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ABSTRACT

TITLE: American Muslim Women’s Experiences of Abuse: A Narrative Study of
Life, Meaning, and Culture

AUTHOR:  Dena Saadat Hassouneh Phillips

seezover: [

Christine A. Tanner, RN, PhD

The researcher examined the lived experiences of American Muslim women with
incidences of emotional, physical, and/or sexual abuse. Using an adaptation of
interpretive phenomenology, data were collected from 17 American Muslim women
from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Three group and 17 individual unstructured
interviews were performed over 6 months. The interviews focused on abuse experiences
framed within the contexts of biography, culture, and meaning. The goal of analysis was
to uncover themes of commonality and difference and to place emergent themes in a
larger social context. Analysis consisted of an iterative process of refinement and review
of textual interpretation. Results indicate that Muslim culture profoundly shapes abused
American Muslim women’s experiences. Bound by cultural dictates, abused American
Muslim women face many complex barriers, both internal and external,.as they struggle
to end abuse in their lives. Understanding the barriers abused American Muslim women
face is a necessary prerequisite to the provision of culturally competent care to this

population. Ultimately, effective intervention requires challenging oppressive social



arrangements that disempower American Muslim women, both within and outside of

Muslim communities, over time.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION AND STUDY AIMS

Abuse of women is a devastating social, legal, and health problem (Campbell, J.
1998; Fishwick, 1998; Jones, 1994; Sampselle, et al. 1992; Tift, 1993). A recent national
random survey estimated that 4.4 million women experience intimate partner abuse
every year (Plichta, 1997). Because battered women are stigmatized, and because they
may fear reprisals, the problem of battering is likely to be significantly under-reported.
Given these considerations, the actual incidence of domestic violence may approach
50% for all intimate couples (Tilden & Shepard, 1987).

Muslims, whose numbers have been estimated to be between 2 (Kosmin &
Lachman, 1993) and 6 million in the United States (Afranji, 1995; Goodwin, 1994;
Power, 1998), are not immune to this devastating phenomenon (Alkhateeb, 1998; Jilani,
1998). Despite the growing presence of Muslims in the U.S. (Stone, 1991), experiences
of abuse that may occur within American Muslim communities remain largely
undocumented. Indeed, there are no published studies that address the problem of
intimate partner abuse in the context of American Muslim communities to date.

Recognition that battering of women is a sociocultural phenomenen, and not only
an intra-personal and inter-personal problem, has surfaced in the US only in the last 20

years (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Greenblat, 1985; Tift, 1993). Acknowledging that

existing hierarchies sexism, classism, and other forms of systematic



oppression—regularly generate, legitimize, and reinforce battering requires that
challenges to existing social relations through theory, practice, and research occur
(Crenshaw, 1995; Phillips, 1998; Sampselle, et al. 1992; Tift, 1993). Research
approaches that include study of the sociocultural contexts of abuse are necessary in
order to address the problem, since abuse occurs in and is mediated by a multiplicity of
cultural contexts (American Nurses Association, 1998). Ignoring sociocultural contexts
means denial of the significance of culture with regard to the problem of woman abuse.

The purpose of this research was to examine American Muslim women’s lived

cxpericnces with physical, emotional, and/or sexual abuse, u
approach. Understanding of the unique sociocultural influences which shape American
Muslim women’s experiences of abuse grounds effective intervention with this group of
women.
AIMS OF THE STUDY

In this research I examined the lived experiences of American Muslim women
with regard to incidences of physical, emotional, and/or sexual abuse. There is ample
evidence that abused American Muslim women are a marginalized group who are
differentially subjected to the harsh effects of multiple systems of oppression, including
gender, racial, and class oppressions (Alkhateeb, 1998; Ba-Yunus, 1995; Haddad, 1991;
Memon, 1993; Phillips, 1995; Phillips 1998; Power, 1998; Toulan, 19953. These

multiple systems of oppression interface with American Muslim women’s specific

cultural systems, shaping their experiences of abuse in ways that are culturally specific



and culturally bound. For this reason American Muslim women’s experiences with
abuse cannot be adequately addressed by the general abuse literature alone. Despite their
vulnerability as a group, and despite the emphasis on cultural diversity in the nursing
literature (ANA, 1998; Bohn, D., 1998; Campbell & Gary, 1998; Leininger, 1999;
Meleis, 1999; Rodriguez, 1998; Torres, 1998), American Muslim women’s experiences
of health and illness remain largely unexplored by researchers. Thus the specific aims for
this research were to: (a) describe American Muslim women’s lived experiences with
abuse, (b) identify culturally specific phenomena which shape American Muslim
woineii’s ¢xperiences and percepti
background, and (c) describe women’s interpretation and background meanings with
regard to their experiences with abuse.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Muslim Women’s Experiences of Abuse:
A Global Perspective

While abuse affects women across many cultures and of varying ethnicities, the
cultural and social structures that support men’s ability to batter women are imbued with
culturally specific meanings. The need for attention to culture in domestic violence
research has been underscored in a recent publication, Culturally Competent Assessment
for Family Violence (American Nurses Association, 1998). In this publication, the
American Nurses Association (1998) lamented the lack of research on family violence
that addresses issues of culture, making the development of culturally relevant practice

guidelines difficult.



Muslim women, like women from all over the world, experience abuse within
families. Worldwide, common religious cultural influences play a powerful role in
shaping abuse experiences for this group of women (Abu-Odeh, 1996; El-Saadawi,
1980; Haj-Yahia, 1998a; Haj-Yahia, 1998b; Phillips, 1995; Shaaban, 1991). This
assertion is not intended to imply that Muslim women who are abused have “cultural”
problems. Clearly, woman abuse is not culture specific. However, the influence of
culture in shaping women’s abuse experiences and their understandings of these

experiences is significant, and therefore worthy of the attention of researchers and

settings.

Violence Against Muslim Women is a Global Problem

The significance of religious cultural influences on Muslim women as interpreted
by the societies in which they live cannot be overemphasized. Recently there has been a
fundamentalist backlash in the Middle East and in parts of Asia, resulting in violence
against Muslim women in their homes and in public space (Bennoune, 1995; Hassan,
1999a; Kirshenbaum, 1997; Morgan, 1996; Nightline, 2/15-16, 1999; Sarwar, 1999).

Women are being beaten in the streets and are being viciously murdered by family



members all in the name of Islam. The dire affects of Taliban-style' fundamentalism in
Pakistan exemplify this problem:
Islamic tribesmen . . . killed a teenage girl who had been raped because they
believed the rape brought shame on their community. The girl was taken to a
field near her house and executed by a firing squad . . . . Less than one month later
a similar murder occurred. This time 29-year-old Samia Sarwar was killed by a
hit man hired by her family. They said she dishonored the community by seeking
a divorce from her abusive husband. The killing took place in Lahore, the cultural
and inteliectus
Women continue to be the targets of the most serious human rights violations that occur
in so-called Muslim nations (Hassan, 1999a). The subjugation and murder of women by
their husbands and other male relatives (Baker, Gregware & Cassidy, 1999; Hassan,
1999; Jehl, 1999; Nightline 2/15-16, 1999; Ruggi, 1999), and the problem of female
genital mutilation (Morris, 1996; Taylor, 199 8), pose serious threats to Muslim women’s
health worldwide.
While many Muslims vehemently condemn such practices as un-Islamic, the fact

that perpetrators use Islam to justify violence against women, individually and

collectively, shapes Muslim women’s abuse experiences. Muslim women in the United

-~

! The Taliban are an Islamic fundamentalist faction in Afghanistan that seized control of
the country, ending 18 years of war, while at the same time beginning a new era of
repression for Afghani women. The Taliban have banned women from working outside
of the home, closed schools for girls and women, and mandated shrouding of women
from head to toe in public space. Those who have failed to comply have been beaten in
the streets by members of the Taliban militia.



States are no exception to this rule. The gap between ideal Islam and actual practice is
vast: “Woman and man created by God and standing equal in the sight of God, have
become very unequal in Muslim societies” (Hassan, 19993, p. 9).

To a large degree, the inequalities Muslim women are subjected to in Muslim
societies stem from misogynist interpretations of Islam. A recent documentary on honor
killings provided an example of the dire effects such interpretations have on the safety of
women. Here, a Pakistani man is quoted. He claimed to have seen his wife speaking to
another man, and had murdered both:

I kiiied them. We are Muslims. Our Sharia tells us if you see them kill them.

We cannot spare them. If we see them. It says so in the Sharia and in the Koran.

Even the Mullahs say it. And we are Muslims aren’t we? (Nightline, 2/15-16,

1993)

The ghastly effects of misogynist interpretations of Islam on Muslim women in
communities abroad have received recent media attention; however, the plight of
Muslim women in America has been largely ignored. This is true, despite the fact that
American Muslim women share a common religious culture with Muslims living across
the globe.

American Muslim Women’s Perceptions of Abuse

Islamic Worldview

In a study of practicing Muslims in America, Hermansen (1991) (using

participant observation methods) concluded that Muslim women in America have a



shared world of experience and communication, despite the diversity of their
backgrounds. This shared world is derived from a common Muslim culture. Because
human perceptions are filtered through the lens of culture (Saleebey, 1994; Unger,
1993), American Muslim women’s perceptions of experiences of abuse are necessarily
culturally mediated. Providing culturally competent care to abused American Muslim
women requires an understanding of and sensitivity to this cultural lens. For the
purposes of this research, the term Muslim culture refers to the culture of Muslim
communities that governs daily life and shapes human perceptions and understandings
of the world. Muslim culture is not identified with
system that has been shaped by common interpretations of Islam by various ethnic
groups.

For Muslims, Islamic traditions permeate daily life. Prescriptions for behavior,
from significant acts to even the most banal aspects of life, proliferate. The duties of
Muslims direct . . . everyone toward the same idea: submission of the daily behavior of
the individual to a strict discipline” (Mernissi, 1987, p. 27). Indeed, for Muslims, Islam
is the . . . matrix and the worldview within which all other human activities, efforts,
creations, take place” (Nasr, 1993, p. 339). Thus, because Muslims experience their
religion as a . . . total way of life . . . ” (Nasr, 1993, p. 440), abused Muslim women
must necessarily perceive their experiences through a religious lens. This religious lens

is shaped by a system of values and beliefs that place a serious emphasis on the



importance of family life with clearly defined roles for husbands and wives framed
within a patriarchal structure (Ahmed, 1992).

Importance of Family Life

According to religious tradition the Prophet Mohammed said “Marriage 1s my
sunna [example or custom]. Whosoever keeps away from it is not from me” and “When
a man marries, he has fulfilled half of his religion, so let him fear Allah regarding the
remaining half” (Rahman, 1999, pp. 1-2). Thus, marriage for Muslim women is an act

that pleases God. This total commitment to the family as a way of life is particularly
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ingrained among Arab-American Muslim women whose Arab culture empha;

motherhood as an avenue to increased power and status within family structures (Meleis,
1991, Meleis, Arruda, Lane, & Bernal, 1994). Additionally, despite the differences in
culture between Arab-American and African-American women in general, it may be that
one of the strong attractions for African-American converts to Islam is the image of a
secure family life framed around clearly delineated gender roles (Kosmin & Lachman,
1993). Certainly Muslim women from both of these ethnic groups are strongly
influenced by the Islamic emphasis on marriage and motherhood as a means toward
obtaining spiritual rewards both in this life and the after-life. Because of this emphasis
on the family, some American Muslim women perceive themselves as bound by duty to
God and family not to leave their abusers (Memon, 1993; Phillips, 19953. Finally,

because of the environment created by the manipulation of religious text, abused Muslim



women in America, like abused Muslim women abroad, may believe abusers’ claims
that their acts are justified by God-given authority.

Contextual Aspects of American Muslim
Women’s Experiences with Abuse

Spiritual Abuse

Religious traditions provide the underpinnings of social norms within religious
cultures (Bohn, 1985). Bohn, (1985) theorized that the use of violence against women by
men is simply an extension of men’s ownership of women promulgated by patriarchal
religions. In Muslim communities, abusers often invoke the authority of God,
interpreting Islam to legitimize abusive behaviors (Alkhateeb, 1998; Memon, 1993;
Phillips, 1995). By invoking religious text to justify and uphold abusive behavior,
American Muslim abusers use their victims’ own spirituality as a weapon against them.
Through this manipulation of religious text, abusers attempt to maintain power and
control over their wives, culminating in emotional and/or physical assault (Alkhateeb,
1998; Phillips, 1995). This problem is further compounded when Muslim religious
leaders instruct women seeking help to pray harder and be more obedient to abusive
husbands (Jilani, 1998).

Absence of Social Support

In addition to the use of religious text to disempower Muslim women, a lack of
social support for victims exacerbates the problem of abuse among American Muslim
women. Social support is an important concept when considering the health of

individuals and families (Norbeck & Tilden, 1983). Social support systems are
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comprised of meaningful ties with friends, relatives, and social groups which provide
satisfaction and assistance when needed (Friedman, 1986). For American Muslim
women who object to abuse or who attempt to leave an abuser, social support may be
lacking. These women risk being ostracized by Muslim communities, often their only
source of connection (Memon, 1993). This is significant in view of research that has
demonstrated that . . . encouraging less contact with family members exclusively and
more with friends within a person’s social network can be helpful in reducing the tension
and isolation that often precipitate battering” (Tilden, 1987, p. 62).

T
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communities, many abused American Muslim women are eventually forced to look to
non-Muslims for help in the form of social services. Unfortunately, because American
Muslim women are subject to the marginalizing effects of societal stigma, negative
stereotyping, and discrimination, access and quality of non-Muslim services for this
population is likely to be poor (Ba-Yunus, 1995; Haddad, 1991; Hall, Stevens, &
Meleis, 1994; Stevens, 1993; Toulan, 1995). Pervasive negative stereotyping of Muslims
reinforces the fear harbored by many American Muslims that non-Muslim service
providers lack sensitivity to and understanding of Muslims’ unique cultural beliefs
(Memon, 1993). This negative stereotyping, accompanied by a paucity of information

about American Muslim women in the literature, leaves nurses and other health care

providers unprepared to effectively provide care to this population.
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SUMMARY

In summary, American Muslim women, like Muslim women abroad, are
vulnerable to abuse in ways that are culturally constructed. Because of the importance of
family and religion in the daily life of Muslim women, they are vulnerable to spiritual
manipulation by abusers. This vulnerability is compounded by an absence of social
support for Muslim women in the United States who are victims of abuse in families.
The influence of systems of oppression and pervasive negative stereotyping are
additional concerns for this population. Effective intervention with abused American
Muslim women requires an undersianding of ihe meanings and contexts which shape
abuse experiences. This understanding is crucial in view of the vulnerability of the
group, and nursing’s commitment to provide culturally competent care to diverse
populations.

It is my hope that this work will help foster an understanding of American
Muslim women’s experiences. Chapter two provides an overview of domestic violence
research literature along disciplinary and academic boundaries. Highlighted in this
chapter are particular foci, strengths, and shortcomings of psychological,
sociological/structural, feminist, and health approaches. Also included is a brief
overview of culturally focused domestic violence research among Muslims and/or
Arabs. i

Chapter three provides background information about Islam, its theology, history,

and texts. This chapter also includes an outline of Muslim feminist discourse and of
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twentieth century influences on Islam. Literature addressing the experiences of African-
American and Arab-American Muslim women completes the third chapter.

Chapter four describes the philosophy of science and methods that comprise the
study’s methodology. I chose to call this approach counter-hegemonic, because this
research is intended to challenge hegemonic processes that support violence against
women and marginalize Muslims in American culture and society. While the primary
mode of investigation has been hermeneutic, both critical and post-modern philosophical
perspectives shaped my understandings of the research process.
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Marriage is a culturally prescribed practice that was central to the lives of participants.

Chapter six describes divorce themes. Divorce was a particularly difficult
experience for participants since divorced women often found themselves isolated and
alone. Women sometimes had difficulty obtaining Islamic divorces, and when they were
divorced, more often than not they faced social stigma.

Chapter seven describes Muslim community themes. Community, like marriage,
was a central part of Muslim women’s stories. It provided a sense of identity, meaning,
and connection in their lives. This chapter describes Muslim community structure,
norms, and responses to abuse.

Chapter eight focuses on the actual abuse experiences of particir:ants. Emotional,

physical, and sexual abuse, the cultural norms surrounding abuse, and the sequela of

abuse are all addressed in this chapter.



Finally, chapter nine is a summary chapter that synthesizes findings and

highlights implications for practice and research.
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE RESEARCH

Research on violence against women over the past 30 years has significantly
shaped our understanding of this phenomenon. Despite the complexity of domestic
violence, however, violence against women has largely been studied within the confines
of disciplinary and/or academic boundaries. In particular, psychology, sociology,
criminology, health, and feminist approaches to the study of violence against women
predominate. Accordingly, this review presents selected domestic violence research
literature in four broad categories. The review concludes by examining recent research
literature that addresses the problem of domestic violence in specific cultural settings.

In psychological studies, the psychopathology of abusers, victims, dyads, and
families of origin has been of particular interest to researchers. In sociological/structural
studies, abuse of women has been conceptualized as a socially patterned phenomenon.
This approach attempts to explain how the . . . organizational features of married life
contribute to domestic violence and does not attempt to explain the behavior of individual
family members” (Bagarozzi & Giddings, 1983, p. 4). Feminist approaches have sought
to link patriarchy and the subordination of women in general to abuse of women in
families specifically. This approach has conceptualized domestic violence as part of a
wider repertoire of power and control tactics used by men to maintain positions of

socially ordained dominance over women (Dutton, 1995). In health research
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approaches, domestic violence has been conceptualized as a health problem requiring
intervention (Barnett, Miller-Perrin, & Perrin, 1997). Assessment and intervention
strategies for use in health care settings have been the focus of health research.
Additionally, public health research has commonly focused on the epidemiology of
violence against women. Finally, culturally focused research approaches to the study of
domestic violence is an emerging area. As researchers increasingly realize the
importance of culture in shaping domestic violence perceptions, experiences, and
responses, more attention is being paid to this important aspect of the phenomenon.
While there is also a large body of criminology and legal research conducted in the field
of domestic violence, these perspectives are beyond the scope of this review.
Criminological approaches have focused on domestic violence as a crime, amassing
crime statistics, examining perpetrator characteristics, and exploring the effectiveness of
criminal/legal intervention.

The vast majority of single-factor theoretical approaches is consistent with one of
the aforementioned broad categories. Within each of these categories, researchers have
sought to find the cause and extent of domestic violence, and to identify factors
associated with the phenomenon. While research that emphasizes the importance of
context in shaping abused women’s lives is becoming increasingly common
(Antonopoulou, 1999; Corsi, 1999; Horne, 1999; Kozu, 1999; Valencia & Van Hoormne,

1999), this review highlights the paucity of such approaches overall.
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Finally, the plethora of terminology around the subject of violence against women
along with the heéted debate that has accompanied the use of various terms deserves
some brief attention. The use of the term domestic violence has been criticized as a . . .
euphemistic abstraction that keeps us at a dispassionate distance far removed from the
repugnant spectacle of human beings in pain” (Jones, 1994, p. 81). Furthermore, many
women’s advocates have rejected the term victim, preferring instead to use the term
survivor. However, I have chosen to use the term victim in this work when appropriate,
to reflect the influences of culture and history on each woman as an individual. Also, for
the purposes of this work the terms domestic violence, woman abuse, and intimate
partner violence are used interchangeably.

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Psychological research on domestic violence is often predicated on the
assumption that abusers are abnormal because they abuse their loved-ones and that
victims are abnormal because they are abused (victims’ proposed abnormality is
conceptualized as either a precursor to, or sequela of abuse). A second assumption of
psychological research has been that abnormal abusers and victims are the products of
abnormal families of origin. Thus, psychopathology has been the focus of domestic
violence research and intervention in the field of psychology.

Unfortunately, the focus of psychological research on the psychopathology
associated with domestic violence historically has resulted in the pathologizing of

victims. Pre-Freudian psychiatry condemned both victims and perpetrators as social and
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genetic inferiors. Subsequently, Freudian influences promulgated misogynist images of
“ .. the seductive daughter, the nagging wife, and the lying hysteric” (Pleck, 1987,
p. 146). While Freud later renounced his seduction theory he replaced it with a new
interpretation of violence against women which posed no threat to the existing social
order. Abused women and girls, Freud argued, had an unconscious wish for such
treatment (Pleck, 1987). Thus early psychiatrists confronted with the reality of domestic
violence labeled battered women as masochistic, a belief that set a precedent for future
work (Pleck, 1987). The popularity of the theory of learned helplessness in the 1970s
(Walker, 1977-78), and its broad application to all battered women, contributed to the
common perception that battered women are psychologically paralyzed and helpless.
While researchers’ eagerness to document battered women’s psychopathology has
recently come under attack, the legacy of victim-blaming remains (Jones, 1994). The
question “why do women stay?” has yet to be replaced on a grand scale by the question
“why do we allow battering to continue in our society?”
.Individuals and Dyads

Psychological research that focuses on individuals and dyads has examined the
psychopathology of abusers. In addition, studies investigating wife responses and/or
clinical recommendations involving both abusers and victims are common. Multiple
associations between battering behavior and individual psychopathology have been

demonstrated.
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Abusers’ hostility toward victims was examined by Holtzworth-Munroe 17
Smutzler (1996) using a quasi-experimental design. Violent and non-violent men were
exposed to wife-behaviors via written descriptions and videotaped depictions.
Consistent with what one might expect, violent men were less likely to be supportive,
caring, sympathetic, and communicative toward wives than were non-violent men. In
addition, violent men were more likely to verbalize hostility, and were more likely to be
irritated by wives than were non-violent men. The researchers speculated that these

group differences were the result of a skills deficit in social interactions of violent men.

Similarly, Eckhardt, Rarbour, (199R8) studied correlates of anger arousal

among batterers in a community-based sample of married men. Participants were rated
for irrational beliefs, biases, hostility, and anger-control statements as they listened to
anger-arousing audio-tapes. Again, the investigators identified skills deficits among
violent men. Violent men lacked anger controlling pro-social coping strategies and
tended to be entrenched in aversive communication patterns that involved escalating
anger, contempt, and belligerence toward wives. These studies highlight the importance
of social skills for non-violent communication and interaction, explaining, from the
perspective of the authors, why some men batter and others do not.

Like Eckhardt and colleagues (1998), Yelsma (1996) also studied communication
deficits in abusive marriages, for both abusers and victims. Yelsma (1996) compared
affective orientations among abusers, victims, and non-violent couples. Findings

revealed that violent couples in the study were significantly less able to express
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emotions using words than were non-violent couples. In addition, violent couples, both
abusers and victims, were significantly less aware of their feelings than were same-sex
controls. Expression of positive emotions was significantly less for victims than for
control females. Finally, deficits in positive affect were noted to be significant
indicators of physical abuse. Based on these findings, Yelsma (1996) suggested that
both abusers and victims had deficits in their ability to express and be aware of their own
affective states.

Yelsma’s (1996) study highlights the problematic nature of research that focuses
on pathologic states of women in abusive relationships. While abnormal characteristics
were identified among victims in this study, the temporal relationship between battering
and the emergence of abnormal affective states was not addressed. The unfortunate
implication, that victims are somehow responsible for their pain as a result of their own
psychosocial pathology, calls atténtion to the need for more thoughtful and sensitive
approaches in this area of research.

Jones (1994), in her book Next Time She’ll be Dead, addressed the problem of
victim-blaming in domestic violence research. By studying the characteristics of
battered women, researchers have attempted to find something about this group to
explain why they are battered and why they stay. According to Jones (1994), too often
research has framed the problem of intimate partner violence as one rooted in victim

pathology, instead of conceptualizing battering as a problem of male violence:
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The experts have examined the personalities of women, their education, their
family history, their previous experience with violence, their physical health, their
mental health, their employment record, their use of alcohol and drugs, their
sexual history and attitudes, their religious beliefs, their child-rearing practices,
their veracity, their verbal skills, their problem-solving skills, their ‘interpersonal
tactics’ (which means mostly what they do when a man hits them),
and-—endlessly—their self-esteem . . . Gender bias oozes from the very methods
of the academics: quantitative, statistical, “objective,” and as distant as possible

from the real experiences of real women (Jones, 1994, pp. 143-154).

The tendency to pathologize victims, and ultimately, to blame victims for their suffering,
has a long history in the field of domestic violence research (Pleck, 1987). Feminist
criticism has been an important impetus for change in this arena (Jones, 1994).

Similar to Yelsma’s (1996) interest in affective states and domestic violence,
Vivian and Malone (1997) examined the association between depressive
symptomatology and husbands’ marital violence. Findings revealed that severe physical
abuse was associated with decreased marital and communicative satisfaction, increased
verbal and spouse-specific aggression, increased dysfunctional marital cognitions, and
increased levels of depressive symptomatology. Despite the authors’ emphasis on
battering as a “. . . couple dynamic related to interactional and communication based
problems in both spouses” (Vivian & Maline, 1997, p. 14), readers are cautioned by the

authors of the study against the view that both spouses “. . . are responsible for escalation
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processes likely to end in violence” (Vivian & Malone, 1997, p. 14). Studies by both
Yelsma (1996) and Vivian and Malone (1997) highlight the association between
battering and the affective states of both batterers and victims, with depression and
diminished self-awareness being particularly problematic.

In addition to pathologic affective states and interpersonal skills deficits, other
psychological correlates of battering have been examined. Hanson, Cadsky, Harris, and
Lalonde (1997) determined that batterers were likely to have experienced violence in
childhood, to have anti-social personality disorders, to be distressed, to have attitudes
that were tolerant of wife assault, and to experience marital maladjustment. In addition,
batterers were more likely to display a range of impulsive behaviors in comparison to
non-violent men. In another study examining the relationship between psychopathology
and violent behavior Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, and Tolin (1996) tested a theoretical
model delineating three main personality types: non-pathological, antisocial, and
passive-aggressive-dependent. Findings indicated that non-pathological men had the
lowest severity and frequency of violence. Non-patﬁological men restricted their
violence primarily to intimate relationships and had the fewest police contacts of all
groups. In contrast, anti-social men were the most generally violent and had the most
police contacts. Passive-aggressive dependent men had the highest frequency of
violence of all groups.

In another study examining the psychopathology of abusers, Byrne and Riggs

(1996) discovered a correlation between post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and
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battering. Their findings indicated that PTSD symptomatology placed Vietnam veterans
at increased risk of battering, regardless of the amount of their actual combat exposure.
The research of Hanson, et al. (1997), Hamberger, et al. (1996), and Byrne and Riggs
(1996) highlight the increased likelihood of battering behavior among men with
antisocial personality disorder, passive-aggressive personality disorder and PTSD.
While these studies provide important and useful information about the subset of men
who suffer from these psychiatric illnesses, they do not address the problematic behavior
of the so-called ‘normal’ men who comprise the majority of abusers in society.

Maoaving heyond the limitations of individual and dyad focused research, Dutton
and Starzomski (1997) added the social context of gender oppression to their
investigation of battering behavior. In recognition of the gendered aspects of battering
behavior, eight components of the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel (coercion,
intimidation, emotional abuse, isolation, minimizing and blaming, using children, male
privilege, and economic abuse) were measured along with personality characteristics
using the Propensity to Abuse Scale (PAS) (Dutton, 1995). Intercorrelations were found
among all eight components of the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel (MPCW)
(Pence, 1989), indicating that these components comprised a cohesive set of actions
found among batterers. Violent men were determined to display more controlling tactics
than non-violent men for four of the eight components. Strong differences between
groups were found in PAS scores and many intercorrelations between the PAS and

MPCW were noted. Interestingly, general measures of personality disorders did not
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correlate with the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel. The findings suggested that

“. .. the empirically derived PAS, constructed for use in this specific context, appears to
measure the forms of psychological dysfunction most related to male/female intimate
violence better than measures of more generic personality disturbance . ..” (Dutton &
Starzomski, 1997, p. 76). In addition, Dutton and Starzomski (1997) noted the
importance of “social factors as precursors to abusiveness” (Dutton & Starzomski, 1997,
p. 78). They hypothesized that personality features interacted with male sex-role
socialization, producing “variabilities in male sense of entitlement, power orientation in
intimate relationships, emotional accessibility, and expression” (Dutton & Starzomski,
1997 p. 78). A mix of misogynist cultural values and personality disturbances were
offered as an explanation for the heterogeneity of male abusers indicating a need for
diverse treatment approaches with abusive men.

While studies examining individual and dyad psychology and interaction patterns
provide important information about the characteristics of some abusers and some
victims, psychological research has failed to identify any consistent pattern of individual
psychopathology in men who batter or in women who are abused (Raj, Silverman,
Wingood, & Diclemente, 1999). Psychological approaches to the study of domestic
violence have been widely criticized by feminists and battered women’s advocates.
Dobash and Dobash (1992) have argued that these approaches perpetuate:

.. . unsubstantiated yet damaging theories about the problem, its victims,

perpetrators and solutions implicitly assume that this is strictly an individual
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problem suffered by deviants needing psychiatric care rather than a social

problem in need of wider remedies (Dobash & Dobash, 1992, p. 32).

Likewise, Bograd (1988) criticized the focus on individual psychology because it
suggests that intimate partner violence is a problem of a few sick men and at times
implicates victims in the problem of battering. Psychological approaches that leave
unexamined power and gender relations in families and society are not without value,
but they are of limited value because they completely exclude the social context within
which abuse in families takes place. The research of Dutton and Starzomski (1997) cited
above exemplifies efforts in the field of psychology to move in that direction.

Family of Origin

In addition to individual and dyad psychopathology, the psychopathology of
families of origin has been a subject of investigation. The intergenerational transmission
of woman abuse has been widely studied by domestic violence researchers. Family of
origin research seeks to identify associations between child abuse and child witnessing
of spousal abuse with skills deficits, psychiatric illness, and violent behavior in
adulthood.

Choice, Lamke, and Pittman (1995) examined the mediating effects both of men’s
ineffective conflict resolution strategies and of marital distress on the intergenerational
transmission of woman abuse. Choice, et al. (1995), theorized that social learning theory
and social cognitive theory explained the link “between boys’ witnessing of interparental

violence and their later perpetration of violence against their wives” (Choice, et al. 1995,
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p. 107). In essence, boys learned problem-solving skills from their parental role models.
When boys’ parents suffered from problem-solving deficits, Choice, et al. (1995)
hypothesized that these deficits were learned and carried over into intimate partner
relationships in adulthood. The findings indicated that parents’ use of ineffective conflict
resolution strategies increased men’s likelihood of experiencing marital distress and
engaging in battering behavior. Like Choice, et al. (1995), Magdol, Moffit, Caspi, and
Silva (1998a) sought to identify antecedents to battering behavior. Magdol, et al.
(1998a) used a prospective longitudinal study design to measure four domains, including
socioeconomic resources, family relations, educational achievements, and problem
behaviors. The sample was comprised of a complete cohort of births between April 1,
1972, and March 31, 1973, in Dunedin, New Zealand. Variables were measured in early
and middle childhood and in adolescence. Partner abuse outcomes were measured when
the cohort was age 21. The most consistent predictor of abuse was the presence of early
problem behaviors; however, antecedents of abuse included risk factors from all four
domains.

Unlike the studies cited above, which sought to identify antecedents to battering,
other family of origin studies have focused on the long-term sequela of witnessing
interparental violence. Henning, Leitenberg, Coffey, Turner, and Bennett (1996) studied
the long-term psychological and social impact on females of witnessing parental
conflict. Their findings indicated that women who had witnessed husband-to-wife

spousal violence were more likely to suffer from psychological distress and decreased
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levels of social adjustment as adults. No psychological differences from comparisons
controls were identified among women who had witnessed only wife-to-husband
violence during childhood. In contrast, Fergusson and Horwood (1998) studied
psychosocial maladajustment and exposure to interparental violence in 18-year-olds and
identified harmful effects on men and women who witnessed both husband-wife and
wife-husband perpetrated violence during childhood. This study determined that
exposure to interparental violence increased the likelihood of mental health problems,
substance abuse, and juvenile crime in their cohort of 18-year-olds. There was a clear
relationship between exposure to interparental violence and interparental abuse severity,
with young adults from the most violent families having the greatest likelihood for
maladjustment. Similarly, McNeal and Amato (1998), in their study examining the long
term consequences of witnessing interparental violence, found patterns of maladjustment
in their sample of young adults. Using data from a 12-year longitudinal study of marital
instability, McNeal and Amato (1998) determined that witnessing of interparental
violence adversely affected young adults’ parental relationships and psychological well-
being. Additionally this study replicated other study findings (Cappell & Heiner, 1990;
Carter, Stacey, & Shupe, 1988) by identifying an association between witnessing
interparental violence and later involvement in intimate partner violence either as
perpetrator or victim of abuse.

Family of origin research clearly demonstrates that witnessing interparental

violence during childhood places children at risk for future abuse either as perpetrators
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or as victims. Additionally, witnessing interparental violence also places children at risk
for psychosocial maladjustment in adulthood. Still, the complexity of long term
psychological damage to children growing up in violent homes continues to be only
partially understood at best.

SOCIOLOGICAL/STRUCTURAL RESEARCH

Unlike psychological approaches, sociological/structural approaches to
understanding violence against women do not involve an assumption that battering is
associated with psychopathology. Instead, power relationships within families and
society at large are examined. Also race, class, gender, employment, and other
sociological variables are of interest to sociological/structural researchers.

Sociological research in the field of domestic violence often has incorporated
large, nationally representative samples. Perhaps most notable among these studies has
been the work of Straus and Gelles (1986). Using large nationally representative
samples, sociological/structural researchers have amassed a great wealth of information
(Straus, 1990b). In particular, statistics regarding the incidence and prevalence rates of
domestic violence in the United States, and many associated social risk factors, abound.
Inherent in the quantitative, sociological/structural emphasis on nationally representative
samples has been an interest in developing and refining reliable and valid measurement
tools. The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) (Straus, 1979), a controversial yet widely used
instrument, was designed for use in domestic violence research. Further development

and refinement of this tool has continued to be an area of interest in the field (Straus,
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1990a). Unfortunately, qualitative research approaches which provide important
contextual information around the phenomenon of abuse continue to be underutilized.

Incidence and Prevalence Rates
Research examining the incidence and prevalence of domestic violence has
yielded wide variations in estimates. These variations have been largely attributed to
differences in sampling and measurement approaches. Despite the lack of uniformity of
studies examining incidence and prevalence of domestic violence, the information

available has been useful for researchers and policy makers alike. Currently, studies of
incidence and prevalence have been used to examine specific subsets of the population
for the purpose of identifying segments of society at greater risk of experiencing
violence in the context of intimate partnerships.

Because the majority of domestic violence research has specifically addressed the
problem as it occurs among married women, Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, and Silva (1998b)
sought to examine intimate partner violence among cohabiting couples. Using a
representative sample of young adults who were age 21 between 1993 and 1994,
Magdol, et al. (1998b) compared rates and levels of partner abuse among cohabiting and
dating couples. During a 50-minute standardized interview, part of the Conflict Tactics
Scale (Straus, 1979), and 4 itemé from Margolin’s Domestic Conflict Index (Margolin,
et al. 1990, as cited by Magdol et al. 1998b), were administered. In addition, 13 other

measures were administered investigating individual, relationship, and social factors.

Findings indicated that cohabiters were significantly more likely than daters to report
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having abused their partners (men and women both). About half (52%) of the cohabiting
participants in the study reported that they had behaved abusively toward their partners
compared to about one fourth of the daters (27%). Significant differences between
daters and cohabiters were found even after controlling for several covariates. This
study identified cohabiting couples as a population at increased risk of domestic violence
in comparison to dating couples.

Like cohabiting couples, lesbian and gay couples have largely been ignored by
researchers studying intimate partner violence. In response to this gap,
Waldner-Hangrud, Gratch, and Magruder (1997) explored domestic violence among
lesbian and gay couples using a snowball sample of 283 subjects. Using a modified
version of the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980), respondents
indicated whether they had been threatened, pushed, slapped, punched, struck with an
object, or had a weapon used against them in the context of an intimate same-sex
relationship. Iterhs were weighted to assess the severity of victimization. The same
modified Conflict Tactics Scale was used to assess rates of perpetration. The following
three questions were addressed:

1. Is the classification of victim or perpetrator related to gender?

2. Does the number of different tactics (experienced by victims or perpetrated by
abusers) differ by gender?

3. Is the severity of violence (either experienced or perpetrated) related to

gender?
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The findings indicated that 47.5% of lesbians and 29.7% of gays reported past or current
domestic violence experiences in same sex relationships. In addition, 38% of lesbians
and 21.8% of gays reported having used violence against their partners. No significant
differences were found regarding the severity of violence experienced by victims or
perpetrated by abusers. Waldner-Haugrud, et al. (1997) theorized that greater levels of
dependency in lesbian relationships, gender-role socialization consistent with a “victim”
role, alcohol abuse, power and status inequality between partners, childhood
victimization experiences, and personality disorders were potential explanations for the
greater incidence of lesbian battering identified by this study. No contextual data were
collected to further elucidate these findings.

In another study intended to identify rates of domestic violence in a specific
population, Romkens (1997) combined qualitative and quantitative methods to ascertain
the prevalence of wife-abuse in the Netherlands. Romkens (1997) developed a
semi-structured interview schedule for conducting face-to-face interviews. Data were
collected from a random sample of 1,016 women between ages of 20 and 60.
Face-to-face interviews lasted between 1 and 9 hours with an average of 2 hours for
victimized women. Findings indicated that 20.3% of the women sampled experienced
unilateral violence by a male partner. A small minority of one in five within this group
used defensive violence. Two-thirds of all abused women sustained injury, and 50%
sought medical treatment. One in five injured women suffered permanent physical

injury. Unilateral violence against men was reported to occur in 10.6% of the sample.
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Injuries in this male group were fewer and less severe overall. Within the legally
divorced group, 43% of women reported physical violence (40% of which was reported
as severe) from their previous husbands. Many of the divorced women stated they
would not have divulged this information had they still been married to their abusers.
When all violence reports were counted, almost 40% of all of the respondents had been
engaged in some form of spousal violence. In almost two thirds of these cases, women
were unilaterally the victim, and often had been physically injured. Mutual violence
occurred in less than one fifth of all violence reported. The difference in these findings in
comparison to earlier survey findings by other researchers is attributed to the use of . . .
a specific measurement for investigating mutual and unilateral violence and . . . sexual
force” (Romkens, 1997, p. 118).
Measurement

As mentioned previously, there is a fair amount of attention paid by
sociological/structural researchers to measurement issues in domestic violence research.
In particular, measurement of the rate of intimate violence is of interest. Bohannon,
Dosser, and Lindley (1995) replicated earlier work which suggested that higher rates of
domestic violence reporting are obtained when both spouses’ reports of violence are
measured. Using the Conflict Tactics scale (Straus, 1979), they obtained couple
aggregate data. Findings indicated that violence rates reported in other studies may be

serious underestimates. Thus, Bohannon, et al. (1995) suggested that ““. . . only data
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collected from both spouses can give a complete estimate of the rate of violence within
couples” (Bohannon, et al. 1995, p. 140).

Like Bohannon et al. (1995), Morse (1995) used the Conflict Tactics Scale
(Straus, 1979) to investigate rates of domestic assault. The purpose of Morse’s study
was to address the controversial finding of other studies that assault of husbands by
wives is just as commonplace as assaults of wives by husbands. Using additional
measures, the investigators obtained data regarding physical injury, including, for
example, who initiated conflict, whether both partners engaged in violence, and who
initiated the progression to violence. Findings indicated that while both men and women
engaged in violent acts toward their intimate partners, men were more likely than
women to initiate violence, were more likely to repeatedly ‘beat-up’ their partners, and
were more likely to inflict physical injury on their partners than were women. This
study provided important information for understanding increasingly common claims
that men are victims of domestic violence in the same way that women are, thus
narrowing the gap between research and practice.

Measurement of rates of intimate partner assault was also the focus of Hamby,
Poindexter, and Gray-Little’s (1996) study of four measures of partner violence. To
ascertain whether differences in prevalence rates obtained with different measures of
violence were due to random or systematic measurement error, the authors examined the
variation and consistency of four measures. They compared the Conflict Tactics Scale

(Straus, 1979), the Judges’ Severity Rating of Description of Worst Incident (Judges’



33

Severity) (Hamby, et al. 1996), the Self-Report Severity Rating of the Worst Incident
(Self-Report Severity) (Hamby, et al. 1996), and the Self-Report Aggregate Frequency
Question (Aggregate Frequency) (Hamby, et al. 1996). The four measures examined
were strongly intercorrelated with one another, and they yielded relatively similar
prevalence rates. However, even though the overall prevalence rates obtained were
similar among the four measures, confirmatory factor-analysis indicated that the
measures did not equally represent the construct ‘partner violence.” Frequency measures
were more strongly associated with the construct partner violence than were severity
measures. There was some systematic variation across measures, with participants
reporting milder and more infrequent abuse being classified most inconsistently. Hamby
et al. (1996) questioned research approaches that “. . . perceive violence as an
all-or-nothing phenomenon” since this tends to oversimplifies women’s experiences
(Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137), and the logic that places . . . individuals who have
experienced a single push or one grab in the same category as those who have
experienced repeated and severe beatings” (Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137). The data
suggested that “. . . dichotomous prevalence rates based on single measures may be
relatively unstable . . .” (Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137). This study underscored the
importance of using multiple measures to assess partner violence.

As mentioned previously, sociological/structural approaches to domestic violence
research often measure the incidence and prevalence of abuse, and attempt to identify

social risk factors associated with abuse. While such quantitative approaches provide
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important statistical information about the problem of domestic violence, this approach
provides no information about the context of abuse. As with the work of
Waldner-Haugrud, et al. (1997), such approaches leave researchers with findings that
have no social meaning beyond the recognition that some groups may suffer higher rates
of domestic violence than others. The absence of contextual data within which statistical
data can be placed for interpretation, sometimes tempts researchers to speculate as to the
meaning of the information they have amassed. Such speculation is hard to resist, since
just knowing that certain groups have higher rates of abuse than others does not tell us
why this is so, or what the processes that shape such differences are. The meaning of
such differences in incidence and prevalence are lost to us without this knowledge of
context. Unfortunately, speculation without important information regarding the
sociocultural context of the phenomenon is sometimes harmful. For example,
speculating that lesbians have greater levels of dependency, childhood victimization, and
so on, than other groups, again without reference to the larger social context, is not
useful. Rather, this serves only to pathologize this already marginalized group.

While the development of reliable and valid instruments and the gathering of
incidence and prevalence data are important and useful endeavors, caution must be
exercised in interpreting statistics. Greater efforts to collect contextual data to enhance
our understanding of statistical data are needed. Given the large discrepancies in
incidence and prevalence rates which can be found from study to study (depending on

which data collection methods and instruments are used), findings which suggest that
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some groups suffer higher rates of domestic violence than others also should be
interpreted with caution.
FEMINIST RESEARCH

Feminist research is a small but significant body of research in the field of
domestic violence (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Yllo & Straus, 1990). Indeed, it is
grassroots feminist movements that identified intimate violence as a widespread social
problem (Gelles, 1993; Jones, 1994). According to feminist perspectives, patriarchal
cultural influences legitimize male authority within families and society. Men assume
both the right and responsibility to discipline women as governors within families.
Conversely, women’s roles within patriarchal cultures are those of subordinates, who
selflessly serve home and family (Smith, 1997). Because of the pervasiveness of
patriarchal influences in society, the applicability of feminist perspectives to the study of
domestic violence has been broad in scope. Cultural, legal, educational, social, and
health research pertaining to domestic violence all have been conducted using a feminist
lens.

Early feminist research on domestic violence has provided a foundation for
continuing efforts. The work of Dobash and Dobash (1979) has been an important
springboard for feminist research in the field. In their work, Dobash and Dobash (1979)
reviewed historical and contemporary documents in legal, religious, and cultural spheres
that supported marital hierarchy and violence against wives, thus documenting the

legacy of patriarchy and its influence on wife-beating. In addition, they reported on the
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prevalence and predominance of wife-beating and presented research findings from their
work in Scotland. This research reported high rates of wife-beating and identified firm
associations with domination, control, and chastisement of women in their positions as
wives. Dobash and Dobash (1979) showed how the legacy of patriarchy has shaped the
problem of wife-beating for centuries as they pointed out that the ideologies and social
arrangements that have supported wife-beating over time are still in existence and are
inextricably intertwined with contemporary legal, religious, political, and economic
practices. Also of importance has been the work of Greenblat (1983, 1985). Greenblat
(1985) sought to elucidate the degree to which normative support for wife-beating
existed. A sample of college students completed various measures of sex role
orientation, moral values, and attitudes about physical force and family violence.
Findings indicated that while the use of physical force by husbands was widely
condemned, there were a number of legitimating circumstances that led to approval of
such force. In addition, the level of condemnation varied depending on perceptions of
wives’s behavior and husbands’ motivations. Greenblat (1985) emphasized that the
most important specific finding of this research was the consistent strength of traditional
sex-role orientations in differentiating between those with low and high approval and
tolerance of physical force by husbands. Traditional participants in this study were more

likely to approve of wives being slapped or beaten by husbands even when the

aggressive husband was believed to be wrong. This finding supported feminist
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arguments that normative support for the use of force against women stems from
patriarchal worldviews.

More recent feminist research continues to examine the influence of patriarchy on
domestic violence in societies. Rigakos (1995) explored the influence of patriarchal
culture on police subcultures. Specifically, the influence of patriarchy on police
subculture and individual attitudes toward the enforcement of protection orders for
battered women was explored. Rigakos (1995), using in-depth face-to face interviews
with police officers and justice officials in Canada, obtained contextualized accounts.

Four major themes emerged: First, justice officials and police officers felt that they were

doing everything they could to ameliorate the suffering of women but that other
institutions were impeding them. Second, the respondents demonstrated conservative
attitudes toward marﬁage and violence in the home. These attitudes tended to focus on
explanations of this phenomenon that excused violent men’s abuse of their intimate
partners. Third, this orientation deflected attention onto the actions of battered women
and constructed them as ‘unreliable.” Finally, when these constructions were examined
further, Rigikaos (1995) discovered that officers were making generalizations that were
easily buttressed by existing ideologies of women but were not supported by official
court records (Rigakos, 1995). This study revealed the ways in which macro-level

theorizing about patriarchal relations can be applied to individual and small group daily

practices and decision-making processes.
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Like Rigakos (1995), Saunders (1995) studied attitudes and perceptions of police
officers and the problem of victim arrests. It was hypothesized that police officers
holding negative and stereotypical views toward victims and toward women in general
would be likely to arrest victims and justify acts of violence by male perpetrators.
Findings indicated that officers who were most likely to arrest victims believed that, in
some cases, domestic violence was justifiable and that victims stayed in relationships
with abusers for psychological reasons. In addition, these officers Weré reportedly less
comfortable conversing with victims than were officers who did not hold such
stereotypical views. Links to sex-role stereotypes were not identified.

Some sociological researchers, in recognition of the strength of feminist
perspectives in addressing issues of gender oppression, have begun to integrate this
perspective into their work. Anderson (1997) reviewed feminist and sociological
literature and theorized that feminist and structural theories of domestic violence were
compatible. The compatibility of feminist and sociological perspective was examined in
a study of the relationships between socio-demographic variables, gender, status, and
domestic assaults. Results indicated that elements of the structural environment—-. . .
age, race, cohabitation, and educational and income resources—are associated with
domestic violence” (Anderson, 1997, p. 667). However, many of these same structural
characteristics interact with gender. In particular, gender interacts with structures of
“race, marital status, and socioeconomic status to influence power within relationships

and propensities for domestic violence” (Anderson, 1997, p. 667). The findings
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suggested that structural and feminist insights were compatible and complementary,
together providing an enhanced understanding of domestic violence.

As this review has demonstrated, feminist research is broad in scope. In addition,
consistent with its critical roots, it has provided the field of domestic violence with a
critique of patriarchy at all levels. Feminism’s emphasis on examining patriarchal social
attitudes and institutional arrangements suggests need for intervention at both the
individual and sociocultural levels. However, as is the case with all doxﬁestic violence
research to date, and as is evidenced by this review, more attention to the abuse
experiences of women of color and other marginalized groups is needed.

HEALTH RESEARCH

Nursing, medicine, dentistry, and social work all have contributed to the field of
domestic violence research (Campbell & Campbell, 1996; Campbell & Soeken, 1999;
Caralis & Musialowski, 1997; El-Bayoumi, Borum, & Haywood, 1998; Harry &
Zimmerschied, 1997; McDowell & Miller, 1996; McFarlane, Greenberg, Weltge, &
Watson, 1995; Parker & McFarlane, 1991; Rivara, et al. 1997; Short, Tiedemann, &
Rose, 1997, Sleutel, 1998). The contribution of nursing is highlighted in the following
section. Following in part the structure of Campbell’s (1992) review of nursing resecarch
on battering, this review highlights nursing research in the following areas: (a) research
aimed at identifying battered women in the health care system, (b) batter}ng during

pregnancy, and (¢) women’s responses to battering.
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Identification of Battered Women
in the Health Care System

Nursing research has been a major contributor to the development of screening
tools for use in clinical settings. In addition, the nursing literature has emphasized the
importance of screening for domestic violence in all health care settings.

McFarlane, et al. (1995) tested the effectiveness of a two-question, nurse-
administered screening tool to detect physical abuse. A convenience sample of 416
ethnically diverse women who came to two public and one private emergency
department, with primary symptoms of vaginal bleeding, were screened for physical
abuse. A two-question abuse screen and 14-question Danger Assessment ( DA)
(Campbell, 1986) questionnaire were administered to each woman and responses were
recorded. The women were asked “Have you ever been hit, slapped, kicked, or
otherwise physically hurt by your male partner?” and “Have you ever been forced to
have sexual activities?”” (McFarlane, et al. 1995, p. 392). Affirmative answers were
followed up with inquiries regarding the date of the most recent episode of abuse.
Women who answered either question yes were categorized as abused.

The DA is a 14 item scale developed to assess a woman’s risk of homicide. The
DA was administered and scores were analyzed. Of the 416 women in the sample, 38%
reported a history of abuse. Among abused women, 27% reported both physical and
sexual abuse, 61% reported physical abuse only, and 10% reported sexual abuse only.
Not surprisingly, abused women scored higher than non-abused women on the DA.

Compared with adult women, higher percentages of teenagers reported risk factors for
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homicide and increased frequency of violence. In addition, teenagers were more likely
to report the presence of a gun in the home. The authors concluded that the two-question
assessment tool is effective and that the assessment of abused women’s levels of
personal danger is important. They cited the emergency room visit as a potential
window of opportunity for identification and assessment of abuse, and for the
implementation of intervention in the form of abuse protocols.

While the development of effective screening tools has continued to evolve,
finding ways to get clinicians to use them has not. In a study of nurse practitioner
performance, Gagan (1998) set out to answer three questions:

1. What was the performance accuracy for ANPs and FNPs in formulating
accurate diagnoses and acceptable interventions for suspected cases of domestic
violence?

2. What was the relationship between ANP and FNP characteristics to diagnosis
and intervention performance accuracy in potential cases of domestic violence?

3. What are the barriers to ANPs and FNPs domestic violence diagnosis and
intervention performance?

Gagan (1998) used a cross-sectional descriptive correlational design and mailed surveys.
One hundred eighteen nurse practitioners responded. Of these 118, 22 participated in
follow-up telephone interviews for the purposes of providing greater det;il about
practice settings. Improved diagnostic and intervention performances were identified

among nurse practitioners who had had previous college course work addressing
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domestic violence, had a personal interest in domestic violence, and who were less
experienced as nurses. Barriers to performance identified were time constraints, clients’
reluctance to disclose, insufficient referral resources, lack of peer support, lack of
continuity of care, and fear of upsetting a client by asking about domestic violence.
Gagan (1998) suggested that identification of correlates of domestic violence diagnosis
and intervention performance should be continued and replicated in future research.

Identification of battered women in health care settings requires the presence of
effective screening tools and qualified clinicians who use them. Nursing has contributed
to both with the Abuse Assessment Screen (Parker & McFarlane, 1991; Soeken,
McFarlane, Parker, & Lominack, 1998) and the Danger Assessment (Campbell, 1986).
Efforts to raise awareness of the need for screening is ongoing in health care settings,
and nursing has continued to do its part both in practice and research in this area of
specialization.

Battering During Pregnancy

Nursing research investigating battering during pregnancy has co'ntinued to
evolve. A review of several recent studies indicates that cultural differences are
beginning to be addressed in this body of literature.

To describe the timing and severity of abuse before and during pregnancy for
African-American, Hispanic, and white Anglo American women, McFaljlane, Parker,
Soeken, Silva, and Reel (1999) studied a sample of 199 poor, abused women recruited

from public health clinics. Study findings indicated that women who were abused both



43
before and during pregnancy reported greater severity of abuse than did women who
were abused only before pregnancy or only during pregnancy. The timing and severity
of abuse did not differ according to ethnic group. In another study examining severity of
abuse during pregnancy, Wiist 17 McFarlane (1998) assessed the severity of intimate
male partner abuse to Hispanic pregnant women receiving prenatal care at an urban
public health department. In all, 30% of the abused women had been threatened with
death, 18% had been threatened with a knife or gun, 80% had been shaken or roughly
handled, 71% pushed or shoved, and 64% slapped on the face and head. This study
documented the severity of abuse that this sample of abused pregnant Hispanic women
experienced. This abuse was of sufficient severity to pose a risk to maternal and child
health. These studies underscored the need for universal screening of all women during
each health visit.

In addition to examining severity and timing of abuse during pregnancy, nursing
researchers have sought to identify effective intervention strategies for use with this
population. McFarlane, Soeken, Reel, Parker and Silva (1997) investigated resource use
by pregnant abused women following an intervention program. Using a prospective
design and an ethnically stratified sample, they followed an intervention group of
pregnant abused women and a comparison group of postpartum abused women, for a
total sample of 199. Women in the control group were offered a Wallet—sized card with

information on community resources for abuse. The intervention group received three

intervention sessions evenly spaced throughout pregnancy. These sessions stressed how
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to access essential community resources offering emergency shelter, legal protection,
law enforcement, and counseling for women, abusers, and their children. The use of
police and other resources were subsequently analyzed. Using logistic regression, they
compared resource use between the intervention and control groups. Resource use was
determined to be related to severity of abuse, not the study intervention. There were no
significant differences between the intervention and comparison group with regard to
resource use at 12 months. Women who suffered severe abuse persistently contacted a
variety of helping sources. However, despite women’s persistent efforts, their abuse did
not end, implying a system failure to adequately assist abused women in crisis.

In another intervention study, Parker, McFarlane, Soeken, Silva, 17 Reel (1999)
sought to identify the effectiveness of a counseling program for pregnant abused women.
In this study, 132 pregnant women recruited from a public health clinic received three
counseling sessions. These sessions were individual face-to-face interviews conducted
by master’s or doctorally prepared nurses who had received a minimum of 4 hours
training with the investigators, including observation during an investigator-conducted
interview. Interviewers reviewed safety planning, markers of increased danger, general
domestic violence and community resource information. The control group received
wallet sized cards listing community resources for abuse. Findings supported the
effectiveness of the intervention at both 6 and 12 months postpartum. S{gniﬁcantly less
violence was reported by women in the intervention group than by controls. While

intervention does not appear to influence resource use by abused pregnant women, it



45

may enhance women’s ability to respond to abusive and/or threatening behavior thereby
reducing frequency and severity of violence over time. These studies support the need
for domestic violence counseling of abused women in health care settings.
Women’s Responses to Battering

Wuest and Merritt-Gray (1999) used a feminist grounded theory approach to
examine the ways in which abused women who have left relationships sustain separation
from abusers over time. Wuest and Merritt-Gray (1999) interviewed 15 survivors of
abusive conjugal relationships using unstructured interview techniques. They gathered
additional data in focus groups to explore the sociocultural influences on woman abuse.
The investigators coded the data while listening to interview audio-tapes. Using the
constant comparative method of grounded theory, Wuest and Merrit-Gray (1999)
identified concepts and took the emerging framework back to some participants for
discussion and clarification in follow-up interviews. The investigators identified
reclaiming self as the basic social psychological process of leaving (Merritt-Gray &
Wauest, 1995). Reclaiming self was a prolonged iterative process of reinstatement of self
within the larger context of family and community beliefs, norms, resources, and
services. Part of reclaiming self was the theme of not going back. Not going back was
an important part of the process of leaving because it involved the process of securing
boundaries for the protection of women’s personal space in order to pre\;ent
revictimization and sustain separation from abusers. Focusing on not going back, Wuest

17 Merritt-Gray (1999) described two subprocesses within this theme, claiming and
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maintaining territory, and relentless justifying. Claiming and maintaining territory was
the process of establishing and maintaining a safe place. Relentless justifying was the
tortuous process participants went through of continually explaining their situations both
to themselves and others. The findings of this research highlight the need for continuing
intervention with formerly abused women. Understanding the processes of not going
back can facilitate health care providers’ support of formerly abused women as they
struggle to reconstruct their lives.

Draucker (1997) brought to light abused women’s strengths in a study describing
the influence of violence in the lives of women. This study was part of a larger study
which tested a causal model designed to explain the relationships among early family
life experiences, including childhood abuse; cognitive coping mechanisms; social
support; and victimization in the lives of women. A total of 883 survey packets was
distributed to interested participants who were recruited via media and poster
announcements. The survey included an open-ended question inviting participants to
describe how being exposed to violence had influenced their lives. Of the 883 survey
packets mailed, 495 were returned with answers to the open-ended question. Responses
were analyzed using content analysis and two major themes were identified. Regardless
of the type of violence encountered, participants frequently discussed how violence
restricted either their interpersonal experiences, due to an inability to tm;t others, or their
everyday activities, due to attempts to structure their environment to enhance safety.

Also, participants frequently mentioned a resolve to end or prevent violence for
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themselves, for their children, and for other women (Draucker, 1997). The two themes
identified by Draucker (1997) were restriction and resolve. Restriction, as noted above,
was evident in interpersonal relationships (an inability to trust), social activities
(isolation), and daily life routines (concern with safety). Resolve to limit the influence
of violence was also noted. “The experience of actively and consciously attempting to
prevent violence was frequently described by the participants” (Draucker, 1997, p. 583).
The study findings indicated that violence affects the lives of women in complex ways.
Nurses and other professionals are advised to explore the impact of violence on the lives
of women who seek mental health services.

Humphreys (1995) investigated battered women’s worries about their children
and their responses to those worries. The sample was comprised of 25 women recruited
from a battered women’s shelter. Humphreys (1995) and a research associate collected
data using ethnographic interviewing and participant observation. The research sought
to answer the following questions:

1. What worries do battered women have about their children?

2. What are the responses of battered women to worries about their children?
(Humphreys, 1995, p. 131). The investigator analyzed data following the
Developmental Research Sequence (described by Spradely, 1979, 1980, as cited by
Humphreys 1995). Results revealed two themes: (a) keeping your children safe, and
(b) creating order out of disorder. These themes reflect the work of worrying, that is, the

constant and energy-depleting nature of this difficult and vitally important process. It is



48

via the work of worrying that battered women attempt to protect their children and create
a positive environment within the severe constraints of their lives (Humphreys, 1995).
These themes remained constant across the experiences of all battered women in the
study. The results suggest that nurses working with battered women should promote
discussion of worries and acknowledge the difficulty of worrying in a world saturated
with violence. Finally, Humphreys (1995) emphasized the complexity of the problem of
violence and the need for intervention at all levels. |

In another study, Langford (1998) described the context of women’s relationships
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Thirty women participated in semi-structured sm
interviews. Interviews were organized around two general questions:

1. What characteristics do women use as indicators of the degree of danger?

2. How do women in battering relationships manage their perceptions of danger?
Theoretical sampling unique to grounded theory revealed a central theme of social
chaos. Women reported that their daily lives were unpredictable, irrational, and filled
with intermittent violence. Contributing to the context of chaos was the emotional abuse
women endured. The disparity between very positive and very negative experiences led
women to join their partners in blaming themselves for the violence. Characteristics of
chaos included undefined rules, unbalancing (unpredictable) behaviors, contradictions,
impaired senses, and secrecy. Langford (1998) noted that mderstandiné the concept of

social chaos as the context of violence is important for advocates, health care

professionals, friends, and family members as they counsel battered women over time.
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As this review has demonstrated, nursing research has contributed much to our
knowledge base regarding the phenomenon of domestic violence. In particular,
nursing’s contribution to the research literature on abuse during pregnancy has been
unexcelled. Also encouraging, is the emergence of a greater number of qualitative
studies which provide much needed information regarding the context of abuse
experiences. Unfortunately, while a greater awareness has been generated among health
care providers regarding the need to screen for abuse in health care settings, the
inadequacy of intervention strategies available remains a serious problem. In some cases
health care providers are unwilling to screen
precious few resources available to address the problem of abuse once it has been
uncovered (K. Lutz, personal communication, March, 15, 1998). While there are no
legal ramifications for failure to screen for abuse among adult women, this failure is seen
by many as below the standard of care abused women deserve. In part, a greater
understanding of the cultural contexts which shape abuse experiences will enhance the
ability of health care providers to intervene effectively with diverse populations.
Ultimately, though, the problem of inadequate allocation of resources to address abuse
will require an organized political response on the part of nursing.
CULTURALLY FOCUSED RESEARCH
Research that examines the phenomenon of domestic violence as \it occurs within

specific cultural groups is an emerging area of interest. While there continues to be a

paucity of research addressing issues of culture, the increasing number of studies
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conducted within the past 5 years in this area reveals that this is a growing area of
interest to researchers (Antonopoulou, 1999; Fawcett, Heise, Isita-Espejel, & Pick, 1999;
Gabler, Stern, & Miserandino, 1998; Haj-Yahia, 1997, 1998a, 1998b; Maitra, 1996;
Perilla, Bakeman, & Norris, 1994; Williams & Becker, 1994; Steiner, 1999; Ucko, 1994,
Walker, 1999). Because this research addresses the experiences of American Muslim
women, abuse literature conducted with Arab populations will be highlighted. While
Arabs and Muslims are two distinct groups, the influence of Islam on Arab culture

cannot be disputed. Likewise, the influence of Arab culture on many American Muslims

Haj-Yahia recently published several studies on wife-beating among Palestinian
populations (Haj-Yahia, 1997, 1998a, 1998b). In one study Haj-Yahia (1997)
investigated perceptioﬁs of wife-beating among engaged Arab men in Israel. Haj-Yahia
(1997) measured attitudes about sex-roles, women, marriage, and wife-beating, as well
as engaged men’s experiences and witnessing of violence, communication skills,
empathic understanding skills, assertiveness, and social desirability. Haj-Yahia (1997)
performed this study using quantitative measures developed in the United States and
adapted and piloted among Arabs in Israel. Predictors among men for the tendency to
justify wife-beating, for the perception that wives benefit from beating, and for
perceptions about helping battered wives were identified. These predict;)rs were
presence of: (a) masculine sex-role stereotypes, (b) traditional and negative attitudes

toward women, (c) patriarchal expectations of marriage, (d) witnessing of violence in
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their families of origin, (&) relatively poor communication and empathic skills, and
(f) low levels of assertiveness. The strongest predictor for justification of wife-beating
was patriarchal expectations of marital roles.

In another study, Haj-Yahia (1998b) examined beliefs about wife beating among
Palestinian women. A random sample of women from the West Bank and Gaza Strip
completed a self-administered questionnaire. The results indicated that although one
third of the women believed there was no excuse for a man to beat his wife, a substantial

percentage still justified wife-beating under several conditions. These conditions
included sexnal infidelity, and/or challenging the manhood of husbands. In addition,
while the majority of participants held abusive men responsible for their violent acts, a
substantial number of women did not. Adherence to patriarchal belief systems explained
a significant amount of the variance in participants’ beliefs about wife-beating.

In a third study, Haj-Yahia (1998b) examined beliefs about wife-beating among
Palestinian men from the West Bank and Gaza strip. Through this work Haj-Yahia
(1998b) discussed the significant impact of [slam on gender roles in Palestinian society:

The majority of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza strip are Sunni Muslims,

and only 4% are Christian . . . . Islam, therefore, has the most significant impact

on the definition éf gender roles in that society . . . .Women are placed under male

control to safeguard them and ensure that they adhere to moral standards. The

woman is still expected to fulfill the main role of mother and wife, and any
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violation of this expectation, as consistent with this role, is “asking to be beaten”

(Haj-Yahia, 1998b, p. 598).

Haj-Yahia (1998b) determined that patriarchal beliefs correlated significantly with
justifying wife-beating and with blaming wives for violence against them. In addition,
patriarchal beliefs increased the likelihood that participants would excuse battering
behavior. All of these studies indicated that tolerance for abuse in Palestinian society
was related to firmly ingrained patriarchal structures. In turn these patriarchal structures
interacted with Islamic influences, culminating in an Arab Muslim culture that supported
wife-beating under certain circumstances at relatively high levels.

In another study of Arabs, Kulwicki and Miller (1999) used critical theory to
assess and provide community interventions for victims of domestic violence in an
Arab-American immigrant population in the Midwest. The authors administered a
survey tool for assessing domestic violence to 202 Arab American immigrants.
Following completion of the survey tool, the Arabic data collector conducted an open
discussion. The authors alluded to the influence of religion on cultural norms:

In the Middle East domestic violence is treated as a family issue and not as a

serious public health threat or a political-legal issue. As a result, little attention is

given to crimes committed against women and to the reporting of such crimes.

Furthermore, sociocultural norms, including legal and religious p;actices create

obstacles to the investigation and reporting of such crimes. Arab immigrants to

the United States bring with them these norms, creating barriers for victims to
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seek help outside family and hindering efforts by law enforcement agencies and

health professionals to combat this health threat within the Arab American

community (Kulwicki & Miller, 1999, p. 200).
Consistent with the work of Haj-Yahia (1997, 1998a, 1998b), Kulwicki and Miller
(1999) found that attitudes toward domestic violence were surprisingly tolerant among
both men and women. The results indicated that 58% of women and 59% of men
approved of a man slapping his wife if she hit him first in an argument, ‘and 4% of
respondents believed that a wife striking her husband was grounds for a husband to
actually murder his wife. Tn addition, 48% of women and 23% of men approved of a
man slapping his wife if he learned she had been unfaithful, and 18% of women
reportedly believed that this was grounds for femicide. Finally, physical confrontation
during conflict between spouses was accepted by almost half of respondents, particularly
if the wife was insubordinate or unfaithful. Following the survey, community
intervention began. A mass media campaign, dissemination of written materials, and
twenty-two bilingual workshops were conducted. As a result of this community
intervention identification of Arab-American victims of domestic violence dramatically
increased in the locale where this study was conducted.

The work of both Haj-Yahia (1997, 1998a, 1998b) and Kulwicki and Miller
(1999) emphasized the importance of culture with regard to the problemkof domestic
violence in communities. Both Palestinian Arabs and Arab Americans in these studies

subscribed to patriarchal worldviews and had alarmingly high levels of tolerance for
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domestic violence and femicide. These important works underscore the need for
assessment and intervention among Arab populations and hint at the need to explore
further the influence of Muslim culture on the phenomenon of violence against women
in both in the United States and abroad.

METHODOLOGICAL CRITIQUES
OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE LITERATURE

While research investigating domestic violence using psycﬁolo gical,
sociological/structural, feminist, and/or health approaches has provided important and
useful information, and the emergence of culturally focused research is an encouraging
development, there is still much room for improvement. The majority of domestic
violence research has incorporated cross-sectional non-experimental quantitative designs
(Gelles, 1993). Qualitative research designs that can uncover the contextual aspects of
the phenomenon of woman abuse are increasing, however, they still comprise a
comparatively small number of studies overall. In addition, the widespread use of the
Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979), an instrument which does not account for gender
differences, context, and extent of violence, has been problematic. As result,
methodological critiques have surfaced:

... methods are highly skewed in the direction of quantitative empirical research

techniques. They are also misleading in that they isolate acts of physical violence

from the interpersonal biographies of the participants and from the specific
relational contexts in which battering occurs - relational contexts that have their

own emergence, history, duration, and meaning ... Inasmuch as this research
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has simply counted acts of physical violence, it has failed to recognize the power
context and the real differences in meaning, action sequence, intent, and effects
that “similar behaviors” may have for different persons (e.g., those who batter,
those who are battered) during an episode of battering ... In addition, those
researchers using the Physical Aggression Subscale of the Conflict Tactics Scale
count as equivalent the act of a woman pushing a man once in the chest during a
single episode, causing no physical injury, and the act of a man pushing a woman
many times during a single episode that resulted in serious physical injury—they
both pushed their partner “once” within the previous year (Tift, 1993, p. 6).
Such decontextualized approaches have minimized the importance of society and culture
in understanding abuse phenomena. Contextual approaches to the study of woman abuse
allow for a holistic view of the problem, broadening the focus to include the contextual
elements of society and culture and decreasing the likelihood that victims will he studied
as pathological (Tift, 1993).
SUMMARY

This review of selected domestic violence literature highlights the need for a
greater balance between qualitative and quantitative approaches in the field of domestic
violence research. The need for attention to issues of culture when investigating the
phenomenon of abuse is underscored. The abuse experiences of Americ%n Muslim

women which occur in unique cultural contexts illustrates the need for such research

approaches. While the psychological, sociological/structural, feminist, and health
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literatures have provided us with important knowledge about the phenomenon of abuse
as it occurs at both the individual and sociocultural levels, generic research approaches

that are blind to culture are not adequate to combat abuse in diverse cultural settings.



CHAPTER THREE:
ISLAM

The religion of Islam shapes the meaning of life for approximately 1 billion
people worldwide (Clarke, 1993). It provides Muslims across diverse ethnic cultures a
common identity, spirituality, and way of life. Largely a religion of colonized groups,
Islam provides an identity outside the western sphere, one of proud origins, heritage, and
traditions (Hourani, 1991).

Islam is a monotheistic faith that was revealed to the Prophet Mohammad (peace
be upon him, p.b.h.) in stages. Mohammad (p.b.h.) was born in Mecca in 570 AD, a time
when the Arab people were overshadowed by the powerful Roman and Persian empires.
These great empires had created from among the people of the Middle East, vassal
states, which defended their interests and extended their spheres of influence. As a
result, tribal Arab kingdoms were often at war, destroying each other at the prompting of
their powerful rulers (Mersinssi, 1987). The emergence of Islam provided a force that
offered power and unity for a people who had previously been occupied and divided.

Mohammad (p.b.h.) received his first revelation at the age of 40, and in 22 years
united the Arab world through faith. Integral to this faith is a sense of secial and
economic justice (Rahman, 1979). It was a movement of social reform that was gradual
and consistent, continuing until the Prophet’s (p.b.h.) death. Reforms addressing the

status of women and slaves were perhaps most significant of all the reforms introduced,
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resulting in a progressive movement toward surprisingly egalitarian social relations in
the context of seventh century Arabia (Rahman, 1979). This spirit of gender and racial
equality grounded in a monotheistic faith, continues to attract countless converts,
particularly in the West.

Soon after the death of the Prophet (p.b.h.), however, Islam quickly lost its
progressive spirit. Co-opted by patriarchal cultural elements, Islam has been dominated
by men resulting in a form of gender oppression that invades the minds’and spirits of
Muslim women in multiple and complex ways. It is this patriarchal interpretation of
Islam that abusers use to justify violence against women and that communities use to
marginalize women from within. The devastating effects of patriarchy on Muslim
women are amply detailed in study participants’ stories. Given that this research has
sought abuse stories, which by their very nature exemplify women’s oppression, this
chapter is offered to provide some background within which to frame these accounts.
Hopefully, this background information will provide some balance and insight into the
religion of Islam, the tensions extant within it, and the roots of modern political forces
which have shaped Islamic discourse in the twentieth century.

SACRED TEXTS

The Qur’an is the single most important text in Islam. This holy book is divided
into 114 chapters or suras of varying length. The Prophet Mohammad (I).b.h.) received
his first revelation in the year 610 AD through the angel Gabriel. The angel Gabriel

came to Mohammad (p.b.h.) and advised him that he had been chosen by God to be the



59

Prophet (p.b.h.) and receive through oral recitation God’s message (Mermnissi, 1992).
The first verses revealed to the Prophet (p.b.h.) enjoined learning. He was commanded
to read:

Read: in the name of the Lord who created

Created mankind from a clot.

Read: And they Lord is the Most Bountiful.

Who teaches by the pen

Teaches mankind that which he knew not (Qur’an, 96:1). 2
Subsequent to receiving his first divine revelation, the Prophet (p.b.h.) continued to
receive revelations for more than 20 years until the time of his death in 632 AD.
According to Al-Bukhari, (as cited by Ali, n.d.), an original standardized copy of the
Qur’an was continually being written during the time of the Prophet (p.b.h.) under his
supervision. However, copies of the Qur’an were not made until the time of the third
Caliph Uthman who ruled from 644-655 AD. It is this version of the Qur’an that is
accepted by Muslims today (Mernissi, 1992).

The sunna or ahadith (ahadith plural, hadith singular) is the second, and clearly a
secondary source from which Islamic teachings are drawn. The sunna are the actions of

the Prophet (p.b.h.), while the ahadith are sayings of the Prophet (p.b.h.) as reported by

=

2 Due to the many different sources that reference Qur’anic verses included in
this work, and because the content of these verses is more or less the same from one
translation to the next, no specific Qur’anic translation is cited in this work. Readers
should be able to easily access suras and iyats cited in any Qur’anic translation using the
sura and iyat numbers provided in the text.
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his companions (essentially they are the same in that they are related the Prophet’s
(p.b.h.) example). The ahadith were collected and subjected to a process of verification.
Ahadith were considered strong by collectors if they could withstand the process of
methodological verification, or weak if their transmission chains and/or narrators failed
to meet methodological requirements. Verification of ahadith was a very involved
process, but basically, ahadith were required to be consistent with historical fact and
Islamic logic. In addition, the circumstances around the narration of akadith and the
reputation of narrators were required to be above reproach (Ali, n.d.). The importance of
the ahadith relative to the Qur’an is clearly communicated by the following ahadith:

The Prophet said: “When I order you anything respecting religion receive it, and
when I order anything about the affairs of the world, I am no more than a man,”
and “My sayings do not abrogate the word of Allah, but the word of Allah can
abrogate my sayings” (Robson, 1964, 1: 6i-iii).>
The Qur’an thus holds precedence over the ahadith, and ahadith which are not
consonant with the Qur’an should be rejected.
Because Muslims are enjoined to follow the example of the Prophet Mohammad
(p.b.h.), the ahadith serve as important sources of guidance in Muslims’ daily life.
There are so many ahadith that there is at least one hadith to address almost any

common life practice or situation. Thus, the ahadith represent a system of values firmly

3 References to Al-Bukhari, Abu-Dawud, Miskhat-al-Mashabih, and Sahih-
Muslim do not follow APA format. Rather they are cited according to collection,
volume number, and hadith number consistent with they way ahadith are typically cited
in Islamic literature.
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ingrained in Muslim culture. There are some ahadith that are particularly well known
and have been quoted for generations. As such, akadith have constituted many of the
cultural mores underlying human relations extant in Muslim cultures.
THE SHARI’AH

At the heart of the Muslim conception of law is the idea that law is inherently
religious. That is why from the very beginning of Islamic history, law has been regarded
as flowing from the Shari‘'ah (Rahman, 1979). The Shari'ah is the canonical law of
Islam put forth in the Qur’an and the sunnah as interpreted by the four orthodox schools
of thought. These schools of thought are named after the Imams who founded them and
they are: (a) the Shafii, (b) Hanbali, (c) Hanafi, and (d) Maliki schools (Glassé, 1989).

The usul al-figh (roots of jurisprudence) are the basis of Islamic law among the
Sunnis. These roots include: (a) the Qur’an, ahadith, and sunnah, (b) analogy,
(c) popular consensus, and (d) #jtihad (exercise of judgement for the purposes of
extrapolating these principles to specific cases) (Glassé, 1989). The usul al-figh clearly
are vulnerable to cultural influences, since they are in essence all acts of interpretation.
This is problematic since among the Sunni Muslims ijtihad is now considered to be
closed (Glassé, 1989), leaving modemn day Muslims stuck with the law as it is delincated
in the four orthodox schools of thought mentioned above, systems of jurisprudence that
emerged during the 700's AD in the context of Middle Eastern culture (Ali, n.d.).

Ancient Middle Eastern cultural influences are necessarily inherent in the Shari’ah,
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including patriarchal and misogynist influences that plague women living under Muslim
laws:

The interlocking of religion with law and customs has profound repercussions for

women, affecting them negatively and disproportionately in comparison to men

(Shaheed, 1994, p. 1002).
In Muslim countries, the laws governing personal and family matters are regulated
almost universally by the Shari ah, disempowering women in cases of abuse, infidelity,
and divorce.

THE PROPHETS

Faith in divine revelation is an inherent aspect of Islam. This revelation comes to
humankind through the Prophets (peace be upon them, p.b.t.). Belief in the Prophets
(p.b.t.) is thus part and parcel of what God commands:

It is not righteousness that you turn your faces towards East and West;

But it is righteousness to believe in God and the last day, and the angels,

And the Book, and the messengers; To spend of your substance, out of love for

Him for your kin, for orphans, for the needy, for the wayfarer, for those who ask,

and for the ransom of slaves; To be steadfast in prayer, and practice regular

charity; To fulfil contracts which you have made; And to be firm and patient,

In pain (or suffering) and adversity, and throughout all periods ofkpanic. Such are

the people of truth, the God-fearing (Qur’an, 2:177).
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This passage places belief in the Prophets (p.b.t.) among many other attributes of the
faithful.

While, the Qur’an mentions only 25 Prophets (p.b.t.) by name, there is a hadith
which states there have been 124,000 prophets (p.b.t.) of God (Ali, n.d.). While Ali
(n.d.) assumes that “, . . The reformation or transformation of man can only be
accomplished through a man prophet” (Ali, n.d., p. 220), and it is true that with the
exception of Mary, the Qur’an does not mention any women who have received divine
revelation by name, this in my mind does not preclude the possibility that there have
been women messengers of God. Ali (n.d.) cites this Qur’anic passage as the basis for
his assumption:

Before you also, the messengers We sent were but men, to whom We granted

inspiration (Qur’an, 21:7).

Throughout the Qur’an the word man is often used synonymously with mankind or
humankind. There is no reason to assume that this passage is any different. While it
should be noted that the idea of women as messengers of God is not a mainstream
Muslim belief, the presence of minority views like my own are notable and worthy of

mention.

THE FIVE PILLARS OF ISLAM
Islam in its simplest form is described as comprised of five pillar;. These are:

(a) faith, (b) prayer, (c) fasting, (d) charity, and (e) pilgrimage (Ali, n.d.; Clarke, 1993;

Glasse, 1989; Nasr, 1993).
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Faith (Iman)

The first pillar, faith, is exemplified by the shadada, which is the declaration of
faith central to Islam. This declaration is as follows: “I bear witness that there is no god
but Allah and I bear witness that Mohammad is the messenger of Allah” (Glassé, 1989,
p. 359). Faith is also associated with good works. The Prophet (p.b.h.) is reported to
have said: “Iman has over seventy branches, and modesty is a branch of faith” (Al-
Bukhari, 1984, 2:3). In another hadith, the Prophet (p.b.h.) reportedly éaid: “Iman has
over seventy branches, the highest of which is the belief that nothing deserves to be
worshiped except God, and the lowest of which is the removal from the way of that
which might cause injury to any one” (Sahih Muslim, 1987, 1:12). Yet a third hadith
applicable to Iman is as follows: “One of you has no faith unless he loves for his
brother what he loves for himself” (Al-Bukhari, 1984, 2:8). Thus, /marn is comprised of
both belief and good works.

Prayer (Salaf)

The second pillar of Islam is prayer or salat. Muslims are required to pray five
daily prayers using a ritual format as exemplified by the Prophet Mohammad (p.b.h.).
Facing Mecca, Muslims from all over the world prostrate themselves in prayer, making
contact with the divine at regular intervals throughout the day. Salat is a means of self-
development for individuals, and a means of community development fgr all. Thereisa

special emphasis on congregational prayers in Islam. Standing shoulder to shoulder and
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forming a series of rows, Muslims make contact with each other and with God during
congregational prayers.

Fasting (Saum)

The third pillar of Islam is Fasting or saum. This is required of all Muslims
excluding pregnant and lactating women, the sick, and those who travel long distances.
During the Arabic calendar month of Rammadan, Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset,
abstaining from food, drink, and sexual relations during those hours. Fasting is an
exercise in self-discipline and promotes an awareness of God in daily life. As an
institution, fasting not only provides a structured time and mechanism through which
Muslims seek spiritual and moral discipline, but it also serves as a unifying force for
Muslims who fast together worldwide.

Charity-Tax (Zakat)

The fourth pillar of Islam is charity-tax. Charity-tax or zakat is a requirement for
all Muslims who possess wealth. The redistribution of wealth among Muslims occurs
through the levying of a tax (zakar) which is utilized to assist poorer and less
economically privileged segments of society. Zakat is payable on accumulated wealth.
Capitol used in daily life (such as a home and furnishings) or to sustain a business (such
as an office or machinery) is exempt from Zakat (Ali, n.d.). This tax is equal to one
fortieth of a Muslim’s wealth annually. Other forms of zakat include thé eid-al-fitr tax

(collected prior to the end of Rammadarn) and voluntary charity which is encouraged.
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Pilgrimage (Hajj)

The fifth and last pillar of Islam is pilgrimage to Mecca or Hajj. Performing Hajj
is required for those Muslims who are both physically and financially able, at least once
in a lifetime. The Ka’bah is a rectangular building located in Mecca believed by
Muslims to be the first house of worship for humankind, rebuilt by the Prophet Abraham
centuries ago. The Hajj is attended by Muslims from all over the world, exemplifying
the unity of Muslims and their diversity. During the ritual pilgrimage Muslims put on
the simplest of clothing, withdraw from the comforts of life, and meditate in the
company of others.

Summary

These five pillars reflect the significance of spirituality not only for the individual
but for the whole of the umma (Muslim nation) in Islam. Faith is an individual choice,
but the ways in which faith is exercised are largely communal. Communal prayers are
preferred over individual prayers, fasting is a group experience since all Muslims endure
hunger and thirst together during the month of Rammadan, and zakat serves as a
reminder that there is a community responsibility to care for the needy. Finally, Hajj
symbolizes the unity of humankind gathering together in the name of a common faith.
These five pillars reveal the ways in which spirituality and community are intertwined in

-

Islam and in the daily lives of Muslims.
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EARLY ISLAMIC HISTORY

The Qur’an completed the revelations given to earlier messengers of God, and
created a new religion, Islam, distinct from both Judaism and Christianity (Hourani,
1991). Understanding the life of the Prophet Mohammad (p.b.h.) and its historical
context, is an important key to understanding the Qur’an and its message.

As a young man, Mohammad (p.b.h.) married Khadija, a widowed
businesswoman. Khadija believed in and supported Mohammad’s (p.b.h.) prophetic
revelations before anyone else. Gradually there gathered around Mohammad (p.b.h.) a
small group of believers. As Mohammad’s (p.b.h.) following grew, his relationship with
the leaders of Mecca were strained:

“O Abu Talib,’ they said to his uncle, who was his protector among them,

‘your nephew has cursed our gods, insulted our religion, mocked our way of life,

and accused our forefathers of error’ (Hourani, 1991, p. 17).

As Mohammad’s (p.b.h) teaching progressed, the differences between accepted beliefs
and Islam became evident. Mohammad (p.b.h.) denounced idols as false gods,
established new forms of worship (in particular communal prayer), and encouraged new
kinds of good works (Hourani, 1991). Eventually the strain of difference was too much
and Mohammad (p.b.h.) was forced to flee Mecca, settling in Medina in the year

622 AD. )

In Medina, Mohammad’s (p.b.h.) power grew and he was soon drawn into an

armed struggle with the Meccan tribes. It was during this period of expansion and
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struggle that Islamic teachings were finalized. The parts of the Qu’ran revealed during
this period revealed greater concern with defining the ritual observances of religion,
social justice, and offered a practical model for Islamic community life (Hourani, 1991).

When the Prophet (p.b.h.) arrived in Medina he was faced with the decision of
where to stay without offending anyone or being accused of favoritism. The solution
employed by the Prophet (p.b.h.) was to allow his camel to walk freely. The location at
which the Prophet’s (p.b.h.) camel stopped, became the building site of ‘the mosque and
of the Prophet’s (p.b.h.) living quarters. There were nine apartments for the Prophet’s
(p.b.h.) wives and they were adjoined to the mosque. The Prophet (p.b.h.) lived in
simplicity in the midst of the community. This community was a combination of
migrants and Jews, and those native to Medina, thus there were differences and rivalries
as well as clashes in customs and culture that had to be dealt with. This was the
backdrop from which the Prophet (p.b.h.) introduced social reform and mediated and
advised the early Muslims. The Prophet’s (p.b.h.) success relied heavily on his military
success as well as his skill in diplomacy. Thus, from the very early beginnings of Islam,
tensions existed which shaped the faith as it emerged.

Over time, relations with Mecca improved and in 629 AD the Muslims were
permitted to go to Mecca for pilgrimage where the holy house of the Ka bah is located.
The Ka’bah is a large cubic stone structure covered with black cloth orig,:inally founded,
according to tradition, by Adam, and subsequently rebuilt by Seth, then Abraham, then

Noah, and several others over generations (Glasse, 1993). The next year the city of
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Mecca was surrendered to Mohammad (p.b.h.) and a new order was pronounced: “every
claim of privilege or blood or property is abolished by me except the custody of the
temple and the watering of the pilgrims” (Hourani, 1991, p. 19).

Even after the conquest of Mecca, Medina remained the capital. After the death of
his wife Khadija, Mohammad (p.b.h.) exercised authority and entered several more
marriages. These marriages, and particularly Mohammad’s (p.b.h.) marriage to Aisha,
have served as examples of family life for Muslims. In 632 AD Moha.rﬁmad (p.b.h.)
made his last visit to Mecca and gave his farewell speech. Later that year he died
leaving a legacy for Muslims to emulate. The image of Mohammad (p.b.h.) and the
community he founded has been held up as an example for individual, family, and
community life for Muslims over time. Unfortunately the transitional period after the
prophets (p.b.h.) death saw the emergence of restrictive and misogynist elements which
were soon codified into law (Ahmed, 1992).

Social Reforms Introduced by Islam in the
Context of Seventh Century Arabia

The Qur’an is a book of religious and moral principles and also of social,
economic, and legal proclamations which were introduced through a gradual process of
reform. These reforms were introduced in response to the social conditions existent
during the time in which the Qur’an was revealed. 5
The process of economic reform during the early Islamic period was incremental.

Prior to the move to Medina, alms-giving, while highly encouraged, was voluntary.

After the move to Medina however, the zakat (charity-tax) was ordained. Later, a ban on
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usury (paying and charging interest) came through a series of pronouncements (Rahman,
1979). These changes had profound influences on the plight of the poor, similar in some
ways to the changes in the United States when welfare, social security, medicare, and
medicaid programs were enacted.

Similarly, the ban on consumption of alcohol was imposed gradually. The use of
alcohol was unrestricted in the early years of Islam (Rahman, 1979). After a while,
offering prayers while under the influence of alcohol was prohibited. Later, this verse
was revealed:

They ask you about alcohol and gambling.

Say: in these there is great harm and also some good for people

but their harm far outweighs their good (Qur’an, 2:19).

Finally a complete ban on alcohol was introduced in sura 5: 90-91 of the Qur’an.

Perhaps the most significant reforms introduced by the Qur’an were on the subject
of women and slavery. Some prevailing practices in seventh century Arabia had “. . . to
be prohibited explicitly and immediately: infanticide, sexual abuse of slave girls, denial
of inheritance to women, zikar, to name a few of the most common” (Wadud-Muhsin,
1992, p. 9). Infanticide was confined to girls and involved the immediate live burial of
newborn girls. The Qur’anic verses condemning infanticide reveal the shame and
contempt that the pre-Islamic Arabs held for females:

When news is brought to one of them of (the birth of) a female (child), his face

darkens and he is filled with inward grief! With shame does he hide himself from
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his people because of the bad news he has had! Shall he retain the child on
(sufferance and contempt), or bury it in the dust? Ah what an evil (choice) they
decide on (Qur’an, 16:58-59).

This verse clearly demonstrates the extent to which misogyny was firmly ingrained in
seventh century Arabian culture, predating Islam by centuries.

The reforms Islam introduced were relevant to specific cultural practices extant in
seventh century Arabia. Zihar is an example of a practice banned during the time of the
Prophet (p.b.h.). Zihar was practice of stating that one’s wife was ‘as the back of my
mother.” This practice in effect ended the marriage without leaving women free to
remarry. One of the Muslims, Aus Ibn Amit, treated his wife, Khaula, in this manner,
and the wronged woman reportedly came to the Prophet for help. The Prophet (p.b.h.)
told Khaula that he could not interfere and Khaula left disappointed (Ali, n.d.). Soon
after Khaula left the Prophet (p.b.h.), he received this revelation:

God indeed knows the plea of her who pleads with you about her husband and

complains to God, and God knows the contentions of both of you; surely God is

Hearing, Seeing. As for those of you who put away their wives by likening them

to the backs of their mothers, they are not their mothers; their mothers are none

other than those who gave them birth; and surely they utter a hateful word and a

falsehood (Qur’an, 58:1-2). i

This verse essentially banned the practice of zihar.
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With regard to inheritance, the Qu’ran set out specific injunctions as to the
percentages of inheritance women and girls were entitled to. This was a dramatic
change for the time, since in pre-Islamic Arabia, women were not assured the right of
inheritance. Indeed, women were often inherited along with material wealth, an object
to be claimed by male heirs (Mernissi, 1987). Islam’s insistence on women’s right to
inheritance and accordingly, the prohibition of men’s inheriting of women, was met with
resistance by the male population of Medina. Not only would their inherited goods be
diminished, since women could no longer be inherited, but they would also have to share
what remained with women, thus further diminishing male economic privilege. In
patriarchal Arab cultures past and present, women and girls were under the protection
and guardianship of their male relatives. The Qur’an protected women from being
inherited by their husbands’ heirs and also protected fatherless girls from abuse and
exploitation:

The idea that an ugly fatherless girl—ugly in the opinion of the chief of the

clan—could inherit was a shocking thought to many. Jabir Ibn Abdallah had a

blind girl cousin who was ugly and who had inherited a large fortune from her

father. Jabir had no intention of marrying her, but he opposed letting her marry
anyone else, not wishing her husband to get his hands on her fortune. He
consulted the Prophet on the question, and he was not the only one to do so.

Many men like Jabir, who were responsible for fatherless girls, did not see why

Muhammad wanted to change the order of things. “Does an ugly young girl who
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is blind have the right to inherit?” He exclaimed in front of the Prophet. The
Prophet replied “Yes, absolutely.” (Mernissi, 1987, p. 125).
In addition to the changes mentioned above, other prevailing practices were modified:
“polygamy, unconstrained divorce, conjugal violence, and concubinage” (Wadud-
Mubhsin, 1992, p. 9) are some examples. Prior to the advent of Islam, unlimited
polygamy was practiced. The Qur’an limited men to four wives with the provision that
if a man could not be completely just and equitable between wives than he should marry
only one wife. To all this was added a general principle that “you shall never by able to
do justice among wives no matter how desirous you are (to do so)”” (Qur’an, 4, 3, 128).
Based on this pronouncement, some Muslims have concluded that polygamy is
prohibited (Rahman, 1979).

Unconstrained divorce refers to men’s ability to unilaterally repudiate their wives,
a power that men had in seventh century Arabia prior to the advent of Islam. The Qur’an
placed limits on this practice, emphasizing harmonious reconciliation instead:

It is no sin for the two of them if they make terms of peace between themselves.

Peace is better (4:128). Either take them back on equitable terms or set them free

on equitable terms, do not take them back or injure them, or take unfair advantage

(Qur’an, 2:231).
Closely related to the emphasis on marital peace and reconciliation }s the way in which
Islam dealt with the problem of conjugal violence. There is evidence that severe

violence against women was common among the Arabs at the time of the Prophet
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(Wadud-Mubhsin, 1992). Violence against women was discouraged and strict limitations
were placed on this practice:

As for those for women who you fear disruption of marital harmony, admonish

them, banish them to beds apart, and scourge them. Then, if they obey seek not a

way against them (Qur’an 4: 34).
The word scourge in this passage is often translated as ‘to strike.” It stems from the
Arabic word daraba which has more than one meaning. It can be translated as ‘to
strike,” however it can also be translated ‘to set’ as an example (Wadud-Muhsin, 1992).
While by contemporary standards this passage as it is commonly translated (to strike),
appears to sanction violence against women, and indeed it is used by abusers to justify
their actions, violence against women is clearly against the spirit inherent in Islam. This
passage set limits on violence against women in the context of seventh century Arabia
where women were subject to extreme abuse, but that does not mean that it is applicable
today. Such a literal interpretation is inconsistent with the Qur’an’s consistent emphasis
on kindness, patience and good works. Finally, such a literal interpretation is directly
contrary to the verse below:

Oh humankind, reverence your Guardian Lord, who created you from a single

person, created of like nature, its mate from them scattered countless men and

women; Reverence God through whom you demand your mutual rights, And

reverence the wombs that bore you: for God ever watches over you (Qur’an, 4:1).
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Reverence for women and mutual rights of both men and women are not consistent with
conjugal violence. The use of this verse to justify conjugal violence is nothing more than
a patriarchal manipulation of the text, narrowly focusing on the literal meaning which
was particular to seventh century Arabia. This patriarchal reading ensures the continued
acceptance of male privilege in the name of religion at the expense of the greater
message of the Qur’an which emphasizes the equality of humankind, patience, kindness,
and compassion throughout its 6,000 verses.

Additional references to husbands’ chastisement of wives can be found in
ahadith. These ahadith generally are intended to shame perpetrators and/or set limits on
the extent of violence against wives. The use of a toothstick (miswak) is mentioned in
one hadith as the only instrument husbands can legitimately use to lightly strike wives.
While use of a toothstick to lightly strike another person may seem absurd, it is an idea
that is firmly entrenched within Muslim culture. Many women in this study made
reference to toothsticks as they discussed abuse of women in Muslim culture.

As with all reforms, the Qur’an addressed the problem of slavery gradually.
Slavery was ingrained in the structure of seventh century Arabia. Thus, slavery was not
prohibited but was discouraged and the freeing of slaves emphasized as a good deed:

And what will explain to thee the path that is steep?

1t is the freeing of the slave

Or the giving of food during times of privation

To the orphan with claims of relationship
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Or to the indigent down in the dust (Qur’an, 90: 12-16).

In addition to encouraging the freeing of slaves, the Qur’an required slave-owners to
make arrangements for their slaves to buy their freedom if the slaves desired, and set
limits on the commonly accepted abusive treatment of female slaves:

And those of your slaves who wish to enter into freedom-purchasing contracts,

accept their proposals if you think they are any good and give to them of the

wealth that God has given you. And do not compel your slave-girls to resort to a

foul life when they want to be chaste, seeking thereby petty gains in life; but if

they act under sheer compulsion God is forgiving and merciful (Qur’an, 24:33).
These limits on slavery were significant reforms in the context of a society where the
institution of slavery was firmly entrenched and had been for centuries.

Since slavery is now largely a practice of the past, the literal interpretation of
Qur’anic edicts with regard to slavery is a non-issue, and it seems unlikely that many
Muslims could be found today who would insist on a return to slavery simply because it
is not expressly forbidden in the Qur’an. Oddly, when it comes to women’s affairs
however, the progressive spirit of Islam has been left behind. The actual legislation of
the Qur’an was introduced in the context of a misogynist society. The specifics of these
reforms were thereby particular to that context. The literal interpretation of Qur’anic
edicts regarding women outside of that contéxt is not consistent with the progressive

spirit of Islam (Rahman, 1979).
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EGALITARIANISM AND HIERARCHY

The marriage structure instituted by Islam is patriarchal by most interpretations.
This form of gender hierarchy exists in tension with the egalitarian ethical concept of
gender inherent in Islam. Egalitarianism is a consistent message articulated throughout
the Qur’an (Ahmed, 1992). Indeed, unlike other monotheistic scriptures women are
specifically addressed in the Qur’an:

For Muslim men and women,

For believing men and women,

For devout men and women,

For true men and women,

For men and women who are patient and constant,

For men and women who humble themselves,

For men and women who give in charity,

For men and women who fast (and deny themselves)

For men and women who guard their chastity, and

For men and women who engage much in God’s praise,

For them has God prepared

Forgiveness and a great reward (Qur’an, 33:35).
By prescribing the same moral behavior, as well as acéompanying r;:wards, for both men

and women, this passage makes a clear statement about the human moral condition, a

condition which is identical for all humans regardless of gender (Ahmed, 1992).
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The good works of men and women are also of equal worth:

I suffer not the good deeds of any to go to waste, be he man or woman: The one

of you is of the other (Qur’an, 3:195).

In addition to the equality of the works of men and women, there exists in both Qur’an
and hadith an egalitarian view of human conception. Contrary to the Hebrew tradition
which forbids the spilling of male seed, in Islam semen is not held to be superior to the
‘fluid’ secreted by women (Ahmed, 1992).

The egalitarian vision inherent in Islam is evident to many. It is this vision that
Muslim women take to heart when they insist that Islam is not sexist. Such women
legitimately read a message of gender equality in sacred text. However, the message of
gender equality within Islam exists in tension with the patriarchal family structure it
upholds. Perhaps in an attempt to make sense of this tension, contemporary women
scholars have looked upon the topic of women in Islam with new eyes.

FEMINIST INTERPRETATIONS

Feminist interpretations of Islam are not mainstream views, and in fact are
rejected by the majority of Muslims. Still, there are a few feminist scholars studying
Islam and this is an emerging field with much promise. Here two works will be
considered as examples of feminist analyses: (a) Amina Wadud-Muhsin’s (1992)
Women in Qur’an which is an attempt “. . . to make a ‘reading’ of the Qur’an that would

be meaningful to women living in the modern era (Wadud-Muhsin, 1992, p. 1), ” and
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(b) Fatima Mernsissi’s (1987) The Veil and the Male Elite—A Feminist Interpretation of
Women's Rights in Islam.

Amina Wadud-Muhsin (1992) used a hermeneutic model to re-interpret Qur’anic
verses regarding women, paying close attention to the context in which they were
revealed, the grammatical composition of the text, and the worldview of the text as a
whole.

Wadud-Muhsin (1992) begins with the story of creation:

And from His signs (is this) that He created you (humankind) from a single self

(nafs), and created of the same type its spouse, and from these two He spread

(through the earth) countless men and women (Qur’an, 4:1).

Wadud-Muhsin (1992) notes that the reference in this verse to the single self (nafs) in
this verse is gender neutral and there is no evidence to support the idea that Adam was
created before Eve.

With regard to the event in the Garden of Eden, this verse is cited:

And verily We made a covenant of old with Adam, but he forgot and We found

no constancy in him . . . And the devil whispered to him saying: ‘Oh Adam!

Shall I show you the tree of immortality and power that does not waste away?’

Then the two of them (Adam and his wife) ate of the fruit (of the forbidden tree)

... And Adam disobeyed his Lord, so went astfay (Qur’an, 20:115-21).
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Here Wadud-Mubhsin (1992) notes that Adam and not Eve is singled out as the one who
first was led astray in the garden. This is in contrast to Biblical versions of the story
where Eve is singled out.

Having established the equality of men and women from the time of creation,
distinctions between individuals are then explored:

We created you male and female and have made you nations and tribes that you

may know one another. Indeed the most noble of you from ‘God’s perspective is

whoever (he or she) has the most piety (Qur’an, 49:13).

This verse establishes that the only true distinction among humans is our level of piety.
Race, gender, class, and other differences are not relevant for distinguishing among
individuals.

Finally, Wadud-Muhsin (1992) addresses the controversial issues of Qur’anic
verses which are commonly interpreted as placing women in subservient roles within the
family:

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women the basis of that God has"

preferred some of them over others, and on the basis of what they spend of their

property (for the support of women), so good women are obedient, guarding in
secret that which God has guarded. As for those from whom you fear marital
disharmony admonish them, banish them to beds apart, and scourge them. Then

if they obey you, seek not a way against them (Qur’an, IV:34).
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Wahdud-Muhsin (1992) suggests that men’s status as protectors and maintainers of
women is conditional and limited to the area of finance. Men, are given preference over
women to make financial decisions because they are responsible for the material needs
of families. Thus men are only protectors and maintainers of women in financial
matters. In cases where women contribute to the financial upkeep of families, husbands
cannot claim to be protectors and maintainers of wives (Wahdud-Muhsin, 1992). Next,
Wahdud-Mubhsin (1992) discussed the word ganitat translated as obedient. The Arabic
word ganitat . . . is too often falsely translated to mean ‘obedient,” and then assumed to
mean ‘obedient to the husband’ (Wadud-Muhsin, 1992, p. 74). Wadud-Muhsin (1992),
suggested that this word should be translated as good not obedient. In addition, given
that the words marital disharmony refer to situations involving both husbands and wives,
Wadud-Muhsin (1992) suggested that this verse does not demand that a wife obey her
husband, but instead seeks a way to resolve marital strife:
With regard to marital harmony, the following points need to be raised. First, the
Qur’an gives precedence to the state of order and emphasizes the importance of
regaining it. In other words, it is not a disciplinary measure to be used for
disagreement between spouses. Second, if the steps are followed in the sequential
manner suggested by the Qur’an, it would seem possible to regain order before
the final step. Third, even if the third solution is reached, the-nature of the
‘scourge’ cannot be such as to create conjugal violence or struggle between the

couple because that is ‘unlslamic’ (Wadud-Muhsin, 1992, p. 75).
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Wahdud-Muhsin (1992) also addressed the use of the word scourge and suggested that
there is more than one possible translation (to set an example). Finally, Wadud-Muhsin
(1992) notes that this verse should be taken as a prohibition against unrestrained
violence against women, not as permission to be violent. Wahdud-Muhsun {1992) sums
up with the conclusion that the Qur’an does not order women to obey their husbands, nor
does it sanction violence against women. Instead of focusing on the specifics of
marriage in seventh century Arabia, Muslims are better served applying the underlying
principles of this verse, namely, the significance of marital harmony and the family as a
unit of mutual support.

While Amina Wadud-Muhsin (1992) relied heavily on exploring alternative
translations and interpretations of Qur’an. Fatima Mernissi (1987) explored the cultural
and political contexts in which Islam’s vision of women emerged. Mernissi (1987)
began by strongly stating that . . . if women’s rights are a problem for some modern
Muslim men, it is neither because of the Koran, nor the Prophet, nor the Islamic
tradition, but simply because those rights conflict with the interests of the male elite.
The elite faction is trying to convince us that their egotistic, highly subj ective, and
mediocre view of culture and society has a sacred bias” (Mernissi, 1987, p. ix).

Mernissi (1987) initially examined the source and context of misogynist kadith
often quoted to women’s detriment, noting that their continued and frequent use is
exemplary of an infantile regression into an ancient past. This problem began with the

subjugation of the Arab world under colonial rule from the late eighteenth century
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through the middle twentieth century (Hourani, 1991) and subsequent to that, the
emergence of new Arab states after World War II (Hourani, 1991). All at once the
Arabs were forced to redefine themselves, and in so doing, grant citizenship to men and
women both. This dramatic change called into question social, political, and sexual
inequalities all at the same time—an overwhelming combination. The desire to return to
the past is a comforting reversion to the way things ‘should be,’ re-establishing order and
tranquility (Memiss, 1987).

As previously mentioned, the hadith are sayings of the Prophet Mohammad
(p.b.h) as reported by his companions and recorded by scholars. Al-Bukhari was one
such scholar whose collection of ahadith are considered sound by the majority of Sunni
Muslims. Born in 8§70 AD he traveled across Islamic lands in search of knowledge and
collecting hadith. Al-Bukhari interviewed 1,080 persons and collected 600,000 hadith.
Next he began a methodological process to ensure the authenticity of this collection.
Once Al-Bukhari’s method of verification was perfected, the number of hadith deemed
sound was 7,257 (Mernissi, 1987). Political and economic interests contributed to the
recitation of false ahadith over time, resulting in the inflated number Al-Bukhari
originally collected. It is this context of competing political, social, and economic,
interests which Mernissi (1987) calls attention to when exploring misogynist ahadith
and their validity. )

“Those who entrust their affairs to a woman will never know prosperity.” This is

the first hadith Mernissi (1987) examines. The transmitter of this hadith was Abu
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Bakra, a companion of the Prophet (p.b.h.). He reported this hadith 25 years after the
death of the Prophet (p.b.h.) following the defeat of Aisha (one of the prophet’s p.b.h
wives) in the Battle of the Camel. After this defeat, Aisha was politically devastated and
those who had supported her, as well as those who had remained neutral, feared
repercussions from the victor. Abu Bakra who had remained neutral, reportedly lived
through several days of worry following Aisha’s defeat. It was convenient that he
remembered at that moment a hadith that suggested an order not to support a war led by
a woman.

Abu Bakra is noted to have remembered other Aadith at critical moments, always
conveniently in support of whomever was in power at the time. But this is not all.
Mernissi (1987) showed that by Al-Bukhari’s own criteria, Abu Bakra’s recitation of
ahadith should never have been accepted as sound. This is because people who were
fabricators were rejected as transmitters of ahadith, and Abu Bakra’s biographies reveal
that he was publicly flogged for false testimony against a woman (he accused her of
adultery falsely). Having demonstrated the weakness of Abu Bakra’s ahadith, Mernissi
(1987) goes on to investigate other misogynist akadith in the same manner casting doubt
on their authenticity.

Next, Memnissi (1987) turns her attention to the veil. Sura 33 verses 53 and 54 are
widely regarded as the basis for the institution of the hijab (covering):

O you who believe! Enter not the Prophet’s houses, -

Until leave is given you, -
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For a meal, (and then)

Not (so early as) to wait

For its preparation: but when

You are invited, enter;

And when you have taken your meal, disperse,

Without seeking familiar talk.

Such (behavior) annoys the Prophet: he is ashamed

To dismiss you, but God is not ashamed (to tell you) the truth.

And when you ask (his ladies) For anything you want

Ask them from before a screen: that makes for greater purity for

Your hearts and for theirs (Qur’an, 33:53-5).
This verse was revealed on the Prophet’s (p.b.h.) wedding night when he was impatient
to be alone with his bride. On that night, guests remained talking until the late hours
precipitating the revelation of this verse. As the Prophet (p.b.h.) recited this verse he
drew a curtain between himself and a male visitor. Memissi (1987) viewed this verse as
“. .. God’s answer to a community with boorish manners whose lack of delicacy
offended a Prophet (p.b.h.) whose politeness bordered on timidity” (Mernissi, 1987,
p. 86). In essence, Memissi (1987) read this verse as a reminder for people to be tactful.

Mernissi’s (1987) interpretation of this verse called into question the overwhelming

response to this verse by ancient male scholars—the segregation of the sexes.
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In addition, verse 59 of sura 33, also used to support the requirement of veiling is
as follows:
O Prophet! Tell your wives and your daughters and the women of the believers to
draw their cloaks close around them (when they go abroad). That will be better,
so that they may be recognized and not annoyed (Qur’an, 33: 59).
This verse was revealed at a time when women were being harassed on the streets of
Medina. When those men who were harassing women (often referred to as the
hypocrites) were questioned, they justified their actions, stating that they had mistaken
the women for slaves. Thus, Muslim women were ordered to draw their cloaks around
them, allowing them to be recognized. Mermnissi (1987) viewed this sequence of events
as a triumph for the hypocrites:
The veil represents the triumph of the Hypocrites. Slaves would continue to be
harassed and attacked in the streets. The female Muslim population would
henceforth be divided by a hijad into two categories: free women, against whom
violence is forbidden, and women slaves toward whom ta’arrud [sexual
harassment] is permitted (Mernissi, 1987, p. 187).
In her analysis, Memnissi (1987) likened the veil to the triumph of tribal power over
individual self-restraint and reasoning, a triumph that would quickly overshadow Islam’s
progressive spirit over time.
Amina Wadud-Muhsin’s (1992) and Fatima Mernissi’s (1987) works stand in

stark contrast to the proliferation of texts written by ancient male scholars calling for the
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complete subjugation and segregation of women in Islamic society. The battle over
women’s rights and women’s rightful place in Islamic society can be traced to the time
of the Prophet (p.b.h.) and continues today.

MORE FEMINIST READINGS

While Wadud-Muhsin (1992) to a large degree, and Fatima Mernissi (1987) to a
lesser degree, strive to give verses in the Qur’an which seem harmful to women a
meaning which is less pejorative, it is clear that by today’s standards the Qur’an
infantilizes women by placing them under the care, protection, and disciplinary authority
of their husbands. The Qur’anic regulations over matters significantly affecting
women’s lives (marriage, divorce, child custody) unquestionably discriminate against
women when taken at face value (Karmi, 1996). Men can marry up to four wives, while
women can marry only one husband at a time. Men can unilaterally divorce their wives
simply by stating ‘I divorce you’ three times, while women have limited access to
divorce. Men are entitled to twice the share of inheritance that women are entitled to.
And finally, many Muslims believe that when a couple divorces, child custody goes to
the father when a male child reaches the age of 7 and when a female child reaches the
age of 9. Should a woman remarry before her children reach the ages of 7 or 9, then her
period of legal custody is immediately revoked.

There are explanations for these laws which are rooted in the_social and historical
realities of seventh century Arabia. The laws concerning polygamy are understandable

when one considers there was a continuing surplus of women in early Islamic times due
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to frequent inter-tribal wars. At that time, the booty of war was a significant source of
revenue, and men who fought in wars, enjoyed significantly more economic power than
did women (Mernissi, 1987). It seems logical then that men, who were responsible for
the support of their families, would receive a greater share of inheritance than women,
and that the custody of children would be awarded to fathers who had the means to
provide for them. The inter-relatedness of these laws with the social mores of early
seventh century Arabia is abundantly clear (Karmi, 1996). Why do these laws then
continue to be upheld to the detriment of Muslim women across the globe centuries later
since they are clearly incongruent with the realities of our time?

Many Muslims would respond to this question by stating that these are God’s
laws and are therefore immutable and unchanging over time. This answer seems
plausible until one examines the fate of other Islamic laws not applicable to women in
modem times. Despite the fact that the Qur’an does not forbid, and indeed regulates, the
institution of slavery, there are no Muslims calling for the re-institution of slavery and its
laws. Despite the fact that Islamic law dictates the Aadd punishments of beheading and
amputation of limbs for certain crimes, these punishments are being withdrawn or
reformed in many Muslim countries (Karmi, 1996), and there are no doubt many
Muslims who find these punishments antiquated and harsh by today’s standards.

Despite the fact that the Prophet Mohammad (p.b.h.) (whom Muslims are supposed to
emulate) married his wife Aisha as a child, there are few Muslims in urban areas today

who would agree that this practice is appropriate. It seems that sticking to the literal
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interpretation of Qur’anic verses which address legislation particular to seventh century
Arabia, is not deemed necessary in all cases. It is only when it comes to the verses
which apply to women’s rights, that Islamic society has firmly resisted change. This is
not surprising considering that Arab society is and has been for centuries rigidly
patriarchal.

The Qur’an is comprised of 6,000 verses. Of these 6,000 verses, fewer than 700
address legislation and only 200 of these concern the regulation of society. The
remainder are dedicated to the regulation of worship (Karmi, 1996). It appears that the
bulk of the Qur’an does not concemn itself with the particulars of women’s roles, but
instead with more universal human concerns, such as faith, contact with the divine,
charity, kindness, patience, human equality, and caring for others. Thus, I agree with
Karmi’s (1996) assertion that with the Qur’an are portions that are eternal and
unchanging, and other portions that are conditional and adjusted to social circumstances.

FEAR OF INDIVIDUALISM

The meaning of the word Islam is submission, implying a relationship of
submission between the believer and his/her God. This submission to one God was the
message that the Prophet (p.b.h.) brought to seventh century Arabia, challenging the
arrogant individualism of the jahiliya (time of ignorance) Arabs.

During the jahiliya, there was a multiplicity of gods, all of wl.lom were subject to
the whims of those who worshiped them. If a god did not bring the desired state of

affairs, it was not unusual for an Arab to throw stones at the god, insulting it and even
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destroying it on some occasions. When the Prophet Mohammad (p.b.h.) conquered
Mecca, the truce required that the Meccans renounce this shirk, this freedom to think and
choose their own gods. In return, God guaranteed peace in a city that had been plagued
by violence. Shirk (freedom of opinion) then can be viewed as the opposite of Islam
which creates an orderly compassionate earth (Mernissi, 1992).

Islam triumphed in 630 AD because it succeeded in establishing a compassionate
order, where there had once been an array of pluralism besieged by violence. Thus,
Islam promises a community peace, but this comes only at the price of individual
sacrifice. Individual desires, considered to be the root cause of dissension and ultimately
of bloodshed, must be suppressed for the common good.

Challenging the consensus of the community is thus viewed as a deviation from
the correct path:

The splitting of Islam into Sunni and Shi’a is the historical proof that divergence

of opinion is seen as a weakening of the group, and that it is better to cast out the

disputing group and let it pursue its own course if it is strong enough. Opposition
is seen as traumatic, a frightening situation because it recalls the violence of

Mecca before the triumph of the One (Mernissi, 1992, p.100).

This fear of individual thought has thus become an ingrained cultural value within
Islamic societies, silencing alternative readings of Islam such as the ones presented

above.
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Because of the emphasis on individual rights and freedoms inherent in Western
culture, clashes with the West have strengthened Muslims’ fear of freedom and
individualism. During the Gulf War, religious language was often used by the U.S.
President. God Bless America, the synonymous use of the words God and freedom, and
may God bless our troops are examples of the use of religious language by Mr. Bush
during that time. Fatima Mernissi (1992) amply described the confusion the use of such
language led to among the Arab masses:
The alleyways of the medinas were all agog. America, which the Muslim world
thought viscerally materialistic, was fighting for its God . . . .” The winds of
change are with us now. The forces of freedom are united. We move toward the
next century, more confident than ever that we have the will at home and abroad
to do what must be done, the hard work of freedom.” The people were doubly
confused: “Is democracy a religion?” the concierge of my building asked me the
next day (Memissi, 1992, p. 102).
The blending of religious language with the words freedom and democracy interspersed
with the unrelenting bombing of the people of Baghdad confused the Arab masses who
understandably saw this war as a religious war. Mr. Bush was frequently depicted in
cartoons as a pharaonic despot during the Gulf War (Mernissi, 1992). Because the
attacks on civilian populations were reminiscent of the brutality of I;haraoh, the defense

of democracy and freedom were lost, and Muslim fears of individual freedom were

reinforced.
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TWENTIETH CENTURY INFLUENCES

Arab culture, history, and politics have been intertwined with the ways in which
Islam has been interpreted. Given this, events in the Middle East during the twentieth
century have implications for the ways in which Islam has been interpreted in modern
times. In particular, colonialism and cultural resistance movements that developed over
time in response to colonial occupation have had been significant contemporary
influences on Muslim cultures. The purpose of this section is to explicate the connection
between colonialism and the recent Islamic fundamentalist backlash against women.

The challenge of the West was brought home to the Arabs at the turn of the
century through the brutality of European colonial occupation. In the aftermath of
World War I, the political structure within which most Arabs had lived for four
centuries, namely, the Ottoman empire, was falling apart. The dynasty that had been
regarded by many as the paladin of what was left of the power and independence of
Sunni Islam was gone. In its place, European colonial rule emerged. By 1918 military
control of Britain and France in the Middle East and Northern Africa was stronger than
ever before (Hourani, 1991). Of all the Arab countries, only parts of the Arabian
peninsula (Saudi Arabia and Yemen) remained free from colonial rule. However,
without known resources, with few connections to other nations, and enveloped on all
sides by British power, even these sovereign nations could be independent only within
limits. In the former Ottoman territories, only Turkey emerged as a truly independent

state (Hourani, 1991).
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The spread of European colonialism in the Middle East and Northern African
described above was encouraged by a Furopean mindset that viewed Arabs and Muslims
as inherently deficient. Europeans justified colonial occupation on the basis that their
mission was a civilizing one (Ghandi, 1998). The imperialist mindset operated under the
assumptions inherent in Orientalism (Said, 1978). Orientalist thought is a drastically
polarized perception of the world—one that is divided into two unequal parts, the Orient
and the Occident. Subspecialties of Orientalist scholars include Arabists and
Islamologists. The integral relationship between Arab ethnicity and Islam in Orientalism
feeds stereotypes about Muslims as Arab extremists, and in turn, about Arabs as
barbarous heretics. Stereotypical views of both Arabs and Muslims became firmly
ingrained when learned European scholars studying the Orient perpetuated them under
the guise of empiric observation Said (1978). Said (1978) summarized the dogmas
inherent in Orientalist thought thusly:
. . . the principal dogmas of Orientalism exist in their purest form today in studies
of Arabs and Islam. Let us recapitulate them here: one is the absolute and
systematic difference between the West, which is rational, developed, humane,
superior, and the Orient which is aberrant, underdeveloped, inferior. Another
dogma is that abstractions about the Orient, particularly those based on texts
representing a “classical” Oriental civilization, ére always prf;ferable to direct
evidence drawn from modern Oriental realities. A third dogma is that the Orient

is eternal, uniform, and incapable of defining itself; therefore it is assumed that a
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highly generalized and systematic vocabulary for describing the Orient from a
Western standpoint is inevitable and even scientifically “objective.” A fourth
dogma is that the Orient is at bottom something either to be feared (the Yellow

Peril, the Mongol hordes, the brown dominions) or to be controlled (by

pacification, research and development, outright occupation whenever possible)

(Said, 1978, p. 300-101).

These dogmas permeated European colonial occupation strengthened by the work of
scholars who wrote prolifically about the perceived deficiencies of Arabs, their culture,
and their religion. Thus, European rulers perceived their civilizing mission as a
necessary one that would eventually improve the condition of the Arabs through the
dissemination of so-called superior Western values. These values would be inculcated
through a system of educational endeavors founded by Christian missionaries, with
curricula emphasizing the glory of Western achievements, and ridiculing Islamic family
law, particularly as it applied to women’s roles (Haddad, 1985).

As colonial administrators and Christian missionaries defined their civilizing
mission as one that involved the reform of sexual mores and family traditions of
Muslims, women and family became symbols of cultural resistance—the sacrosanct
repository of Muslim identity (Taraki, 1995). As the language of women’s liberation
was co-opted and manipulated by colonialists, feminism erroneously became equated
with cultural imperialism and Muslims who attempted to change the position of Muslim

women were viewed as “. . . tainted with cultural inauthenticity if not outright betrayal”
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(Taraki, 1995, p. 646). In disseminating their attack on Islamic family mores,

13

colonialists used the language of feminism, stating that Islam is “. .. innately and
immutably oppressive to women, that the veil and segregation epitomized that
oppression, and that these customs were the fundamental reasons for the general and
comprehensive backwardness of Islamic societies” (Ahmed, 1992, p. 152). As
imperialists used the custom of veiling and the position of women in Muslim societies as
proof of the inferiority of Islam and as justification for colonial occupation, Islamic
revolutionaries now invert the premises of this thesis by emphasizing the importance of
veiling and the return to indigenous practices as a form of cultural resistance (Ahmed,
1992; Taraki, 1995). It should be noted that European colonial occupation of the Arabs
was rooted in Orientalist, not feminist, thought. Feminism challenges the patriarchal
elements extant in Arab societies as it does worldwide. However, feminism does not
support imperialist expansion or the racist ideology inherent within it. Thus,
colonialists’ use of feminism was in fact a corruption and manipulation of women’s
liberation—one that would be damaging to Muslim women’s progress over time.
Following forays into nationalist and socialist thought in the 1950's, and the
failure on the part of the Arabs to defeat Israel both in 1948 and 1967,* the tide turned
toward Islamic revolution. Islamic revolutionaries have advocated the use of Islam as a

unifying political and cultural force in the Middle East, one that stands in opposition to

the cultural hegemony of the West. As was noted above, the colonial civilizing

* See Said, E. (1979), The Question of Palestine for more information on the Arab-Israeli
conflict.
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mission’s condemnation of the position of Muslim women in society engendered a
resistance narrative on the part of Muslim societies (Ahmed, 1992). The Islamic
revolutionary movement has accordingly viewed women’s liberation as a movement
introduced by the West for the purposes of undermining Islam, and has further called
attention to the failure of the American model as depraved (Haddad, 1985).

The assumption that a fundamental connection exists between women and culture
has resulted in the idea that Muslim women’s adherence to the precepts of Islam is
essential to the survival of Islamic society. The alternative, living in a society like the
West, is viewed by Islamists as the decadent end result of the abandonment of Islamic
law. Held up as a society drowning in moral corruption, the West is exemplified by the
epidemic problems of drug and alcohol addiction, lawlessness, pornography, and
sexually transmitted disease (Haddad, 1985). From the Islamic revolutionary point of
view, undermining Islamic law and the strict regulation of women’s roles in Islamic
societies can only result in the eventual downfall of Islamic society. Recovering from
colonial occupation while simultaneously facing the challenges inherent in rapid
technological change, Islamic revolutionaries’ emphasis on controlling women in both
public and private space plays on the fears and anxieties of people suffering from the
direct impact of foreign economic, political, and cultural hegemony (Mernissi, 1992;
Taraki, 1995). This scenario places the discussion of Muslim women’s rights in the
middle of the struggle of the Arab people to retain their culture and proud heritage in the

face of the ever-expanding influence of the West.
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In summary, the attack on Arab women’s status during European colonial
encounters in the Middle East, and the subsequent enmeshment of women’s rights issues
with cultural resistance narratives, has made feminist readings of Islam subject to hostile
opposition, thus hampering Muslim women’s progress across the globe. This is not due
to any inherent gender oppression extant in Islam itself, since as has been demonstrated
here, there are many possible readings of Islam which exclude patriarchal elements.
While it is clear that Islam has been exploited by patriarchal societies to legitimize
women’s oppression, Islam itself is not the root cause of such oppression. Indeed,
despite the manipulation it has been subjected to, the Islamic heritage continues to have
an extraordinary richness. Within Islam are the seeds of hope for the faithful who suffer
under the weight of oppression, offering them a sense of identity and the power to resist
injustice in their lives.
MUSLIM WOMEN IN AMERICA
Islam is believed to be the fastest growing religion in the United States today

(Stone, 1991). As the population of Muslims in America has grown they have
developed distinctive institutions across the country. These include more than 600
mosques/Islamic centers, a few Islamic colleges, scores of parochial day schools,
hundreds of weekend schools, women’s organizations, youth groups, and professional
and civic organizations (Haddad, 1991). This growing infrastructur‘—e supports Muslim

culture and identity in the context of predominantly Christian America.
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Muslims in America are a diverse group comprised of first generation immigrants
from Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Sub-Sahara, the Carribean and Eastern Europe. In
addition, American born Muslims include three groups: (a) descendants of immigrant
populations, (b) Anglo-Americans, and (c) African-Americans (Hermensen, 1991; Stone,
1991). African-Americans are the single largest group of American Muslims,
comprising approximately forty percent of the total population (Kosmin & Lachman,
1993). While Muslims share a common religious culture and within that culture shared
worlds of experience (Hermansen, 1991), issues salient to specific ethnic groups are
important contextual aspects of Muslim women’s experiences in America. The
experiences of women belonging to the two largest ethnic groups, African-American and
Arab-American, are highlighted for the purposes of providing background information
relevant to study results.

African-American Women

McCloud (1991), in a qualitative study of African-American women who
converted to Islam, described a typology of African-American converters comprised of
four general categories. The first type were women who came from environments in
which each day was lived as if there would be no tomorrow. These were poorly
educated adults often on welfare who spent their days in despair as they coped with
racism and poverty in their daily lives. To assuage their pain they often turned to drugs
or exorbitant partying. In their efforts to improve their lives they investigated Islam,

often upon the recommendation of African-American Muslim men. Muslim women
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they were told, were given the highest respect by their good Muslim husbands. Drawn
to Islam in search of instant husbands and “somebodiness,” they soon converted to
Islam. The first changes made were changes in dress:

Befo’ I could ketch my breath, they was tellin’ me about all the layers of clothes I
had to wear so nobody could lust after me. When did anybody ever lust after me?
What is lust? They said that the men cain’t control themselves when they see the
woman’s form so I have to be modest and look plain, wear black (McCloud,
1991, p. 180).
Soon, these women began a “self-hypnosis” (McCloud, 1991, p. 180), that transformed
thought patterns. The West, its system, and its values, were rejected. Welfare became a
source of power rather than degradation—telling welfare the truth was not necessary
since welfare case-workers and the system they worked for were non-Muslim:
I felt like I was somebody, lookin’down on sin and evil, a reminder of chastity
and modesty to a naked, immoral woman. I felt good. America ain’t nothin’ and
all of them will burn. They owe me (McCloud, 1991, p. 180).
Soon, however, other realities surfaced. The most pressing demands in the eyes of the
Muslim community were that these women dress Islamically and that they marry.
Seeking the perceived respectability of marriage, they were faced with the problem of
having to decide on husbands without the consultation of persons v&;ho had known and
loved them. They had to mimic Muslim cultural processes regarding marriage which

they knew little about: “. .. she performs some self-hypnosis and becomes the woman



100

who will marry someone whom she does not know and whose past is erased with
conversion” (McCloud, 1991, p. 180). Trusting that God would lead them to the right
husband, women married often several times before giving up on it altogether. For
many of these women, Islamic married life was very similar to the abusive pre-Islamic
live-in arrangements they had experienced—with one exceptional difference. The threat
of polygamy created anxiety and strife, reminiscent of pre-Islamic fights over other
women. This unfortunate situation engendered hostility toward single women and
acceptance of a certain amount of abuse within marriages.

The second category of women were those who shared an interest and support of
so-called Third World perspectives. Their new Muslim names gave them voices, the
embodiment of somebodiness. Soon, however, they came to realize that the larger
society did not recognize African-American voices. Changes in clothing precipitated
harassment at places of employment, ultimately leading to unemployment and welfare
dependency. The exception, was women who found new jobs and took off their Islamic
clothing, dawning this garb only for special occasions. During special occasions they
remained aloof from other Muslim women. Because they no longer consistently
conformed to prescribed Islamic dress codes they were not considered “good Muslim
women” anymore and tended to be treated badly by other Muslims in their communities
(McCloud, 1991, p. 183).

The third category of women were those who were on the road to assimilation as

they strived to achieve success typically in male-dominated professions. Over time they
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became tired of living up to the super-woman image and they were drawn to Islam
which they were taught would put an end to their turmoil. In Islam they would be real
women—-. . . expected to be dependent but coveted for their dependency” (McCloud,
1991, p. 182). As these women changed their outward appearances they were subjected
to the same harassment in place of employment previously described and tended to
follow the same path over time as did women in the second category. The women in the
second and third groups typically did not fare well. Their communities did not
encourage either education or ambition:

Music is haram (forbidden); reading literature other than Islamic literature is

haram; singing, dancing, professions that entail contact with men are haram; and

so on. They generally find themselves being forced into nothingness (McCloud,

1991, p. 182).

The women in the second and third categories tended to find themselves raising children
without community support, divorced and alone.

Finally, the fourth category of women were distinguished by their quest for
religious understanding. They typically grew up in families that were avid churchgoers
and as adults found themselves without any special professional ambitions. They were,
however, in love with knowledge—in essence they were truth-seekers. They valued
collectivity, affiliation, obedience to authority, spirituality and had ;respect for history.

Brief forays into the center of Muslim community affairs tended to go badly and this
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group of women typically were satisfied participating on the outskirts of community life.
Overall, their lives in Islam tended to be pleasant and satisfying.

McCloud (1991) found that Islam satisfied an inner hunger of the women she
interviewed to be acknowledged as human in the context of a white racist society. As
Muslims, African-American women became part of a larger world, one that was greater
than white America. The African-American women in McCloud’s (1991) study
believed that Islam could provide them with a better life. As Muslims they gained a
feeling of somebodiness and they were brought closer to their roles as wives and
mothers. Still these benefits did not come without a price. The assurance of finding
God was paired with the despair of trying to create new and primarily foreign ways of
life in place of old familiar ones.

Arab-American Women

The vast majority of Arabs in the Middle East are Muslims, however, the majority
of Arabs living in the United States are Christian (Kosmin & Lachman, 1993). Thus, it
should not be assumed that Arab women encountered in health care settings are
Muslims.

Cultural values relevant to the phenomenon of domestic violence among Arab-
American populations include male authority, acceptance of corporal punishment, and
the perceived connection between family honor and women’s sexuality. In addition,
poverty, social isolation, and the intergenerational transmission of violence have been

cited as risk factors for violence for this population (Kulwicki & Miller, 1999). Also of
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note is the pervasive discrimination and even outright hatred of Arabs and of Muslims in
America (Haddad, 1991; Sehaefar, 1996). In a survey of attitudes, the National
Conference of Christians and Jews (1993) found that over forty percent of Americans
view Muslims as supporting terrorism and as oppressive toward women. These
perceptions have crystalized as the Arab population in the United States has grown,
because many Americans do not distinguish between Arabs and Muslims, seeing them
often as one and the same (Sehaefar, 1996).

Immigration from the Arab world to the United States began around 1880 and
continues today (Haddad, 1991). American foreign policy in the Middle East beginning
with the recognition of the state of Israel by President Truman has been a source of pain
and confusion for Arabs in general and Arab-Americans in particular. The conflicting
interests of Arab-Americans and American foreign policy have resulted in distress and
discrimination, over time. In the 1970s a plan known as Operation Boulder placed Arab-
Americans under FBI surveillance. Prejudicial statements from government leaders
were open and severe. The public accusation by Gerald Ford during his tenure in
Congress that Arab-Americans were agents of Communist China is a case in point
(Haddad, 1991). When President Reagan came into office on the heels of the Iran
hostage crisis, things became very grim indeed for Arab-Americans as the press blamed
Islam and Muslims for everything . . . contrary to the interests of }{merica” (Haddad,
1991, p. 221). In an interview in Time magazine in November 1980, Reagan was quoted

as saying that Muslims believe the way to heaven is to lose their lives fighting Christians
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and Jews. Objections of American Muslims to Reagan’s statement went unheeded
(Council of Masajid, 1981). Antagonism toward Arab-Americans inherent in the
Reagan Administration’s policies became abundantly clear when a declassified FBI
report revealed that Reagan had been renovating camps in the South as a contingency
plan for possible internment of Arabs and Iranians during his tenure (Haddad, 1991).

The oppressive, and at times, genocidal tendencies of Israel toward the
Palestinians (Said, 1979), coupled with America’s support forIsrael and seeming lack of
recognition of the humanity of the Palestinian people has shaped the experiences of Arab
populations in America. By refusing to recognize the humanity of Arabs overseas,
America has made its position clear with regard to Arabs,in general. For Arab-
American women, overt discrimination and hatred toward Arab people in America have
limited their ability to openly condemn patriarchal cultural elements extant in Arab
culture. Defense of their humanity as Arabs, and also in many cases as Muslims, has
superceded concerns around gender oppression. When issues of gender oppression
remain unchallenged, women in patriarchal family structures continue to be
disempowered. Unfortunately, women’s disempowerment anid the gender role
socialization processes that underpin it have been linked to domestic violence across
cultures (Levinson, 1989)..

SUMMARY
Islam is a growing religion that offers inner peace, social order, and a sense of

identity for its adherents. Muslim women in America are primarily influenced by
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mainstream (orthodox) interpretations of Islam, although feminist interpretations have
become increasingly prevalent over time. Unfortunately, the legacies of colonialism in
the Middle East, and slavery in the United States, have engendered hostility toward the
West, and by association, also somewhat toward feminism, thus impeding women’s
progress toward empowerment and equality. Ethnic, cultural, and biographical
influences also shape women’s experiences and perceptions, influencing the meaning of
Islam for women in the context of a shared religious culture.

A review of Islamic history reveals that patriarchy and misogyny predated Islam
and that Islam in fact introduced a series of reforms favoring the position of women in
seventh century Arabia. The progressive spirit of these reforms has been lost over time,
through literalist interpretations made in the context of patriarchal Arab societies. The
tradition of the Prophet Mohammad (p.b.h.) has continued to shape Muslim culture over
time creating a richness in history and culture shared by Muslims across the globe. The
perpetuation of misogynist ahadith, however, has been a serious obstacle for women as
they struggle to understand themselves in the context of patriarchy both within and
outside of Muslim communities. Holding on to Islam, culture, and identity, while at the
same time coming to terms with issues of gender oppression, created tensions and
contradictions in women’s lives.

Of concern to many Muslims is the perception that discussio;ls of gender
oppression and/or domestic violence will create the illusion that these problems are

caused and/or supported by Islamic teachings. Even the most cursory of glances at
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literature on Muslim women written by Muslims reveals that there is a heavy emphasis
on the claim that Islam is a champion of women’s rights, offering them more protection
and greater status than any Western conceptions of feminism ever can (Badawi, 1995;
Chaudhry, 1991). Often times the automatic response received by those concerned
about the problem of domestic violence among Muslims has been “but that is not Islam”
(Nadia Abdullah, personal communication, June 15, 1999; Sharifa Alkhateeb, personal
communication, June 14, 1999). I want to clearly state here that this research is not an
attempt to vindicate nor to vilify Islam, nor is it an attempt to claim that abuse is caused
by Islam. This research reflects the real-life experiences of Muslim women with abuse
and the cultural context surrounding those experiences. The culture itself is not Islam,
since Islam can be interpreted very differently from person to person; however, the
culture is a manifestation of common interpretations of Islam and of the mixing of these
interpretations with other ethnic cultural values. Concern about the image of Islam is
understandable in the context of American society where stigma and stereotyping about
Muslims is rampant. However, in order to address the problem of woman éi)llse in
American Muslim communities, concern for abused women must take precedence over
worries about image. Dealing with the problem of abuse has nothing to do with what
Islam is—it has to do with women’s suffering in the context of Muslim community
cultures. Keeping this in mind, I implore Muslim readers of this research to focus on the
women’s experiences described in this work and to consider how and why their suffering

has gone unchecked in our communities over time.



CHAPTER FOUR:
METHODOLOGY
COUNTER-HEGEMONIC RESEARCH

Counter-hegemonic research seeks to challenge the status-quo through an analysis
of existing social relations as they appear in the particularities of everyday lived
experience. The field of cultural studies informs counter-hegemonic research through
theoretical perspectives on the inter-relationships between hegemony, marginalization,
and culture.

American Muslim communities are influenced by political and economic forces
both within the United States and abroad. In addition, American Muslims are influenced
by hegemonic processes both internal and external, which saturate social consciousness.
Particularly salient to the lived experiences of American Muslim women are stereotypes
of Muslims existent in dominant American culture, normalized visions of gender within
Muslim communities, and the influences of colonialism and white supremacy on
Muslim communities. Counter-hegemonic research calls attention to all of these
contextual factors for the purposes of foregrounding and contextualizing narratives
obtained via hermeneutic interviewing. -

Hermeneutic interviewing provides access to everyday lived experience. The

hermeneutic model is simply a refined version of our understanding of other people in

everyday life (Inglis, 1993). The ethos and tone of culture become accessible through



108

local knowledge (Geertz, 1983), at the same time that the concrete manifestations of
hegemonic social processes come to light. Also evident in lived experience are the daily
practices of resilience and resistance women engage in on an everyday basis.
Hermeneutics provides a window of understanding for the careful listener.

In nursing, the work of Benner (1994a, 1994b) has been most influential in
introducing hermeneutics (also termed interpretive phenomenology) as a methodology
for nursing science. Benner’s (1994a) work posits:

. . . that understanding is more powerful than explanation for prediction in the

human sciences because it stands more fully in the human world of

self-understandings, meanings, skills, and tradition ... The understanding
sought in interpretive phenomenology considers historical change,

transformations, gains, losses, temporality, and context (Benner, 1994a, p. xv).
In her work, Benner (1994b) provided a detailed description of how to conduct an
interpretive study. An adaptation of Benner’s approach (1994b) constituted the mode of
investigation for this study.

Philosophical Underpinnings

The philosophical perspective that guided this inquiry was informed by the work
of nurses, critical theorists, affirmative post-modernists, hermeneuticists and writers in
the field of cultural studies (Benner, 1994b; Gadamer, 1976; Hall, Stevens & Meleis,
1994; Inglis, 1993; Kendall, 1992; Lather, 1993; Ortner 1994; Rosenau, 1992). Twill

describe the notions of hegemony, marginalization, and cultural studies and present a list
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of philosophical assumptions deemed useful for research among marginalized
populations. These concepts and assumptions informed my work during the conceptual
and analytical phases of this study and will continue to guide my understanding of this
work over time. Because this study relied on narrative reports, the problem of
representation arises. To address this concern on a philosophical level, I will discuss
issues inherent in the crisis of representation often highlighted by postmodern theorists.
To foreground this discussion, it is necessary to delineate core concepts and briefly
review interpretive, critical and postmodern philosophical paradigms.

Values

Consistent with the philosophical perspective presented here, I would like to
describe the values that influenced the course of this study. First, counter-hegemonic
nursing research challenges stereotypical and pathological views of peoples belonging to
marginalized cultures at the same time it interrogates issues of domination and power.
Holding this value presented challenges as I attempted to explicate the oppressive power
of patriarchy in abused Muslim women’s lives while simultaneously feeling uneasy
about presenting data that could potentially lead to further stigma and stereotyping of
American Muslims. This was a tight-rope walk, one that I am not sure I successfully
managed.

Second, counter-hegemonic nursing research is collaborative. Participants are

involved in all stages of research to the greatest extent possible. Participants in this study
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had the opportunity to offer information they felt was salient and they had the
opportunity to review and contest my interpretations of their words.

Third, domination of research by researchers not belonging to or closely affiliated
with the groups under study is unacceptable. Intellectual elites are not privileged
interpreters of marginalized cultures. As an American Muslim woman who is a survivor
of abuse I believe that I am not an outsider describing Muslims as Others. However, my
affiliation with the Muslim community since the end of my abusive marriage has
become more and more distant. To ensure that an insider perspective was included in
the analyses of data, a Muslim woman knowledgeable about the problem of abuse in
Muslim communities was consulted regarding interpretation and cultural background
issues.

Fourth and finally, counter-hegemonic nursing research seeks to inform and
improve nursing practice with marginalized populations. Dissemination of study results
for the purposes of improving the practice of health care providers as they intervene with
abused American Muslim women is an important priority of this work.

Hegemony

Hegemony is defined by Webster (1989) as “leadership or predominant influence
exercised by one state over others” (Webster, 1989, p. 657). This concept has been
applied much more broadly by scholars in the field of cultural studies (Giroux, 1997;
Grossberg, 1996; Williams, 1977). Hegemony encompasses the “concrete processes by

which ideology enters into larger and more complex relations of power” (Grossberg,
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1996, p. 161). Thus, hegemony can be conceptualized as a saturation of lived
experience, not limited to the political, economic, and social, aspects of life but
including the “. . . whole substance of lived identities and relationships, to such a depth
that the pressures and limits of what can ultimately be seen as a specific economic,
political, and cultural system seem to most of us the pressures and limits of simple
experience and common sense” (Williams, 1977, p. 110 ). Hegemony includes not only
ideology and its various forms of control (e.g. manipulation and indoctrination), but it
encompasses “. . . the whole body of practice and expectations, over the whole of living:
our senses and assignments of energy, or shaping perceptions of ourselves and our
world” (Williams, 1977, p. 110). The successful saturation of the consciousness of
society with a view of life which suits the bourgeoisie is key to the process of
maintaining existing social relations (Inglis, 1993). A complex interlocking of cultural
institutions including education, schools, and various forms of media is involved in this
process, (Inglis, 1993). Given the pervasive nature of hegemony, recognition of the
influence of hegemonic social processes on human phenomena is an important first step
in conducting counter-hegemonic science.

Counter-hegemonic science seeks to challenge the status-quo of existing social
relations by exposing hegemonic processes which stratify humans on the basis of race,
class, and gender. The hegemony of empiricism in research (and subsequently in
knowledge production) serves as a useful example to illustrate the concept of hegemony.

Consider the ways in which the hegemony of empiricism influences how researchers
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approach issues of race and ethnicity. In the dominant quantitative mainstream, attention
to cultural biases in the construction of instruments and the manipulation of data is
lacking (Stanfield, 1993). The cultural hegemony which maintains and legitimizes
research that ignores issues of cultural bias can be linked to the exclusionary practices of
academic sciences along racial lines. The exclusion of people of color both as
researchers and as participants from involvement in significant decision-making in
research projects allows for the continued dominance of white patriarchal cultural
hegemony found in academia today (Stanfield, 1993).

The hegemony of empiricism is closely linked to the hegemony of the culture of
positivism (Giroux, 1997). The culture of positivism as discussed by Giroux (1997), is
distinct from the specific philosophical movement known as positivism. The culture of
positivism is theorized as a form of cultural hegemony which permeates our schools. As
the United States inequitably distributes not only economic goods and services but also
“. .. meanings, abilities, language forms, and tastes that are directly and indirectly
defined by dominant groups as socially legitimate” (Giroux, 1997, p. 6), the cultural
hegemony of dominant groups is ensured. Giroux (1997) asserted the cultural hegemony
of positivism works by promulgating the notion of objectivity. The concept of
objectivity is used to separate knowledge from values, erase the salience of history, and
deny the social construction of knowledge. Obj ectivism is the corn:erstone of the culture
of positivism in public education. Adulating ‘facts’ and empirically based discourse,

positivist rationality provides no basis for acknowledging its own historically contingent
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character. As such, it represents not only an assault on critical thinking, but it also
grounds itself in the politics of “what is” (Giroux, 1997, p.20). In grounding itself in
what is, the culture of positivism affirms the status-quo as reasonable, just, and sound.
Thus, public education reproduces the culture of positivism under the guise of
objectivity, while simultaneously contributing to the maintenance of the status-quo of
existing social relations.

Hegemony need not depend on consensus or consent to any particular ideology
for its existence. Rather, hegemonic processes need only to contain the limits of popular
consciousness to thrive (Grossberg, 1996). Through media ( in the United States)
popular consciousness is shaped by the conditions of capitalism, mass communication,
and culture. Consider the results of a survey which found that survey respondents’
perceptions of reality were shaped by television (Schor, 1999). The television world of
wealth, hemorrhoids, acid indigestion, and so on, influenced study respondents’ beliefs
about such phenomena in the world. The more television respondents consumed, the
more likely they were to perceive that the proportion of images viewed on television
mirrored reality. This same study revealed that Americans’ spending increases (and
their savings decrease) as their hours of consumption of television increases (Schor,
1999). Add to the capitalist influence on popular culture, the pervasive manipulation of
images of humans based on race, class, and gender, and the containment of popular
consciousness becomes apparent (Ehrenreich, 1995; Hall, 1995; Seiter, 1995; Kilbourne,

1995; Bodroghkozy, 1995).
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Hegemonic social processes are not simply abstract concepts useful for
intellectual analyses and critique. They are also a whole body of practices and
expectations, a lived system of meanings and values which constitute a sense of reality
for most people in society. Hegemonic processes form and are formed by the whole of
lived experience (Williams, 1977).

Marginalization

The concept of marginality was first introduced by Park (1928), and has been
adopted and expanded by authors from numerous disciplines. In sociology the term
marginality refers to “the status of being between two cultures” (Sehaefer, 1996, p. 35),
experienced by those marginalized as “being perceived differently in different
environments, with varying expectations” (Sehaefer, 1996, p. 35). In the family, <. . .
the marginal person’s ethnic heritage is clear, but in the workplace, a different label may
be used to identify this person” (Sehaefer, 1996, p. 35).

Feminist bell hooks (1984) elucidated the concepts of margin and center, and in
so doing, influenced the use of the term marginality among feminists and others. She
described living at the margins in this way:

To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body. As black

Americans living in a small Kentucky town, the railroad tracks were a daily

reminder of our marginality. We could enter that world but we could not live

there (Hooks, 1984, Preface).
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In subsequent work, Hooks (1990) described the margin as a location of radical
possibility. The margin is a space where people resist hegemony in their daily lives.
The margins, then, are more than sites of deprivation but are also sites of creativity and
power. In Hooks’ (1990) work, the term marginality also took on‘the potentialities of
sites of resistance.

In nursing, the term marginalization is often used to refer to the status of
oppressed groups. Hall, Stevens, and Meleis (1994) defined marginalization as . . . the
process through which persons are peripheralized on the basis of their identities,
associations, experiences, and environments” (Hall, Stevens, & Meleis, 1994, p. 25).
Being marginalized means being excluded from power and resources, and often
incorporates the experiences of oppression, alienation, and stigma. The concept of
marginalization has been linked to the concept of vulnerability and carries important
implications for the health and well-being of humans (Hall, Stevens, & Meleis, 1994).

Stevens’ (1993) work investigating marginalized women’s access to health care
revealed the complex ways in which class, sexuality, ethnicity, and culture intersect to
create unique client locations which our health care system does not acknowledge,
address, or respect. Stevens’ study identified . . . structural and interactional barriers to
access that . .. added up to anxiety, avoidance of care, and decreased attentiveness to
symptoms” (Stevens, 1993, p. 54). Ultimately, for marginalized peoples, access to
health care, nutrition, housing, employment, education, and justice are

disproportionately located at the center (Crenshaw, 1995; Stevens, 1993), while people
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at the margins are systematically denied access to the resources of the center. Their lives
are filled with struggles that those at the center do not experience.

Cultural Studies

Cultural studies is an academic discipline that critically examines social
phenomena. At its best, cultural studies offers insight into social struggle by challenging
dominant representations and ideologies of class, gender, race, ethnicity and nationality
m cultural texts (Kellner, 1995). It serves as an intervention, where space is made for
academic and intellectual post-Colonial discourse (Hooks, 1990). At its worst, cultural
studies is a privileged “chic” discipline where scholars engage in discussion around
‘Otherness’ 1s ways that further marginalize people of difference (Hooks, 1990).

Hegemony and marginalization are central concepts in the field of cultural
studies. This field has much to offer nurse scholars interested in the study of culture,
and the social relations and systems that produce and consume culture. Proponents of
cultural studies argue that the study of human phenomena requires attention to the
contextual elements of hegemony, politics, economics, society, and culture (Kellner,
1995). Largely defined through its analyses of the interrelationships between power,
culture, and values, cultural studies explores the interface between the structural
conditions which shape human social experience and the various modes of lived
experience existent within them. This is achieved through the careful study and use of
texts (Fiske, 1994; Giroux, 1997; Inglis, 1993). Informed by a broad range of academic

disciplines, cultural studies crosses rigid academic borders allowing for a more enriched
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understanding of complex sociocultural phenomena. This enriched understanding
emerges as information and theory are shared across disciplines, providing access to a
multiple academic perspectives. Cultural studies is inherently critical and political in
nature. An infusion of cultural studies into health research for marginalized peoples
carries with it the possibility of engendering a counter-hegemonic influence.

A Review of Research Paradigms

Co-mingling counter-hegemonic cultural studies with health research requires a
reconfiguration of traditional paradigmatic approaches. Research paradigms that inform
this philosophical discussion include the interpretive tradition, critical theory, and
postmodernism. Those aspects of these paradigms most useful for researching lived
experience at the margins are incorporated in the approach to inquiry used for this study.
Other aspects seen as not useful have been left behind. To familiarize the reader with
the basic ideas central to the interpretive, critical, and post-modern traditions, a brief
overview is offered.

Interpretive Traditions

The interpretive tradition, often also termed hermeneutics, originated as Biblical
exegesis. More recently, Gadamer, a German philosopher, asserted the fundamental
nature of hermeneutics for human understanding in the world:

Philosophical hermeneutics takes as its task the opening up of the hermeneutic

dimension in its full scope, showing its fundamental significance for our entire

understanding of the world and thus for all the various forms in which this
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understanding manifests itself: from interhuman communication to manipulation
of society; from personal experience by the individual in society to the way in
which he encounters society; and from the tradition as it is built of religions and
law, art, and philosophy, to the revolutionary consciousness that unhinges the
tradition through emancipatory reflection (Gadamer, 1976, p. 18).

Thus, within the interpretive tradition, interpretation is integral to all human
understanding, meaning, and being in the world.

In their work The Primacy of Caring, Benner and Wrubel (1989) introduced the
assumptions of the interpretive tradition to nurses, challenging the assumptions of
empiricism, Cartesianism, cognitivism, and behaviorism, and asserting a
phenomenologic view of the person as a self-interpreting being. A “person does not
come into the world predefined but becomes defined in the course of living a life”
(Benner &Wruble, 1989, p. 41). Drawing on the work of Heidegger, Benner and Wrubel
(1989) described people as having “an effortless and non-reflective understanding of the
self in the world . . . because they are always situated in a meaningful context and
because they grasp meaning directly” (p. 41). While persons have the ability to think
abstractly and conceptually, the everydayness of life is largely non-theoretical. Humans
know their worlds through their experiences of being.

Over the last 10 years, the interpretive tradition has been reco gnized as an
important paradigm for nursing science (Benner, 1994a, 1994b; Koch, 1995;

Lowenberg, 1993; Tanner, Benner, Chesla, & Gordon, 1993; Thompson, 1990). More
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recently, the hermeneutic concept, the fusion of horizons, has been highlighted as an
invaluable tools for cross-cultural understanding, and has been heralded as a potential
solution to the problems inherent in the stance of cultural relativism:
Gadamer argued that to understand a cultural “other,” one must adopt a
fundamentally open stance and listen to the other’s claims. In seeking avenues for
interpreting these claims, one exposes oneself to errors created by one’s own
preconceptions. Thus Gadamer saw in such dialogue the possibility for a fusion of
horizons, in which there is a meeting of the contextual understandings that
transforms and enriches the perspectives of both participants (Baker, 1997, p. 10).
Thus, hermeneutic inquiry, as an interpretive process, holds tremendous promise for
promoting dialogue across cultures, allowing for the emergence of new understandings
about ourselves and others in the world.

Critical Theory

Like hermeneutics, critical theory has much to offer nursing science. Critical
theory is a diverse body of theory with a central unifying emancipatory ideal. Often
associated with the work of the Frankfurt School founded in 1923, the roots of critical
theory can be traced to Marxism (Pusey, 1993). Over time, many well known critical
theorists have emerged, perhaps most notably Habermas (1984, 1993) and Freire (1968,
1969).

[Critical theory ] detects and illuminates crucial social problems, conflicts, and

contradictions, and points towards possible resolution of these problems and
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progressive social transformation. Critical theory analyzes fundamental relations
of domination and exploitation, and the ways that hierarchy, inequality, and
oppression are built into social relations and practices (Best & Kellner, 1991, p.
264).

As this passage suggests, critical social theory highlights oppressive power relations in
society and proposes the initiation of emancipatory projects. Ideology, critique, and
dialectical thought form much of the basis for such work (Giroux, 1997). Today,
feminist theory, Marxism, critical ethnography, critical modernism (including critical
hermeneutics) and post-modernism, critical pedagogy, and critical race theory co-exist in
the maelstrom that is critical theory. This multiplicity of theory has informed cultural
studies to a great degree and is consistent with many of the interests of cultural studies
theorists.

In nursing, critical theory has not achieved the degree of recognition afforded to
hermeneutics. Still, some nurse researchers have used critical theory in their efforts to
produce science which calls attention to oppressive social structures influencing health
(Allen, 1985; Kendall, 1992; Stevens, 1989). Kendall’s (1992) work introduced a model
of emancipatory nursing action, offering insight into the processes of critical awareness:

This model of emancipatory nursing action can be used to visualize progress of an

entire society as it progresses toward a new social system or,'— on a smaller scale, a

new health care system . . . . Nurses are beginning to become aware of the

limitations to our thinking and its effect on the well-being and health of the



121

population. Increased social activism and civil disobedience will occur as people

become more critically aware of the effect of oppression on health (Kendall,

1992, p.:13):
Drawing on the work of Freire (1968), Kendall (1992) called on nurses to promote
emancipation and freedom for oppressed groups. While it is clear that modernist
emancipatory visions, like Kendall’s (1992), offer nursing an essential awareness of
social domination and its implications for health, postmodern critiques of rationality
challenge many of the underlying assumptions of such work. Thus, while critical theory
has much to offer nursing, postmodernism reminds us of the limitations of this
paradigm, calling attention to the problems inherent in modernist conceptions of the
rational human subject, social coherence, notions of causality, representation,
foundationalism, and universalizing and totalizing knowledge claims (Best & Kellner,
1991).

Postmodern Divisions

Postmodernism is a reaction to and critique of enlightenment modernist thinking
(Schwandt, 1997). Postmodern theories, “. . . can be used to attack or defend modernity,
to reconstruct radical politics or declare their impossibility, to enhance Marxian theory
or to denounce it, to bolster feminist critiques or to undermine them” (Best & Kellner,
1991, p. 256). Postmodernism can be applied in divergent ways because of the
heterogeneity of postmodern thought. It is said that there are as many postmodernisms as

there are postmodernists.
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In an attempt to make sense of the divergent and contradictory stances within
postmodernism, Rosenau (1992) made a useful distinction between skeptical
post-modernism and affirmative post-modernism. Skeptical post-modernists are the
post-modernists of despair. Skeptics, offer a “. . . pessimistic, negative, gloomy
assessment, argue that the postmodern age is one of fragmentation, disintegration,
malaise, meaninglessness, a vagueness or even absence of moral parameters and societal
chaos . .. ” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 15). According to this worldview, there is no truth, no
subject, no author, there is only word play. While affirmative postmodernists agree with
the skeptics’ critique of modernity, affirmative post-modernists have a hopeful outlook
for the postmodern era. Affirmative post-modernists are process-oriented. They seek
“. .. philosophical and ontological intellectual practice that is nondogmatic, tentative,
and nonideological . . .” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 15). The affirmatives do not shy away from
“, .. affirming an ethic, making normative choices, and striving to build issue-specific
political coalitions . . .” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 15). Many affirmative post-modernists argue
that some values are superior to others, in effect advocating for the enactment of moral
choice. Emphasis on the margins, third world politics, evéryday life, local narrative, and
a modified subject are all integral aspects of the affirmative post-modern project. It is
affirmative post-modernism that informs this work.

Philosophic Assumptions

The discussion up to this point has foregrounded a set of philosophical

assumptions that were used to guide this research. The study of culture and society and
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the interplay between . . . representations and ideologies of class, gender, race, ethnicity
and nationality . . . ” (Kellner, 1995, p. 6) are central concerns within these assumptions.
The assumptions are intended to guard against the conduct of research which
commodifies, stigmatizes, and pathologizes marginalized people. In addition, the
assumptions call into question glib modernist emanicipatory and representational
practices by highlighting the complexity of human lives and social phenomena. Finally,
these assumptions call for the end of covert ideological positioning with an eye toward
promoting counter-hegemonic research products.

Science is an Ideological Practice

From critical theory comes the idea that science is an ideological social practice
(Lather, 1991). Consider the following questions. Who is deemed eligible to conduct
science? How are scientists educated? What questions are deemed worthy and
acceptable for investigation? What methods of investigation are promulgated in research
settings? Which research findings are deemed pertinent and truthful? And finally, what
is the characteristic course of action or inaction that follow research findings once they
are presented? When considering these questions one can see that science is a culturally
determined practice. Dominant cultural mores privilege the knowledge claims of some
groups over others, and deem some areas of investigation important and others
unimportant (or even taboo). Once the link between ideology and culture is understood,

an open ideological stance in the conduct of human science becomes possible.
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All science is, ideological, either overtly or covertly. Those who argue in favor of
a science/ideology dichotomy, fail to recognize that all knowledge is a product of social
relations, and that there are human interests inherent in all knowledge claims (Giroux,
1997). This is precisely why science is and always is an ideological practice. Critical
science takes an open ideological stance which rejects existing relations of social
dominance. In a critical vein, new Marxist, feminist, anti-racist, or other
counter-hegemonic perspectives can contribute to ideological textual analysis. Such
analyses offer oppositional readings which call attention to relations of dominance and
challenge the status-quo.

Opposition to patriarchal subjugation of women that results in abuse and
oppression of Muslim women within communities was the basic underlying ideological
premise of this research. I am hopeful that these research findings will in some small
way challenge the status-quo of existing social relations both inside and outside Muslim
communities that contribute to the continued abuse of Muslim women in families and
communities.

Science is Cultural Production

The production of knowledge and its dissemination permeate culture. As
scientific findings find their way into our classrooms and into various forms of media,
they become part of the cultural landscape. Histoﬁcaliy, claims regarding racial

inferiority and women’s hysteria have been wrapped in the authenticity of science

(Allison & Roberts, 1994; Holt, 1995; Veith, 1965). Stereotypes about the poor and the
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fat continue to be enshrined in science (Hausman, 1981; Schorr & Schorr, 1988). Our
daily lives are literally saturated by science.

Eating, having sex, parenting, relating, exercising, learning, intelligence, and the
list goes on, are all imbued with scientific ideas. These ideas become reality for many.
Defining reality is a circular process: culture informs and shapes science which in turn
again informs and shapes culture. Hopefully, this process can work not only to
legitimize and uphold dominant social relations, but also can be used for the purposes of
resisting hegemonic certainties. As the knowledge, creativity, and resistance of the
margins both within and outside of communities is transmitted via counter-hegemonic
research, dominant discourses can be influenced. Because scientific findings are
elements of cultural production, counter-hegemonic research efforts can challenge
oppressive systems in an incremental fashion.

Knowledge is Provisional and Partial

There is no final knowledge because all knowledge is provisional and partial.
Life is translation. Thus, the nature of knowledge becomes as transient a practice as
interpretation (Geertz, 1983). The contingency and historicity of our interpretations
make all knowledge claims “. . . contested, temporal, and emergent . . . ” (Clifford &
Marcus, 1986, p. 19). Recognition of the temporal nature of knowledge guards against
depictions of marginalized people in totalizing ways. Movement toward an uncertain
and partial scholarship encourages the development of new ideas while simultaneously

discouraging authoritarianism in research.
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Finding universal truths appears challenging at best. If science cannot offer us the
truth, then what can be hoped for instead are accounts of reality which are less false
(Harding, 1986). Constructing accounts of reality that are closer to the truth, in essence
“less false™ than other versions of the truth, is what science can offer. Thus, I make no
claim that the results of this study present a complete and unchanging picture of abuse as .
it occurs among Muslims in American. Alternate perspectives, the passage of time, and
differences between geographic sites ensure that the account presented here of abuse -
among American Muslim women is indeed partial and provisional in nature.
Critical Consciousness

Constructing accounts of realities requires a critical awareness of complex social
processes, including the realities of racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, and
numerous other “isms” which perpetuate social domination. The absence of a critical
awareness has been termed false-consciousness. False-consciousness is described as a
form of self-imposed coercion and self-delusion (Geuss, 1981). It is asserted here that
false-consciousness is not a useful concept for use with peoples of marginalized cultures
since when used incorrectly it has the potential to compound existing stigmas
marginalized people often face. Instead, the concept of critical consciousness
(conscientizaco) is preferred. Conscientizaco involves learning to perceive social,
political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against th; oppressive
elements of reality (Freire, 1968). It . . . represents the development of thé awakening of

critical awareness . . . ” (Freire, 1969, p. 19). This Freirian concept involves education as
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the practice of freedom, allowing for enlightenment notions of progress while avoiding
elitist notions of the oppressed as deluded masses unaware of their own interests. Such

an approach recognizes the influence of hegemonic social relations on all people,

listening with respect to-the experiences of the marginalized. I am hopeful that
dissemination of study findings will contribute to the development of critical
consciousness concerning the problem of abuse among Muslims in America.

Relative Relativism

Relativism is the doctrine that there are no universal truths. Radical relativism
asserts that “. .. any interpretation, value, and so forth is as good as any other; or, in a
phrase, ‘anything goes’” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 137). I argue here that relativism should
be used as a tool for gaining understanding, not as a worldview.

Relativism underpins the vast majority of cultural work in nursing (Baker, 1997).
Cultural relativism refers to . . . the perspective that the behaviors of individuals should
be judged only from the context of their own cultural system . . . ” (Baker, 1997, p. 3).
Critics of cultural relativism condemn this approach as nihilistic, fearing this stance will
lead to an anything goes approach to social existence (Geertz, 1984). The ability to take
moral and ethical stands hinges on the acceptance at some level of an anti-relativist
approach. This means that there are some universal rights and wrongs. Some universal

wrongs, using some extreme examples, would include genocide, rape, and torture.
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In nursing, sensitivity to cultural norms and values is necessary for the provision
of culturally competent care. Such sensitive approaches require the use of a relativist,
nonjudgmental approach to interviewing and nursing assessment. Sensitive relativist
approaches increase the likelihood that cultural contexts around phenomena will be
recognized by nurses, and ethnocentrism is less likely to run amok. Once a
nonjudgmental approach has been utilized to gain understanding of other cultures,
however, nurses will be compelled to turn toward a system of values to frame their
understandings. The violation of human rights should be rejected in all contexts,
however, what counts as human rights will not be unanimously agreed upon given the
diversity of values extant among nurses who necessarily who do not perceive all
violent/violating acts in the same way. Still, looking to international agreements such as
the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights can provide common ground
for nursing concemed about human rights violations both at home and abroad. Thus, by
using a relativist approach to gain understanding and subsequently a non-relativist
approach to frame this understanding, the use of relativism is limited to instrumental use
for the purposes of gaining understanding, and is not embraced as a world view.

The Philosophic Human

Gaining understanding through instrumental relativism calls attention to human

ways of being and understanding in the world. Central to understan—ding human ways of

being in the world is the notion of what it means to be human.
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Human science, intent on understanding the thoughts, feelings, behaviors and
problems of humans, implicitly or explicitly rests on some philosophical (be it modern
or postmodern) view of humankind. Having a clear conception of what it means to be
human is important in human science because it influences how researchers, participants,
and consumers of research understand each other, and in turn how they understand
human narrative. In order to familiarize the reader with extant views, a brief review of
modern and postmodern conceptions of being human follows.

Modernism’s conception of humans is an essential element of hermeneutic and
critical theoretical approaches to science. The modern human subject can described as
hardworking, disciplined, and responsible (Rosenau, 1992).

S/he is constrained by ‘effort’ and has a self-image of ‘trying hard” and doing

his/her ‘best.” S/he has no personal idiosyncrasies, or at least s/he does not dwell

on such issues. S/he plans ahead, is organized, and defers gratification

(Rosneau, 1992, p. 43).

The modern human subject may become involved in political and ideological
movements (Rosenau, 1992).

S/he may believe in free will and personal autonomy, but s/he will follow

majority opinion (or the party line) once the vote has been taken and a decision is

made. The modern human subject is, in other words, willing to subordinate

her/his own interests for the good of the collective (Rosenau, 1992, p. 43).
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In addition, the modern human subject respects reasonable rules, social proprieties, and
established standards that seem just. “S/he searches, in good faith, for truth and expects
that ultimately such a quest will not be fruitless” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 43). In summary,
the modern human subject is a unified knowledgeable agent, with a set identity that
values reason and rationality, placing these ahead of emotion. Within modernist thought
there is an underlying belief in the future of hum<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>