditions’ (Yin, 2011, p. 7) and to develop an understanding of the feelings and experiences of participants in a natural setting.


The primary method of data collection was in-depth, semi-structured interviews. In-depth interviewing facilitates the collection of meaningful data in qualitative studies. The participants were recruited using a purposeful sampling method. Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, the research needed a sample of women who met the particular criteria covered by the purpose of the research. For this reason, the participants were women who:


• self-identified as ‘Muslims’


• were not born in Australia


• were 18 years old and older


• lived in Sydney or Newcastle at the time of the study


• had experienced abuse in any forms from their partners


• were able to speak English, with the exception of women who spoke Farsi/Dari (the researcher’s language).


Fourteen individual, face-to-face interviews were conducted. Before the interviews, the aims and objectives of the project were explained, and the participants were assured that all their personal information would remain confidential, and a pseudonym would be chosen for each interviewee in the study.


Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the accounts of the participants. This practical data analysis method is used to elicit findings from in-depth data while remaining flexible during the process (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and is one of the most common approaches to analysing qualitative data. When analysing the data, some general themes were initially developed from the literature. Small-scale categories were then merged into the main themes. The transcripts were coded and finally the thematic codes were checked to determine whether they were extensive, and revisions were made. All the data categories and coding were developed using NVivo 9 software.


Structure of the book


Chapter 2 provides the theoretical framework that underpins the book. It reviews theories of gender and different feminist approaches to domestic violence, including a discussion of intersectionality theory, its history and relevance to domestic violence. The focus is on the interlocking patterns of gender, race, ethnicity, class, disability, sexuality and other social categories. In order to investigate the experiences of abused immigrant women through applying intersectional theory, the role of culture in domestic violence and also the debate of cultural relativism and universalism as part of discussion of culture are explained in detail. The rest of the chapter highlights a discussion of religion, with a particular focus on Islam. It includes a brief exploration of Islamic feminism. The chapter ends with the examination of the main sources in Islam upon which violence against women is justified.


Chapter 3 introduces the participants and their stories. The introduction to the women is shaped in two ways. First, they are introduced as individuals through a vignette capturing some of their main characteristics and the main parts of their stories. Second, the participants are introduced as a ‘sample’ of abused Muslim immigrant women through the highlighting of some of the demographic data, including the country of birth, age, education, occupation, number of children, length of living in Australia and length of living with their partners. This information provides the background knowledge for further analysis of the data.


Chapter 4 to Chapter 7 outline the findings of the study. Each chapter reports on a theme. Each of these themes is discussed in detail and is illustrated with quotations from the interviewees.


Chapter 4 captures how the women in this study perceived and experienced domestic violence. The chapter begins with an exploration of how the women defined domestic violence. This includes exploring their understandings of different kinds of domestic violence; their attitudes towards partner abuse and what they perceived as the causes of domestic violence. The second part of the chapter explores the participants’ descriptions of experiences of domestic violence. This section underlines the onset of domestic violence, the kinds of abuse they experienced, the tactics of abuse that the partners imposed. The chapter ends with a discussion on the differences of the experiences.


Chapter 5 provides an overview of how the women responded to the experiences of domestic violence. It starts with the main strategies that the women utilised to deal with abuse. In most of the women’s narratives a ‘turning point’ occurred, this turning point is described. The rest of the chapter presents common resilience among the women and helpful and unhelpful sources of support. At the end, a discussion on similarities and differences among the women in terms of responding to domestic violence is highlighted.


Chapter 6 reviews how immigration intensifies women’s vulnerability to domestic violence. It explains the way women in the study experienced challenges and barriers regarding immigration and settlement while dealing with abusive relationships. The chapter begins with a brief overview of the women’s experiences of immigration in regard to domestic violence. The rest of the chapter describes the main immigration-related challenges and barriers. Common barriers such as social isolation, language, lack of knowledge about legal rights and available services, financial dependency, gaps in immigration policies and legislations, and discrimination are explored in detail.


Chapter 7 captures the way in which culture and religion impact on the women’s experiences of domestic violence. Some common cultural beliefs which act as barriers to responding to abuse as well as the positive role of culture are explained. This includes a brief discussion on familism and collectivism as one of the culture-specific values. The second part of the chapter is dedicated to the role of religion in the women’s accounts of domestic violence. Both the positive and negative role of religion in the women’s experiences of domestic violence, as well as the participants’ attitudes towards religion and the intersection of culture and religion are explored.


Chapter 8 draws together the key findings and theoretical questions that guided and challenged this book, and highlights the implications for social work practice, education and policy. The chapter ends with recommendations for future research.





CHAPTER 2


Theoretical framework


Historically, domestic violence has been analysed from a range of different theoretical perspectives. Feminist theory has been extremely significant in the theorising of domestic violence. Gender inequality has been positioned as the core in the analysis of violence against women across different feminist theoretical approaches. However, feminist theories of domestic violence have not always been attentive to the interactions and intersections between gender and other social locations, such as race, class, immigration status, culture or religion. Described as one of the most important developments in feminist research, feminist intersectionality incorporates different categories of social identities in the theories of gender oppression (Davis, 2008). This theoretical approach highlights the importance of considering the ways in which inequalities are interdependent. Increasingly, feminist intersectional theory is being drawn upon to contemplate the meaning and nature of domestic violence, the way it is experienced by victims, and how responses to domestic violence are shaped.


Gender, feminist theories and feminist intersectionality


Before moving to the discussion of feminist intersectionality, a brief review of theories of gender and gender relations is essential. As will be discussed further, intersectionality has changed how gender is conceptualised and has challenged the homogenisation of the category of gender.


Gender is a contested concept that has been used in different contexts and its meaning is evolving. Connell (2013, p. 24), has described gender as ‘a way in which social practice is ordered. In gender processes, the everyday conduct of life is organized in relation to a reproductive arena, defined by the bodily structures and processes of human reproduction’. From this perspective, gender is a social construction: it is ‘the set of practices that bring reproductive distinctions between bodies into social process’ (Connell, 2002, p. 11), and gender categories are social categories. These categories and arrangements are usually hierarchal, where the male gender is positioned as the dominant gender.


Feminists have been concerned with the analysis of gender relations in order to tackle gender inequality, and a range of different approaches to gender inequalities have emerged. Historically, the attention to gender and particularly gender inequality expanded during the 1970s with the second-wave feminism movement and a range of different ‘types’ of feminism. Lorber (2010) has developed a framework for categorising different types of feminism that is useful for identifying distinctions between feminisms. This framework distinguishes ‘gender reform feminisms’, ‘gender resistance feminisms’ and ‘gender rebellion feminisms’.


In liberal feminism, which falls in Lorber’s (2010) category of ‘gender reform feminisms’, gender inequality originates from deep-rooted practices, such as the relegation of women to low-paid work and the devaluation of women’s work; women’s overwhelming responsibilities for child care and housework, women’s unequal access to education, health care and political power. From this perspective, gender equality will be achieved with the attainment of gender balance in terms of domestic responsibilities, work accessibility, business opportunities, political power and income levels.


In contrast, radical feminism, which Lorber (2010), categorised as ‘gender resistance feminisms’, identifies the sources of oppression as the power of men over women and the patriarchal society. From this perspective, feminism challenges the values, practices and beliefs that justify the gendered social order. Central to this approach is the idea that feminism requires starting from women’s perspectives in order to resist male-dominated values and their legitimating in a male-dominated gender order.
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