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The Unhappy Marriage of Theory 

and Practice: An Analysis 

of a Battered Women's Shelter 

Susan B Murray 

My husband beats me Th1s time he hit me m the face and then started breakmg 

furniture He IS hke a volcano, he JUSt explodes, I never know when It's commg 

He's rummg my house now I've been sleepmg on the floor I'm so tired I can't 

sleep I'm sick and I never get s1ck Last time, he beat me really badly Half my 

face was swollen My brother was there and he JUSt watched my husband SJt on 

me and beat me When I woke up m the mornmg and looked m the mirror I 

didn't recogmze myself I want h1m to stop beatmg me I don't know what I do 

to make h1m beat me I JUSt want to stay home and raise my lads and be happy 

I love hun but I am afraid for my hfe I have no place to go 

-Anonymous Caller 

Women who are beaten by the1r husbands now have a place to go 

Battered women's shelters provtde 1mmed1ate and safe shelter for women 
who are bemg abused by the1r partners The problem, however, does not 
end there Shelters are a response to the problem of viOlence agamst 
women m our society, not a solution What was once thought of as a 

means to an end has now become an end m Itself Both the problem and 

the response warrant a cnucal reexammauon 
1 

The theme of thts essay IS one of contradictions After bnefly 
exammmg the battered women's movement and the shelters the move

ment has spawned, 1t moves to an exammat10n of one shelter orgamza

tlon m northern Cahfomia and presents the findmgs of one year of 

research there ObservatiOns have revealed a number of contradictiOns 

between femmist Ideology and realtty, and between femmtst Ideology and 
practice, and these reflect even greater contradictiOns w1thm the battered 

Correspondence and requests for repnnts should be sent to Susan B Murray, Board of Studies 

m Sociology, UniVersity of Cahforma, Santa Cruz, CA 95064

11 am greatly mdebted to Bob Alford, Candace West, and Bnnda Rao for their comments on this 

paper at vanous stages of 1ts development I would also bke to applaud the efforts of those women 

and men who contmue to work against viOlence agamst women 
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women's movement The suggestion here Is that thts nft between femmist 
Ideology and practice occurs both at the local orgaruzat10nal level and at 
the national level of the battered women's movement The Ideology of the 
movement IS grounded m an analysts of vtolence agamst women whtch 
Imphes that the problem of violence agamst women affects all women, 

wlule the practical response of provtdmg shelters only mvolves a portion 
of those women In both mstances- the shdter under study and the larger 

movement-the ongmal femmtst vision has been blurred m the transla
tiOn from theory mto practice Not all femmtst organizations and 
femmist-onented shelters are charactenzed by a gap between Ideology 
and practice, but enough of them are so as to create senous obstacles to 

soctal change for all women 
Pnor to the 1970s there was httle or no social recogmt10n of the 

problem of domestic viOlence It was a "pnvate trouble " Subsequently, 
women began to speak out about the violence m their pnvate hves, and 
the battered women's movement began It grew out of the evil nghts 
movement, the women's hberatton movement, and the anti-rape move

ment, all of which latd the groundwork for an analySis of viOlence agatnst 

women grounded in social and political causes If such violence against 
women IS seen as caused by social relationships of power and dommat10n, 
It can be redefined as a "social problem " 

The battered women's movement IS mspired and mformed by femmist 

analyses of violence agamst women which contend that male violence 
agatnst women has been condoned throughout history Although It IS now 
illegal for men to beat their Wives, the legal sanctions agamst such 
behavior are undermmed by mstttutlOnaltzed sexism m the economy, the 

pohty, m organiZed rehgton, m the medta, and m socializatiOn patterns 

which stress gender differentiatiOn The battered women's movement 

grew out of the realization that efforts at ehmmatmg male violence 
agatnst women must encompass wtde-rangtng structural transformations 
of society 2 

From the larger Issues articulated by the movement came the need to 
combat v10lence on a day-to-day level In her pioneenng study of 

domestic vtolence, Lenore Walker, wntmg m 1979, estimated that fifty 

percent of all women m the U mted States would be or were bemg beaten 
by their husbands or boyfnends 

3 
Many of these women had no place to 

go to escape abuse, for these women shelters have provtded tmmedtate 
rehef 

The first US women's shelter opened m Mmneapohs m 1973 By 

2See Susan Schechter, Women muJ Mille VUiimce (Boston South End Preas, 1982), and Schechter, 

"Spealang to the Battered Women's Movement," Aegu, no 32 (Autumn 1981) 41-45, no 33 (Wmter 

1982) 36-43 
3Lenore Walker, The &lter«i Womtm (New Yorlc Harper & Row, 1979), tx 
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1982 there were approxrmately five hundred shelters operatmg m thts 
country lmttally, many of these shelters were started as grass-roots 
femmtst collectives They advocated a philosophy whtch reJected bureau
cratic forms of deahng wtth problems Instead, they 

articulated a theory m which specific non-hierarchical orgamzatwnal forms 

and self-help methods were log.cal outcomes of an analysis of vwlence agamst 

women Patnarchy [was] seen not only as a system that oppresses women, 

but also one that structurally and conceptually creates, sustams, and Justifies 

hierarchies, competition and the unequal diStnbutwn of power and 
4resources 

Self-help methods, undertaken m collectives organtzed under demo

cratiC pnnciples, teach women to take responsibility for themselves 
Shelters organized m thts form empower women by allowmg them equal 
participation m deas10n-makmg and thus demonstratmg that they (and 
women hke them) can help themselves In such shelters, women learn 

skills which enable them to lead mdependent hves, If they return to thetr 

domestic SituatiOn, they are m a better positiOn to avotd v10lence. 

Over bme, many of these shelters underwent a process of transforma
tion, from organtzanons supported by a femtmst analysts of viOlence 
agamst women and a self-help practice to organizations charactenzed by 
a more narrow mdiVIdualized analysts of the causes of violence and a 

"professiOnal" practtce Vtolence was associated wtth mdtvidual problems 

mvolvmg such factors as stress or alcohol abuse, and the women became 
chents m need of professtonal help from therapists or counselors The 
goals of such organiZattons were onented toward fixmg the women rather 
than empowenng them This shift was recogmzed and sharply cnticized 

by femtmst wnters Three assumptions central to these cntiques are that 

the original vision of shelters as movement organizatiOns was not 
realtzed, that while shelters are necessary and worthwhile, they are cosdy 
and trme-consummg and thus vulnerable to take-over, and that the nse 
of shelters hmders more widespread structural transformatiOns because 
they allevtate the most VIstble and "emotionally charged" aspect of the 

problem the phght of the beaten and abused woman who has no way to 

escape her batterer 5 

4Schechter, Women aru1 Mail Vwlmt:e, 44 
5Lo1s Ahrens, "Battered Women's Refuges Femm1st Cooperatives vs Social Service Institu

tions," Radical .Ameru:t~ H (May/june 1980) 41-47 Patncia A Morgan, "Constructmg Images of 

DeVIance A Look at State Intervention mto the Problem of W1fe Battery • m Manlizl Vwlmt:e, ed 

Norman Johnson (London Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), 60-77 Patti Roberts and Carol 

Lopes, "Battered Women Who Will Define the Solution?" .Aegu, no 30 (Summer 1981) 24 Susan 

Schechter, "Spealung to the Battered Women's Movement" For a more detailed analysiS of the 

battered women's movement and the external and mtemal pressures underlymg the transitional 

process, see Ahrens, Morgan, Schechter, Women aNi Male Vwlmt:e, and Women's Advocates, Women~ 

Adoocates Tlte Slqry of a SMJter (St Paul, Mmn The Advocates, 1980) 
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So, wlule domestic vtolence 1s now defined as a "soctal problem," the 

most tangtble response to 1t has been at the mdtVldual level 
6 

Shelters 
organized as femmist collectiVes, and whtch were supposed to represent 

mtcrocosms of needed structural reforms, often proved short-lived 

External pressures from fundmg sources and mternal pressures for 

effictency led to bureaucratiZatiOn, depohttcaltzatiOn, and a re
mdivtdualtzatiOn of the problem Femtmst responses have consisted 

largely of accusatiOns of government cooptatiOn and professiOnal takeover 

of shelters 

Much of the literature argues that domestic viOlence cuts across soctal 

class and ractal barners and ts a problem rooted m htstory and affectmg 

everyone 
7 

But m practtce shelters cater only to a spectfic populatiOn of 

women, that ts, poor women who have no other means of escape from 

abustve SituatiOns Mtddle- and upper-class women often have financtal 

resources avatlable which allow them access to alternative housmg The 

analysts mcludes all women, but the response 1s dtrected at only a portion 

of those women who are battered 

The roam objective of thts study 1s to dtscover how the contradictiOns 

summartzed above are m the dally realtty of one particular shelter The 

focus of the analysts 1s the role of the shelter ttself as a soctal world and the 

ways m which the dynamtcs of thts world undermme the femtmst Ideology 
whtch frames It 

The shelter studted was founded m 1977 m a suburban commumty m 

northern California For most of the time from May 1986 to June 1987 
the author was a part1c1pant observer m the role of a volunteer Havmg 

been tramed as a shelter advocate and a cnsis-hne worker, I attended 
staff meetmgs, case management meetmgs, and monthly trammgs, 

worked three cnsts-hne shtfts a month and two shelter shifts a week and 

also conducted formal and mformal mterv1ews w1th selected staff, 

residents, volunteers, and admtmstrators 

The shelter has two roam goals The first IS to provtde tmmedtate and 
safe shelter for battered women who are m cnsts Situations Agency 

records confirm that thts goal has been accomplished m the fiscal year 

1984-1985 the organtzatiOn proVIded shelter to 229 women and chtldren 

The second and less tangtble goal of the shelter ts "empowerment" of 

shelter restdents Thts goal, conststent wtth the femmtst analyses of 

VIOlence agamst women, 1s seen by staff as a need of the shelter restdents 

6 
See, for example, Domleen R Loske and Spencer E Cahill, "The Social ConstructiOn of 

DeVIance Experts on Battered Women," Socto./ Problems 31 (1984) 296-310 
7
Emerson R Dobash and Russell Dobash, Vwlmu Agamst Wn>es (New York The Free Press, 

1979) R1chardj Gelles, "Family V10lence," Annual Revtn11 ofSo&wlogy 11 (1985) 347-67 Mddred D 

Pagelow, Women-&ttmng VICtims and Thnr Expmmces (Beverly Hills Sage Pubhshmg Co, 1981) 

Murray A Straus and Gerald T Hotahng, eds , The Socl4l Causes of Husband- W!fo Vw/en&e 

(Mmneapohs Umverslty of Minnesota Press, 1980) 
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the women must recognize their place wtthm the cycle of viOlence and 

simultaneously recognize their own power to end this cycle If they so 

choose Accordmg to thts vtew, entenng a shelter represents the first 
mterrupt10n of the cycle of viOlence, a complete break wtth the cycle 

mvolves a recognitiOn of the mternahzed behavior patterns each partner 

possesses and, simultaneously, an understandmg that no one deserves to 

hve under the constant threat of viOlence 

In sharp contrast, shelter restdents themselves say they have needs of 

a more practtcal sort "I need a place to hve and a JOb " If these needs are 
not met and a battered woman has no money, famuy, or fnends to turn 

to, then returnmg to the abustve situatiOn seems to be the only viable 

alternative Smce most of the women who come mto the shelter are m 

desperate finanCial circumstances, the pnonty of these needs become 
apparent Thts poses a confhct between the tdeologtcal goals of the shelter 

and the realtty of restdents' needs 

Another contradictiOn exists between Ideology and practice The stated 

goal of empowerment ts mconststent wtth the actual workmg structure of 

the shelter The vehicle for empowerment IS peer counselmg In peer 

counseling, the role of the battered woman IS one ofexpert who knows her 

situation better than anyone the complementary staff role IS that of acttve 

hstener helpmg the woman find the answers which extst wtthm her Peer 

counselmg IS grounded m the assumptiOn of symmetry between partici

pants, however, the actual workmg structure of the shelter fosters the 

formatiOn of asymmetncal relatiOns between shelter staff and restdents 

As of August 13, 1986, the board of dtrectors of the shelter approved 

and adopted the followmg mission statement 

To recogmze and support all women of color, ethmcltles, classes, ages, sexual 

preference, disabilities, spmtual and poht1cal onentat10ns and the1r families m 

a process of growth through clanty and strength, to create hves free of vwlence 

and all forms of oppressiOn To empower women by mcreasmg therr self

reliance and self-sufficrency 8 

Whue these are certamly worthwhue goals, one may ask how such goals 

are, m reality, Implemented How does an agency support a "process of 

growth through clartty and strength," and further, how does this "create 

hves free of viOlence and all forms of oppressiOn"? In this shelter, 

empowerment IS offered as the vehicle for endmg violence and oppres

siOn, and empowerment IS said to translate mto an mcrease m 

self-rehance and sdf-sufficiency Underlymg this notiOn of empower

ment ts the femtmst assumption that women must learn to take control of 

their own hves 

'The name of the shelter bas been omitted, and all the names appeanng m the text have been 

changed to preaerve the confidentJahty of thoae mvolved 
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Whue th1s notion of empowerment offers a femtmst context for the 

work undertaken at the shelter, staff are still faced w1th the practical 

problem of how to make sense of women's behavior The theory routmely 

drawn upon by staff to mterpret the1r clients' reality IS the cycles of 

vwlence model developed by Lenore Walker 9 Bnefly, Walker descnbes 

a cycle m wh1ch a battenng mc1dent 1s followed by a honeymoon penod 

dunng wh1ch a husband apolog.zes profusely and a w1fe makes some 

changes m behavior relatmg to the battenng mc1dent Then a tension 

buudmg penod follows whtch eventually culmmates m another battenng 

mc1dent Battermg mc1dents become mcreasmgly severe, and without 

some type of mtervent1on may result m death This model assumes a 

famuy system closed to outsiders 

The agency uttl1zes Walker's theory to support 1ts goal of empower

ment Accordmg toWalker, a woman must recognize her place w1thm the 

cycle before she can beg.n herJOurney down the road to self-reliance and 

self-sufficiency This theory accurately depicts both what occurs m the 

case of women who leave battenng relationships and those who remam 

Individual women may use tms descnpt1on to "make sense" of the1r own 

expenences On the other hand, because a resident's stay at the shelter 1s 

not guaranteed and because 1t IS m part dependent upon staff members' 

perceptions of her "progress" through the program, a resident may 

strategically acknowledge an acceptance of the cycles theory and her place 

w1thm 1t m order to ensure a contmuation of her residence at the shelter 

The shelter uses Walker's analysis both to JUStify 1ts own existence as 

necessary to break the cycle and to JUStify specific pohctes and rules For 

example, a woman 1s not allowed contact wtth her batterer whue m 

shelter because 1t 1s assumed that he will be m the honeymoon phase of 

the cycle and will "sweet talk" her back mto the relatwnshtp Havmg 

contact w1th her batterer constitutes a maJOr mfractwn of the shelter 

rules, and a woman who does this IS subJect to Immediate dismissal 

Recogn1zmg that many women do want to have contact With thetr 

batterers, the shelter does allow 1t m some cases under staff superv1s1on 

In such cases, Walker's account 1s then used m subsequent staff/resident 

mteract1ons to mterpret her behavwr and ms Staff also cite Walker's 

theory to discount a woman's own perception of her expenence, as the 

folloWing example illustrates 

A woman who comes mto shelter lS not guaranteed a 30 day stay, whJ.Ch ts the 

hmtt Her length of stay ts determmed on a weekly basts at case-management 

meetmgs All shelter staff are present at the meetmgs as well as one of the 

agency's professtonal counselors The procedure ts to have a chent fiB out a form 

statmg her needs Thts ts then read by staff m these weekly meetmgs, followed 

by a general dtscusston of the chent wtth each staff contnbutmg her "take" on the 

~alker, The Battmd w-. 55-70 
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cbent So, m rev1ewmg the case of Wendy, the staff member giVes some 

background mformatmn on the chent "Wendy came mto the shelter last 

Thursday wtth her three year old son She 1s a transfer from another shelter " 

Staff then reads from the cl1ent's form •she 1s very clear about her needs, she 

wants a place to hve, a JOb, contact w1th soc1al services, and counsehng and 

support for her and her son" The staff goes on to state, "She also has been 

havmg contact w1th her batterer all the trme she was m the last shelter and wants 

to contmue talkmg With h1m Her rationale IS that she needs to keep reassunng 

h1m that she 1s ok so he Will not come lookmg for her " Another staff then 

comments that Wendy mentioned to her that she has long range plans to get 

back With thts man Someone else then commented •she 1s still m a lot ofdenJal 

She IS still caught m the cycle "The decJSmn was made to let Wendy stay another 

week and for someone to "explore With her the reasons she feels compelled to 

COntinue talkmg With her batterer "10 

In thts case, the chent's long-range plan to return to her batterer ts 
ratwnahzed and Interpreted by staff through reference to Walker's 

analysts ofdemal by the chent of the realtty and seventy of her sttuatwn 

In contrast, the chent still beheves thmgs can work out She wants to 

mamtam the optton of returrung to the relatwnshtp, accordmg to staff, 
she cannot see the larger perspective beyond the cycle m whtch she ts 

trapped The tmphcatwn of this reasomng IS that staff members know her 
s1tuatmn better than she does 

The first step to a woman's enpowerment, accordmg to staff, IS 

recognition of her place wtthtn the cycle, she must talk about her 
expenences and her feelmgs about these expenences In th1s way, she can 

come to gnps with the realtty ofher situation and begm her JOurney down 
the road to self-sufficiency, self-rehance, and ultimately self
empowerment The staff makes dectsions concernmg a woman's length of 

stay m the shelter based on such percetved progress 

In contrast to thts goal of empowerment, shelter staff are presented 

wtth a competmg realtty rooted m the soctoeconormc background of the 

women commg mto the shelter Most of the women who enter the shelter 
have chtldren, are unemployed, and are on welfare They enter the 
shelter because they have no IIDIDedtate alternatives If they do not wish 

to return to the battenng relationship, and they do not have the optiOn of 
staymg with fnends and famtly, their first needs are fmanc1al secunty and 

a place to hve, m contrast to the pnonty of empowerment set by staff As 

one shelter restdent explamed 

the staff aren't real1st1c enough about your sttuat10n I am a woman With 

four luds and fm bastcally out on the street They come m here all dressed up 

and smellmg of perfume and ask me, "how are you feehng today?" "What d1d 

10Uus quotation and those followmg are taken from the author's field notes, May 1986-June 

1987 
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you do today?" They thmk I should put my k1ds m counselmg and I've been to 

a counselor I thmk 1t's 1mportant In the last shelter, I went to a few group 

meetmgs but all I could thmk about was that I needed to get resettled I need a 

place to hve and I need to get my k1ds m school I don't thmk they are reahst1c 

enough about how d1fficult 1s 1t to do th1s When you come m they tell you 

everythmg 1s gomg to be ok, but they don't follow through Look at Kate 

[another res1dent), look at Mary (ditto] Kate 1s now staymg at her siSter's, Mary 

1s staymg there too Betsy's mother came and got her 

The sttuatton descnbed by th1s restdent 1s representative of the 
sttuattons of most of the women who stay m thts shelter Dunng the 
twelve months of the field study, well over seventy-five percent of the 

women who came mto the shelter left after thetr thirty-day stay without 

secunng permanent housmg The emphasis on empowerment does not 

mean that staff does not recogniZe the economic needs of the women wtth 
whom they work Such needs are often noted as an "ongomg concern," 
but staff also admit they are relatively powerless to do anythmg m thts 

area The agency has no money for follow-up and no resources to 

estabhsh a low-mcome trans1t10n house for residents To compensate, the 

staff concentrates on the more manageable psychologtcal "needs" of 

residents 
The battered women's movement focused 1ts responses on shelters, and 

thus on battenng m poor and workmg-class famthes At the same ttme, 

the movement espouses a phuosophy that embraces all women of all soctal 

classes Srmuarly, this shelter espouses an Ideology of empowerment 

addressed to all women whue fal1mg to account for the fact that for many 
shelter residents economic needs are more pressmg than psychologtcal 
empowerment 

In order to accomphsh the often difficult and amorphous task of 

empowerment, staff members beheve that women must turn to other 

women for support, encouragement, and as examples Shelter residents 

must first acknowledge mdependence as desirable and then recogntze 

mdependence as attamable Recogn1t10n comes from seemg thetr peers as 
self-rehant and self-sufficient women, hence the Importance of peer 
counselmg 

The role of cns1s mtervent10n workers and shelter advocates 1s one of 
peer counselor Workers and advocates are not to advise women or to 

solve theu problems As the staff member m charge of volunteer trammg 

put It "She knows her situation better than anyone She has the answers 
OurJOb IS to get her m touch w1th those answers, however, because ofher 
mvolvement m the cycle of violence she cannot see her options clearly " 

Consequendy, the staff member's role 18 to help her see them The 

battered woman then dectdes her own course of action and ts "empow

ered" by the declSlon-makmg process The Ideology exphc1dy enJoms 
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staff members to av01d dommatmg power relatiOnships with the residents 

by not encouraging the choice of one option over another To assume an 

advisor role would Simply be reproducmg a relationship of power and 
control Identical to the one from which the woman has escaped Her 
dependency will have shifted from her preVIous relatiOnship to the present 

one with shelter staff 

AdditiOnally, throughout the volunteer trammg vanous tactics are 

used to normalize the battenng relatiOnship m such a way as to mimmize 

the dtfferences between staff and residents The message staff members 

receive IS that all women are raised to be vtctims and all men are raised 

to be batterers, thus, we all have the potential to end up m relatiOnships 

of this type Everyone IS seen to be umted under a common oppressiOn 

Peer counseling as a vehicle for empowerment assumes power sym

metry between partiCipants Power symmetry means that each partiCI

pant recognizes and acknowledges that the other has a wealth of hfe 
expenence, that this expenence IS valuable and should therefore be 

respected, moreover, m the more traditiOnal sense of the word "power," 

It should be assumed that each has an equal potential ability to mfluence 

the other And, most Important, one participant should not have 

"sanctiOned" control over the other's Immediate hfe situatiOn 

Access to the shelter and shelter hfe Itself undermmes peer counseling 

as a vehicle for empowerment Most battered women gam access to the 

shelter through the agency's cnsis lme Cnsis-lme workers screen callers 

who present themselves as potential shelter residents Imtially there are 

three mam cntena used m screemng women ehg~ble for entry 1) those 

who have JUSt been beaten or are m danger of bemg beaten (or both), 2) 
those who have no alternative safe place to go, and 3) those who have not 

been previous residents of thts shelter w1thm the last year or have not 

been preVIous residents who had been asked to leave In the staff office at 

the shelter, dtrecdy above the staff desk, there ts a hst of ex-residents who 

are not to be readmitted to the shelter Followmg each name Is an 

abbreviated notatiOn mdicatmg the reason for non-admittance Place

ment on this hst typically results from diSmissal due to an accumulatiOn 

of ma.Jor and/or mmor mfract10ns 
Women enter the shelter because they do not have power or control 

over thetr Immediate situation For those women without resources, 

shelters and the conditions under which they operate must be accepted, at 

least m1tlally Because of the highly confidential nature of the locatiOn of 
the shelter and the often elaborate procedures for gettmg women there, 

women must agree to enter the shelter, either on the phone or m person 

at a neutral place, before they actually see 1t A story told by a resident of 

her expenence m a previous shelter m Oregon illustrates thts pomt "They 

told me they would have to blmd-fold me or else I would have to sit down 



84 SUI&Il B Murray 

m the back of the van away from the wmdows whue we drove to the 

shelter They d1dn't even want me to know how to get there It was the 

same [procedure] when I left " 
In the particular shelter studied, after the cns1s-hne worker has done 

the m1t1al screenmg, the caller IS connected w1th the shelter mtake worker 

for addttlonal screemng Shelter pohcy states that an mtake worker 

should not adm1t to a potential res1dent that they are bemg screened The 

rauonale 1s that staff 1s not supposed to convey the 1dea that callers are 
bemg pre-Judged They do not want to discourage potential residents 
who may need shelter Th1s assumes that 1f "screenmg" 1s not ment10ned 
then callers will not realize what 1s gomg on This assumption of natvete 

1s m all hkehhood, unwarranted 

Durmg the screemng process the woman 1s mfonned of the rules 
govemmg her shelter stay, and she must agree to them, both verbally and 

m wntmg These rules mclude but are not hm1ted to the followmg 1) 
residents must mamtam complete confidentiality about shelter locatiOn, 

and they are not allowed v1s1tors whue m the shelter, 2) residents must not 

have any contact w1th the1r batterers, 3) no drugs or alcohol can be used 

by res1dents dunng the1r shelter stay (both mstde and outs1de the shelter), 

4) res1dents must keep therr act1v1ty to a mrmmum for the first 
seventy-two hours of shelter stay- mcludmg not gomg to work 1f 
possible, 5) they must participate m the shelter program mcludmg group 

meetmgs and daily chores 

Women cannot p1ck and choose between shelters and m therr state of 

cns1s they have few options Shelters provtde the only mtervent10n 

strategy designed spec1fically for battered women Whue there 1s the 
possibuity of relocatiOn to another shelter, a woman does not know 
whether the conditiOns m the next shelter will be d1fferent To illustrate 

An ex-resident calls on the cns1s )me two weeks after leavmg shelter She IS m 

another town, she has no money and no place to hve I asked her "What about 

__ shelter, I thought you transferred there?" She rephed "Well, yes I stayed 

there, they had a 5 00 pm curfew every mght They wouldn't let me use the1r 

phone number for messages (for Jobs, housmg, etc ] I hked your shelter better" 

At wh1ch pomt I remmded her that once a woman leaves our shelter she cannot 

return 

Another res1dent relates a story about her prev10us stay at a d1fferent 
shelter 

Mary had been staymg at a shelter m __ She said the other residents were 

really abusiVe to her At that shelter they had no staff on weekends The other 

women staymg there were gettmg drunk on weekends and threatenmg Mary 

She said "they would walk down the hall and bang on the walls They were loud 

and abusive I was afrmd to tell staff becaiise I would have to be alone With these 

women and I was afraid of them One mght 1t got so bad I wanted to call the 
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cns1s hne (from a shelter1] but th1s one woman used to hsten m on my 

conversatiOns [pay phone m hall] and so I couldn't I finally d1d tell th1s one staff 

She told me to wnte 1t down, to document everythmg that happened to me I 

wrote It m the dark because I was afrrud the women would see my hght and 

barge m on me Before I left I told another staff about Jt She saJd "Nobody 

[meanmg the other resJdents]Js leavmg this shelter" After this mndent Mary 

came to our shelter 

Because shelters are often a last resort, and because prospective 
residents cannot engage m companson shelter shoppmg, they are decid
edly at a dtsadvantage m that they have no grounds for assertmg or 
assummg control over the shelter envuunment Nor do residents have 

any means of contestmg the pohctes and rules of the shelter As one staff 

member put It, "If they don't hke It they can leave" Just as restdents 
perceive that they do not have control over the shelter environment, they 

perceive that staff members do have control 
Residents' perceiVed lack of control over the shelter muteu Is, ofcourse, 

compounded by Issues of race and class Social roles m these contexts are 

often those of the professiOnal expert and the obed1ent cl1ent Women 

entenng the shelter who have had preVIous expenence m professiOnal/ 
chent relattons may draw upon thts expenence dunng thetr shelter 

s1tuatton 
Once the screenmg mterv1ew IS done by the shelter mtake worker and 

the prospective reSident agrees to the conditiOns latd out for her, she 1s 
taken to the shelter The shelter IS located on a qmet restdentlal street, a 

house hke any other house on the block No one other than shelter 
residents and staff know the location of this house, not the pohce, fire 

department, or the surroundmg netghbors The confidentiality of the 

shelter's locatiOn and tts maccesSibUity to anyone other than the staff and 

res1dents dictates that mdividuals Identify themselves and others m terms 

of spec1fic labels Withm the shelter there are only three appropnate 
labels any g.ven md!v1dual may offer m response to another's mqmnes or 

JUSt stmply as a means of Identifying oneself counselor (1 e , staff), 
volunteer, or restdent It should be noted that the dtfference between a 
volunteer and a staff member may not be readily apparent to restdents 

Staff members work on a rotatmg basts as do volunteers Often the only 

d1stmct10n made IS between "residents" and "people who work there " 

AdditiOnally, many staff members began as volunteers, and some women 

functioned m both capacities as volunteers and part-time staff 
To illustrate the prrmacy of this type of IdentificatiOn procedure one 

need not go farther than the front door of the shelter Staff and a few 

select volunteers are the only ones w1th keys When someone arnves at 

the shelter, whether she IS a restdent, a volunteer, or a staff member who 

has forgotten her keys or has her hands full, the procedure IS to knock on 
the door If the woman knockmg IS not recogmzed, she must Identify 
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herself before bemg allowed to enter In this case, a stmple first name 

obviOusly will not do, mstead an mdtvtdual must tdenttfy herself m terms 

of the three available categones of persons allowed m the shelter "I am a 

volunteer," "I am a resident," "I am a staff member " Gtven that there ts 
only space enough for five or SlX residents and their children m the shelter 

at any gtven ttme, one mtght assume residents would be able to Identify 

one another Because shelter mtakes are done on a twenty-four hour 

basts, however, It IS possible for one restdent to miss the arnval ofanother 

and thus not recogmze her If someone does have keys to the shelter and 

bypasses the above procedure, she still cannot remam m the shelter for 
very long Without bemg asked to Identify herself The followmg example 

illustrates thts pomt 

After I had been at the shelter for about an hour or so two of the res1dents 

returned from wherever they had been that day I was sutmg at the kitchen table 

smoking a c1garette About five mmutes after they came m one of them [the 

other walked back to her room] asked me "Are you a counselor?" I rephed "No 

I'm a volunteer "A httle wlule later the other woman walked mto the kitchen anj 

Immediately asked me "Are you a chent?" The one who had already asked me 

rephed "No, she's not After all she doesn't look very abused " 

The shelter enVIronment mandates the labelmg of mdividuals m terms 
of "appropnate" roles These roles are then used to separate categones of 

mdividuals from one another m the course of mteract10n One stmply 

does not launch mto a conversatiOn with another Without first m some 

way placmg that mdiVIdual Both withm and outside the shelter the label 

of "staff' carnes with It both Imphcit and exphcit meanmgs To both lay 

people and professionals altke the label of "staff' tmphes the role of 
someone who supemses, someone m charge, someone who IS assummg 

some type of responstbJ.hty S1milarly, the label of "res1dent" or "chent" Is 

commonly used to destgnate someone who ts rece1vmg servtces from 

another Asymmetncal power relatiOns are contamed wtthm these roles 

regardless of the mdividuals who fill them In the shelter milteu, when 
mdividuals are asstgned these roles m mteractlon, they simultaneously 
mhent the power or lack of power these roles carry- whether or not they 

explicitly acknowledge 1t An mctdent recounted by one shelter restdent 

illustrates the pomt 

Nancy [chent] went mto the backyard ofthe shelter to get her child Betty [stall] 

was out there and so were some other res1dents' children As Nancy came mto 

the yard Betty s&d "Oh you're here to watch the lads" Nancy S&d "No not 

really I only came out to get Jennifer [her cluld] "But Betty JUst tgnored her 

and walked out of the yard I quened "Like she expected you to babys1e" 

Nancy "Yes I know they want us to get out on our own fast but most people 

want to leave because of the way staff treat them There's something about 

the way they look at us and the way they talk about us " 
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Another client comments srmuarly 

When I got there they [ stafl] told me I couldn't let my k1ds go to school 

beheved them Yesterday I mentioned to another staff that I regretted that my 

k1ds have had to stay out of school She told me that 1t wasn't necessary-that 

they could have gone to school all along I guess I should have sa1d somethmg 

earher but I didn't feel hke I was m a pos1t10n to 

When residents enter the shelter, they are first taken to the staff office 

m the back of the shelter for their mtake mterview Smce residents 
typically arnve m cnsis and sometimes m the middle of the mght, and 

because the mterview entalls many detailed questions, It ts sometimes put 

off until the followmg day Regardless of the woman's conditiOn, 

however, before she can stay the mght m the shelter, she must sign several 

release forms These forms are typtcal of most agencies' forms They 
release the agency from legal responsibility should the woman or her child 

InJUre themselves while m shelter But the release forms also mclude a 

provision which gives shelter staff the freedom to contact and discuss a 

woman's case with any other professionals she may be seemg Although 

the staff are not professiOnal counselors, these forms mdirectly place them 

m the role of professiOnal experts m contrast to the residents' chent role 
The mtake forms, which ultimately constitute a resident's file, remforce 

the separation between staff and residents The forms elicit seven pages of 

detailed mformatwn ranging from questiOns about the Immediate cnsts, 

to the resident's mental health background, her chtldhood history, and 

her batterer's childhood history Typical quenes mclude "As a child, how 

close did you feel to your mother?" and "Did/do any members of his 
(batterers) family have problems wtth alcohol-mcludmg maternal and 

paternal grandparents?" At the most obvious level, questiOns of this 

depth Imply that staff members have the ability and the resources to 

analyze this mformatwn, m realtty they do not Stmuarly, residents may 

come to expect that the depth of these questions reflects the depth of the 
servtces residents can expect from shelter staff, but If so they wtll be 

disappomted Staff and volunteers are not professionally tramed counse

lors or psychologiSts The staff IS not qualified to engage m m-depth 

psychological counsehng Even If they were so tramed, It IS doubtful that 

such m-depth therapy could be accomplished withm the thirty-day hmtt 

of a restdent's shelter stay Fmally, whtle all this mformatwn IS descnbed 

as confidenttal, It IS routmely made available to all staff and volunteers 

In addition to the mformatwn gamed m the mtake mterviews, daily 

entnes are made m a resident's flle noting her progress through the 

program Is she seemg a counselor? Is she filmg a Temporary Restrammg 
Order? Is she lookmg for housmg? Any mfracuon notices she receives are 

noted, as IS her general well bemg The women housed m the shelter do 

not have access to their own files When a woman gives this mformatwn 
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to staff, she srmultaneously gtves them control over It Control over 

personal mformat10n mvolves power For example, on her first day a 

volunteer can walk mto the shelter and look at the clients' files At the 
same time she can Wlthold mformatlon about her own hfe so residents 
know nothing about her beyond what she shares on an mdiVldual basis 

This SituatiOn sets the residents apart from the staff and remforces 

asymmetncal power and hierarchical relat10ns 

While there IS an organizatiOnal rationale for this type of mformat10n 
management, It has umntended consequences for relationships between 
staff and residents Because the staff members rotate so often, the daily 
file entnes function to ensure that everyone knows what IS gomg on wtth 

each resident In this way the staff members learn how they can best help 

each resident dunng their shift The shelter IS also accountable to fundmg 

sources and must keep a record of the services It renders each client 

These records are logged m mmutes and mclude such thmgs as the trme 
staff members talk Wlth or counsel each client, as well as trme spent m 
commumty advocacy (gomg to the welfare office, gomg to court, and so 

on) On the one hand, mformatlonal control Is necessary to the contm

uatlOn of the shelter and serves 1ts long-term organtzatlonal needs On 
the other hand, the arrangement contnbutes to the asymmetrical power 
relations between staff and residents and undermines the short-term 

empowerment needs of residents 
After an Imt1al seventy-two hour holdmg penod, residents are free to 

come and go, however, the shelter IS both a program wtth pohcy 

gmdehnes and a communal hvmg space With exphat house rules The 

enforcement of pohoes and rules 1s done through the application of 

negative sanctions by staff 11us creates another asymmetncal role 
relationship between staff and residents- that of rule enforcers and rule 

breakers The shelter has a hst of rules govemmg everyday hfe For 

example, residents must sign m and out when leavmg and retummg to 

the shelter, they must be m by curfew (6 00 pm weekdays and 10 00 pm 

weekends), they must do their chores (residents rotate meal preparation 
and each IS responsible for one daily cleamng chore), and residents must 
disciplme their children accordmg to shelter pohcy In addition, a daily 

schedule IS set up for eatmg trmes, qmet times, and Urnes for watchmg 

television If a resident fails to abide by these house rules (and gets 

caught), she receives an mfraction notice from the staff On havmg 

recetved four mfractiOn notices the resident IS asked to leave the shelter 
Dunng the mtake mterview staff members go over the rules, and the new 

resident signs a form agreemg to abide by them Theoretically It IS her 

responsibility to adhere to these rules, but m reality tt IS the staff's 
responsibility to enforce them 

Staff members work on rotatmg shifts and each staff member makes an 

entry mto the commumcatton log so the next person can know what ts 
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happemng with residents Rule mfractions are noted m this log as well as 

m a woman's file, agam, the mformation IS available to all staff and 
volunteers Because a number of mfract10ns can result m a woman's 
dtsmtssal from shelter, and because these mfracttons are so easy to 
accumulate, they cause antagomsm between staff and residents While 

both staff and volunteers recogmze th1s contradictlOn, nothmg has been 

done to alleviate It In the volunteer traimng, one evemng was umnten

ttOnally devoted entrrely to thiS subject Several shelter staff members 
came to the session to discuss hfe at the shelter When they ment10ned the 
rules, several of the newly tramed volunteers Immediately responded that 
these rules seemed to run counter to a context of empowerment A heated 

diSCUSSIOn followed 

The staff rationale for the rules followed a negative case model "Before 
we had the alcohol rule we had a res1dent who kept commg mto the shelter 
really drunk It was disruptive to the other residents" Or, "before we had 
the TV rule a lot of the women would spend all day watchmg soaps " 
Where the staff had "expenence" to back up their rationales, the 

volunteers had none It IS obvious who "won" the dtscusston The 
following excerpt from field notes illustrate the problem 

Sarah [resident) comes walkmg mto the back yard of the shelter Her children 

are playmg on the swtng set and I am watchmg them We say hello I ask her 

about her plans-hke when she was planmng to leave She rephes "Well I was 

gomg to leave today after what happened last mght You heard about 1t d1dn't 

you;I" "No" "'h, well we [she and another cbent) got mto a fight because they 

satd I d1dn't do my work They gave me an mfractmn I satd I don't care because 

I still have two more before they can lack me out I know this 1s a bad attitude 

but I don't care fm not gomg to stay around and have someone call me a bar 

[Sarah clatms she d1d do her d1shes] But later I was talkmg to Martha [staff] and 

she satd 'Sarah, where are you gomg to go;> You don't have any place to stay' 

So I stayed but fm not gomg to talk to them [other cbents] anymore and I'm not 

talking to any counselors [staff] anymore" 

This mcident was agam related to me two days later by a staff member 

m the staff office 

Joan {stafl] got up and closed the door to the office Presumably so we would not 

be overheard She then proceeded to talk about an mc1dent between Sarah and 

another res1dent, Betsy EVIdently Sarah and Bame [another res1dent], haVIng 

recetved mfract1ons for not domg the1r chores, thought Betsy had "srutched them 

off" to staff Joan had told her that Betsy had not done th1s but that Joan and 

Helen [another staff member] had not1ced that they had not done the1r chores 

and had told the mght person to gtve them mfracuons Joan went on to say that 

even 1f Betsy had told on them 1t was her nght to do so, m that shelter IS 

communal bVJng and everyone 1s expected to do her part 
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The field notes are full of anecdotes where staff and residents refer to 

one another as "us" and "them " Such language conveys the assumptmn 

that there IS somethmg quahtatively different about "them" which sepa
rates "them" from "us " We contmually recreate the world through the use 
of specific language m mteractmn In this case, the world bemg recreated 
IS one which contams perceived asymmetncal power relationships be

tween participants 

To avmd pamtmg too bleak a picture of shelter hfe, somethmg must 

now be satd of the shelter reSidents and the extent to which they gtve 

strength to one another, emotionally as well as economically Perhaps It 
can be acknowledged that one consequence of the asymmetry of staff/ 

resident relatmns lS a sense of sohdanty m the relatmnsrups among 

residents As a result on the m-group/out-group gulf between staff and 

residents, and also as a result of a deepened awareness of shared 

expenence, shelter residents often do relate to one another as peers 
It has been noted m the hterature that a common feature of abusive 

relatmnshtps IS Isolatmn -Isolatmn of the family as a whole, and m 

particular, Isolation of the battered woman from fnends, famlly and other 

support networks 11 The shelter expenence may offer a battered woman 

the first opportumty she has ever had to meet other women who have 

hved m fear of vtolence The shelter offers a safe and supportive 

environment m which to talk about the abuse she may never have 
disclosed The residents then are truly peer counselors Residents are 

frequendy found sharmg with one another their expenences and the ways 

they cope with them Some discussions focus on what "caused" their 

partner to beat them "We were argumg about john Lennon" "We were 

at a [drug] dealer's house and I wouldn't smoke with them " "I got a phone 

call from a [gtrl] fnend and he got Jealous" "I was sleepmg and he JUSt 

attacked me " Others talk about how they escaped "I told him I was gomg 

to the bathroom I went m, locked the door, then crawled out the 

wmdow I ran to the 7/11 and called the cops " "We were staymg with 

some fnends I told them what was gomg on They distracted him while 
I escaped" The women offer mutual understandmg and support "Yea, 
my man beat me for not havmg dinner ready too " And practical 
strategtes "I escaped while he was on the phone talkmg to his boss " Even 

If a woman has htde contact With other residents, JUSt seemg so many 

other women come and go from a shelter demonstrates that there are 
others who share her expenences 

GIVen the scarcity and high pnce of smgle-family dwellmgs, women 

who complete their stay at the shelter often search for housing together 

Srmilarly, they dnve one another to court, JOb mtervtews, the welfare 

office, and housmg possibilities So m spite of the mequahttes built mto 

uSee, for example, Del Martm, &.tteretl WaKt (San Franctsco Volcano Preas, 1981) 
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the shelter environment, It contmues to offer a safe sanctuary for those m 
need of help to help themselves 

Concluston 

Shelters are both necessary and worthwhile m that they provide the only 

mtervention strategy designed specifically for the abused woman and 

offenng her 1mmed1ate safety At the same time, 1t should be recognized 

that shelters have mherent limitatiOns, both as contexts for empowerment 
and as pohtlcal orgamzat10ns for the battered women's movement The 
movement has been mformed by a femm1st analysis of viOlence agamst 

women, an analysiS suggestmg that battery 1s a problem created and 

sustamed by the mstitutiOns of society The first agenda Item for this 

movement was the development of emergency shelters, often orgamzed as 
collectives m hopes of exemphfymg the kmds of structural reforms 
necessary to end viOlence agamst women Over t1me, however, many of 

these collectives- reactmg to mternal and external pressures-evolved 
mto more hierarchical forms W1th the status h1erarch1es came the 

unequal power dynamics and the comprormse of femm1st prmc1ples 
The shelter m this case study IS caught m what could be termed 

mid-transformatiOn It began as a grass-roots femm1st collective but 
qmckly underwent a process of bureaucratizatiOn Although the organi

zational form of the shelter IS a hierarchy, It has retamed Its Initial 

fem1mst Ideology Though the focus of this research has not been an 
analysis of the orgamzatlonal form w1thm which the shelter operates, 
there are clear parallels between the power relat1onsh1ps of management 
and staff and those of staff and residents What we have then 1s a 

hierarchical organizational structure, wtth a board of dtrectors, an 

executive director, a team of managers, and a staff of shelter advocates

a power-laden practice and an unsupported fem1mst Ideology As this 

organization contmues to change, It seems likely that of all the compo

nents, femmist Ideology will prove most vulnerable to erosion 
Whtle thts outcome seems hkely, It Is not mev1table There are 

practical strateg~es which can be Implemented to mmimize the power 
differentials between staff and residents F1rst, the shelter orgamzat10n 

could make It a pr10nty to hire former residents These women, sharmg 

simtlar expenences wtth current residents, would have a firmer basis for 
a peer relationship The shelter's present pohcy IS that ex-residents must 

wrut a year before they can apply for a staff positiOn, there are no 

ex-residents on staff now Because of heavy rehance on volunteers, the 

fact volunteer work IS a luxury for most women and due to the practice 

of hmng mainly volunteers, the staff IS composed pnmaruy of middle
class women So, class differences further exacerbate the tensiOns and 

mequal1t1es of staff/resident relations 
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Second, the shelter mtake forms could be changed The mformation 

ehcited should pertam only to the women's rmmedtate situation and the 

health and safety concerns of herself and her children The nght to 

pnvacy concemmg other aspects of the women's hves should be upheld 
Third, the house rules of the shelter should be rewntten m such a way as 

to protect the health and safety of residents rather than emphasiZing their 

control Rules which relate to hfestyle-eatmg times, qmet trmes, 

TV-watchmg trmes-could be changed to gmdelmes carrymg no official 

sanctions or srmply left to the residents to determme collectively Fourth, 

a woman should be granted an automatic length of stay rather than have 
this trme hmit negotiated weekly Meetmg weekly to decide whether a 

woman may rematn gtves mdiVIdual staff members an mordmate amount 

of power Guaranteemg the length of stay would put the burden of proof 

on staff members when they seek a disrmssal, rather than makmg the 

resident contmually prove her need to stay Such a change would 
mmrmize the opportunity for staff members to abuse their power m cases 

of personal anrmosity and bias 

Fmally, there should be a mechanism whereby residents can gtve 

anonymous feedback to staff concemmg their shelter expenence without 

JeopardlZlng the possibility of staymg m the shelter agatn Moreover, this 

feedback must be systematically revtewed and used by the organization 

where appropnate Shelters must be made accountable to the women for 

whom they provtde services 

The problem of woman battenng mvolves all women, while shelters 

cater only to the needs of those w1th no alternative optiOns And shelters 

may be more or less accessible to particular groups of women msofar as 

racism, agetsm, classiSm, and homophobia affect therr spint and practice 

Nonetheless, we must find a way to mobihze all women around the rssue 

of battenng If shelters are to be used as a locus for movement 

recrUitment, practical needs of residents must first be met A homeless 

woman With three children may not have a lot of time for pohttcal 

activism Shelters, while necessary and worthwhile, are a response and 

not a solutiOn to the problem of viOlence agamst women m our society 

They may be a good means of mobilrzmg and organrzmg women, but 

they also consume a great deal of trme, energy and money, dratnmg 

potential pohtical energy from the women workmg m them Shelters must 

be a begmmng They are defimtely not an end 
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