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Thank you very much Vivienne, and thank you to Bilgi University for the invitation to be here.  It’s an honour to be with you and to talk about this very important topic of violence against women and young girls. I think we need to be very aware of the fact that when we talk about violence against women, violence against young women, young girls, and girl children who are a very big part of this, that these are all linked to each other. First I want to give you some very basic statistics about the US. They're very short and straight forward. I think there is a belief sometimes, at least amongst those of us in the US, that violence against women doesn’t exist in our own country, that this is just a phenomenon in developing countries, or just a phenomenon outside of the Judaeo-Christian context. In fact there is no difference in the levels of violence against women in the US from those of other international statistics, although obviously there are variations from region to region and country to country. Extrapolating from reports, three women a day are murdered by their husbands or significant partners in the United States. Thirty-one percent of American women will be physically abused during their lifetime. That`s a fairly high percentage, it translates into 600,000 women a year who face non-fatal violence. Another very important statistic is that more than half of those women face violence in pregnancy, or shortly after giving birth to a child. So the link, I think, between women`s reproductive capacity and male rage is very very high, and very important to understand. 

One in four women in the US will be raped or physically assaulted in their lifetime. Now those are statistics across the board. They`re not statistics for Christians, they`re not statistics for Jews, they’re not statistics for Muslims in the US, they are the general statistics. At the same time, we don’t have good breakdowns of statistics by religion. So while I`m going to talk particularly about the links or the impetus within Christianity that contribute in my opinion to violence against women and violence in the Christian community. I need to be straight forward and say that we don`t have statistics to back this up. Since Christianity is the dominant religion in the United States, although I'm going to talk about one particular segment of Christianity, I think we can also assume that the beliefs and attitudes of Christians have to influence this high rate of violence within the United States. We are all influenced by our beliefs and our values. Let me also say that my own feeling, or belief about religion, is that within every religion that we know of, there are forces for liberation and there are forces of oppression. Both of these exist. Religion is such a large area of human life. Most religions have comprehensive codes of both behaviour and beliefs about everything. They have beliefs about the environment, they have beliefs about crime, they have beliefs about rain, they have beliefs about people, they have beliefs about marriage. There`s no area of human endeavour, once you enter into any religious segment that they don’t have something to tell you. So it’s very realistic to understand that these religions are highly variable in their liberating tendencies and their repressive tendencies. I’m going to talk more about the repressive tendencies, but I don’t want anyone to assume that I am unaware of the liberating tendencies, less I come across as anti-Christian, or anti-religious. 
I’m going to talk about four areas of influence. The first is scripture; Biblical and sacred text interpretation and exegesis. The second is the nature of closed conservative societies. The third is the role of pastors, pastoral ministers, and the fourth is the relationship of the state to religion, and how it responds when religions go overboard. I’d note again on a positive note, a good friend of mine Armin Sharmer – who studies comparative religion in Canada, has noted that the liberating tendency within religions is very important. He cites in Christianity the high value and principle of love, in Hinduism the high value of tolerance, in Islam the high value of justice. Yet what most of us as women are feeling. is the unmet need for love, tolerance and justice. So these to me are the greatest unmet needs of women and they show themselves in many ways. 

First very quickly let me note, as many of you know and as Vivienne was very good to begin to describe this morning; What is it in sacred texts, in particularly in conservative Christian interpretation of texts that can justify violence against women? Every Christian would say, as I’m sure probably every Muslim would say, “I do not believe in violence. We are peaceful, justice seeking people” and yet all sorts of violence happens in the name of Christianity & in the name of Islam. For women it`s quite interesting. 

We go first to Genesis, and we go to Adam & Eve. Ever since the creation of Adam & Eve, we see this tendency towards the subjugation of women & their dominance by men. It is Eve who ate of the apple, the fruit of knowledge, and for some the fruit of sex. It is Adam who was tempted by Eve and lost out because of this evil woman, and it is the job of every Adam in the universe to control every Eve in the universe so this does not happen again. What God said to Eve was, “Your desire,” and remember this was the birth of desire, “Your desire, will be to your husband and he shall rule over you.” We take this forward into the Christian gospels to St. Paul, who had a lengthy history in this region of the world, and his epistles and letters to the Corinthians and Galatians and all sorts of others, in which he very clearly elucidated what the role of women is; “Women be subject to your husband, as the members of the Church are subject to Jesus.” So this relationship between man & woman, of subjugation of the woman and dominance of the man is central, not just to the identity of the man and woman, but to the identity of the church, and of ‘man’s relationship (man used generically) to God. We have at this point, those in the Christian community who interpret this literally. The concept of women and children as property of men, while mitigated in many ways in modern times, is deeply rooted in our psychology and in our religious contexts. 
These scriptures are then reinforced in a variety of ways by modern interpretations. For example let me just give you two – one from the American Christian community – James Dobson, who is leader of the largest fundamentalist Christian ministry in the United States with international reach and with the budget of enormous resources from USAID and from the US government as well as from many simple and ordinary people, has written about violence against women. He talks about it, of course saying it`s a terrible thing, it shouldn’t happen and we Christians have to prevent it. Then he goes on to say “but of course we also have to understand it``. He says, “I know a wife who deliberately provoked her husband into beating her so she could show trophy bruises, to gain sympathy from others in the community.`` 
So when you have this kind of attitude by the leading Christian leader in American conservative Protestantism, one can feel the difficulties that remain till today. You also have it on a grander scale. Because I do work primarily in Catholicism its very difficulty for me when I do any presentation to not talk about the Holy Father – in this case Pope John the XXIII, who in face of the enormity of rape as an instrument of war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, wrote a letter advising women who had been raped by Christians, to continue their pregnancies, and “to turn,” - these are his words - “to turn this act of violence into an act of love by bringing this child into the world.” Again there is the relationship to reproduction, the relationship to women as always suffering. The normative behaviour for a woman is to suffer – to suffer in childbirth, to suffer as the object of her husband. 

In American Christian fundamentalist system you have closed societies. Fundamentalist Christians for the most part believe that the only way to avoid the sins of the modern world is to live in a closed society, to the extent possible to have your own schools or to home school, and to socialize among each other. Within these closed societies, this sort of biblical exegesis I have described is expanded, and is reinforced, because fewer external forces come in to mitigate it. So violence is not necessarily the worst thing in the world, it is part of women`s lives.  

The question is what role do pastors play and do the many ministry workers within these Christian groups play, when women come to them and ask about what they should do when they are in a violent marriage, or when children come and speak about violence against them. The advice, first, in a Catholic setting, is this marriage must stay intact. We don’t believe in divorce. In a Christian setting there is some belief in divorce, but divorce is still shameful. So your goal as a woman is to keep this marriage together.  While there may be some recognition, in the most extreme cases you will be asked what you are doing which provokes this, and you will be told to change your behaviour. There will be very little emphasis on the man`s behaviour, or his need to change his behaviour. The assumption is that women are responsible. We are responsible in two ways. One, we are responsible because we are by our nature temptresses, and we need to tamper our tempting natures. But we are also responsible, interestingly enough, in a contradictory way, because it is thought that we can better control ourselves. So this is a very mixed message but it’s very interesting because it is felt that men don’t have the capability to control themselves. But they are not responsible for this lack of control, we are responsible for their lack of control. Therefore if we are beaten, it is we who need to change. The advice consistently is that women must be the change agents, and the change is obedience. 

Let me point out another quote – I forgot to write down who said this – but in one of the books which advises Christian women on their behaviour. Remember that there is an anthropology throughout religion. Every religion has its anthropology and there’s an anthropology of women. The peculiar sin of women’s nature is the desire to resist authority. Actually it’s my favourite sin. Absolutely it’s my favourite sin. I think it’s true, we do have this desire to resist authority and the only question is whether it’s a sin, a virtue or a vice? Unfortunately most of us think it’s a vice and that the woman will be happiest when the man exercises control over this quirk in our nature that makes us want to resist authority. So this is what we are dealing with. 

Then you have the situation where the state responds to violence within religious contexts –within Christian or any other contexts. You know, we’ve seen this in all societies who are now dealing with the question of multi-culturalism. We saw the Canada situation, where Canada thought it was being progressive by saying that Muslims can have their own laws, help us please. We also see this in the continuing notion within society that there is a distinction between the private sphere and the public sphere. We have seen this in every aspect. We saw this in human rights organizations for a very very long time and it was since Vienna, if not before, that women were saying ``women’s rights are human rights”. The right not to be abused is not a private civil mater. This is a public question. And it is only as organizations like Amnesty have been more influenced by women - with all due respect to every man that has ever headed a major organization - it has been since Amnesty has had as its head a woman, and as its second in command, a women, that we see a real shift in these understandings. So the role of women in these settings is very clear. 
Within America, we have good laws. The laws are fine for the most part. The laws could be improved, there could be more money, there could be this there could be that, but on the books everything looks good, and in many places things are good. Things are better than they were 10 years ago, or 20 years ago, on these questions - but there are still these pockets. And often these pockets are in rural areas in the American south, which is known as the ``bible belt’’, where the Sheriff, the District Attorney and the judge are all members of the same Church on Sunday, and they all go the men’s group with the husbands who are beating their wives, where this becomes a private matter and a religious matter. What do you do? I urge you to go into Google, and bring up the words ‘Christian discipline’ and you will find websites, devoted to how men, good Christian men, will discipline their wives. About wife spanking - how hard, how long, how much. This is still there and this is still real. 

So we have this collusion between state and religion, mostly in the form of a reluctance to challenge, and a belief that religion is sacrosanct. Let me just say, from the perspective of a religious feminist as opposed to a religious fundamentalist, but both RFs, I think that one of the key things that we need to do is to keep up pressure on government. It is government that must treat religions as one of many actors in civil society, with no greater standing, no greater wisdom, and no greater authority than any other actor in civil society. The Association for Women in Development and the South Asian Resource Center have as much standing as the Roman Catholic Church, Focus on the Family, and any other organization attempting to influence our public policy. Thank you very much.

