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The paper discusses the limitations of Western definitions and assumptions about the nature of domestic violence in light of the varying trends in violence against women found in other countries.  Over the past several summers I have conducted short fieldwork projects on domestic violence in Turkey, focusing especially on the Turkish state’s institutional responses to domestic violence in the forms of women’s shelters and educational and community programs.  During this research I collected a number of first-person narratives about the experience of domestic violence from women both within and outside of the shelter system.  These stories were the “usual” shocking and heartbreaking stories of women’s abuse at the hands of their husbands and fathers, stories that we have heard so often the world over.
But I also noticed that sometimes these stories did not fit the usual patterns of “intimate partner violence” – i.e., partner on partner violence.  I remember discussing the problems of domestic violence in Turkey with one young Turkish woman, who recounted to me a time when she came home from school to find her mother crying, bruised and bleeding.  I expected the familiar story of how her father would beat her mother and how traumatic that was.  But in response to my questions, the young woman said, “Oh, my father never beat my mother.  It was my grandmother and aunt [the mother’s mother-in-law and sister-in-law] who used to beat her so much because she wouldn’t do what they said.  This time they climbed in an open window of our house and beat her and tore her earring right through her earlobe.  There was blood everywhere.”
As my research went on, I heard some more stories like this, stories of women dealing not only with violence from their husbands, but also from their fathers, brothers, mothers and their in-laws, especially from mothers-in-law. 
This kind of violence has until recently been relatively foreign to most Westerners, where domestic violence is most commonly imagined as physical, sexual, or psychological harm caused by a current or former partner or spouse (the current definition articulated by The United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). Indeed, there is a general trend toward replacing the term “domestic violence” with the term “intimate partner violence” (WHO 2005).  But I think this continuous focus on intimate partner violence creates certain problems when considering gendered violence cross-culturally.  
First of all, it is based on very particular notions of family structure and gender roles that do not do justice to other, non-Western cultural practices and norms.  That is, Westerners – North Americans and Europeans – tend to see nuclear family structures as the “healthy” norm, and the general pattern in nuclear family kinship practices is for emotional intimacy and power relationships to center around the marital pair, and it is at this point of gendered politics that violence is most likely to erupt. Thus domestic violence in the nuclear family context may easily be defined as “intimate partner violence.” 
But this tendency to see intimate partner violence as the norm or the sine qua non of domestic violence obscures other types of gendered violence that occur within families.  That is, the focus on intimate partner violence shrouds or “makes strange” the types of gendered violence that arises within the dynamics of extended families and other non-nuclear-family kinship arrangements that are common in many cultural contexts.  For example, in patrilineal patrilocal households that are common in many parts of the world – including in Turkey, India, Afghanistan, China, Egypt – the intrafamilial power dynamics and experiences of emotional intimacy may be more diffuse and arranged along diverse lines relative to nuclear families.  As such tensions and the potential triggers and causes for violence against women in the family may diverge sharply from Western expectations.  
A patrilineal patrilocal household generally encompasses an extended family where all women of the resident lineage will leave the household when they marry.  Marriage for women means going to her husband’s family.  On the flip side, all resident married women are “outsiders,” at least to the lineage segment that resides in the household.  Indeed, in Turkish, the word for “bride” and “daughter-in-law” is “gelin,” which means “the one who comes” (from the outside).  Since all the married women in a patrilineal patrilocal household are structural outsiders, this creates a series of tensions, especially between the in-laws and the daughter-in-law.  The daughter-in-law is a foreign element that is nevertheless necessary for the perpetuation of the patrilineage, and she must be controlled.  The husband certainly has a role in that control – and if violence does erupt, it is often within the marital pair.  But the in-laws, especially the mother-in-law, are also part of the power dynamic.  Indeed, a daughter-in-law, especially when young, is often under the direct control of her mother-in-law.  Because many household are segregated by gender, a daughter-in-law often spends considerably more time with her mother-in-law than with her husband.  This relationship is also a potential site for the eruption of domestic violence, where the mother-in-law may beat or even sanction the murder of a disobedient daughter-in-law.  Thus we get domestic violence perpetuated by a senior woman against a junior woman, as well as other forms of violence – dowry death, honor crimes, etc. – in which in-laws may participate in the abuse or murder of a daughter-in-law.
Other kinship issues that come up in non-nuclear family households is the emphasis on corporate sodality and identity over and above individual autonomy – an emphasis common in unilineal societies, less so in bilateral societies.  When corporate sodality is primary, then each member of the corporate unit reflects on the others and it is the job for corporate seniors to police the behavior of all family members. In such societies, women’s modesty and restraint are often paramount, so dress codes, bodily restraint and curtailed movement are emphasized.  Women who damage that corporate identity must be brought in line or even murdered – thus we get, most famously, honor crimes (where a woman is murdered by her own family for staining family honor).  This also includes other behaviors that are “problematic” for Westerners, such as enforced veiling, enforced seclusion and even female genital mutilation (where the girl’s body is literally cut to a shape that emphasizes chastity and marriagibility).
These other types of gendered violence – including honor crimes, dowry deaths, female genital mutilations – seem frightening and barbaric to Western Feminists and others, and the have garnered an immense amount of public discussion, fund-raising and general hand-wringing.  And of course, all forms of gendered violence are abhorrent.  But it is important to keep in mind that these “other” types of gendered violence are versions of domestic violence as well, just not intimate partner violence. That is, just like intimate partner violence, these other types of gender violence arise out of the particular tensions and politics that reside within families, however families are constituted.  Thus in nuclear families, the greatest potentials for violence are between partners (and of course, child abuse).  In extended families where corporate identity and solidity are paramount, other types of gendered violence (along with intimate partner violence) arise logically – if regrettably – out of the same types of tensions and problems that exist in Western nuclear families.  In sum, kinship structures and the power dynamics within those structures strongly influence the types of violence against women that are conceivable.
The reason I find this issue so important has less to do with the explanatory power of kinship studies in understanding the alarming varieties of domestic violence we find around the world. I am more interested in the political discourse that has risen around these different types of violence against women among Western liberals, feminists and many scholars.  That is, one of the effects of focusing so much on intimate-partner violence in the US as the model form of domestic violence is to exoticize these other forms of violence against women, treating them as products of a barbaric or primitive “other” culture rather than part of the general trend of patriarchal social arrangements and violence against women found throughout the world, including in Western societies.  

Especially since the 1990s (and end of the Cold War when the new political problem became the “Clash of Civilization”), we find anew and fervent interest in the US and Europe in “saving” those poor women in countries such as Afghanistan, or Turkey, or India, or in Muslim countries in general, from their “harmful cultural practices,” such as honor killings, female genital mutilation, and dowry death, among others.  This is not to say that these forms of violence are not problematic and need to be addressed.  But we need to ask ourselves:  why all this attention now?  What kind of  politics play into this new focus on very old forms of violence against?  What sort of fantasy of the “Other” is created by this discussion of exotic forms of gendered violence? (Abu-Lughod 2007)
To explore one example:  the politics of violence against women comes into sharp play in the relationship between the US and Afghanistan.  Saba Mahmood and Charles Hirschkind (2002) describe with some irony how in the late 1990s various celebrities and prominent feminists and other talking heads have rallied in support of the Feminist Majority’s campaign against the Taliban’s treatment of women in Afghanistan. We can all remember how Western feminists and others spilled a lot of ink and took up a lot of airtime decrying the abuses of the Taliban against women – describing with both fascination and horror how Afghani women were denied freedoms and education, were forced to veil and were subject to all sorts of degradations at the hands of the Taliban leaders – troubling practices indeed.  Laura Bush even used the Taliban abuse of women as a partial justification of invading Afghanistan after the September 11th attacks, as anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod discusses in her article, “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving?” (2002).  
At the same time there has been a growing discussion of the problems of honor crimes, female genital mutilation, dowry death, etc.   Abu-Lughod has pointed out elsewhere (2007) that the rise in interest in and discussion of honor crimes in Muslim countries seem to coincide almost precisely with the increasingly bellicose discourse in the United States aimed at Islamic fundamentalism in specific and at Islam in general.  Suddenly, Islam is the new “red scare” and the fantasies about how poorly women are treated in those societies are proof of all that we must be afraid of – and do something about.  That is, by looking at these forms of violence against women as exotic and barbaric – and not as local versions of the all-too-familiar domestic violence – the West can argue in favor of intervention – spreading democracy and Western values to the Muslim huddled masses.  This echoes the 19th-century  Orientalist discourses that helped justify the European colonial adventures to Africa, the Middle East and South Asia.
This type of discourse can also be found within certain countries.  It has become a media trend in Turkey, for example, to highlight and decry cases of honor killings within Turkish society.  But the trend has been toward portraying honor crimes as the barbaric customs of the Turkish peasantry or of Kurdish or Arab ethnic minorities.  Again, there is that tendency to see certain types of domestic violence as exotic and other, while more “normal” forms, such as violence within the nuclear family, are less sensational and newsworthy.

I am not making a cultural relativist defense of local forms of gendered violence, nor am I defending the abuses of the Taliban and other oppressive movements.  All violence against women is unjust.  I am simply arguing that there is a great deal of hypocrisy and ethnocentricism in the public discourse in the West about women in the Muslim world, including women under the Taliban.  The Western discourse has generally been concerned with the issues of individual human rights and how women are denied those rights and experience violence at the hands of male patriarchs.  But in the case of Afghanistan there has been virtually no discussion of the structural violence against women prior to and after the reign of the Taliban – a failing infrastructure;  an intense drug trade;  one of the highest infant and maternal mortality rates in the world (the Bush administration refused to contribute to UN reproductive health improvement);  endemic civil war in which women were widowed and left to fend for themselves;  nor was the US culpability in those wars subject to much discussion.  Similar elisions exist in discussion of violence against women in the Palestinian territories or the Sudan or Egypt, etc.  

Furthermore, feminists and the Western media rejoiced at the collapse of the Taliban (an incomplete collapse, as we now know) and how women were now “free” to remove their burqas and go to school.  But little media attention or feminist concern was directed at the fact that the collapse of the Taliban corresponded to a sharp increase in the incidence of rape committed against Afghani women.  What is it that makes honor crimes and veiling so abhorrent but rape so unremarkable?  Where is the hand-wringing and talking heads?  Perhaps the silence has to do with the fact that rape is the kind of violence against women we’re familiar with.  It’s hardly exotic – now they are just like us. At least, they abuse women the way that “civilized” people do.
I rejoice at the continuing concern that feminists and many others have about violence against women in all its forms.  But I do object to the blind hypocrisy of demonizing some forms of violence against women while normalizing other forms.  This feeds into the long-held Orientalist fantasy of the Muslim world as a despotic civilization in need of rescuing from itself.  Or, to borrow from Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak (1988), it justifies sending white men to those barbaric countries to save brown women from brown men.  This process of exoticization of different forms of violence against women has allowed feminism to be instrumentalized, used as a weapon in the hands of political powers against the Orientalized Other.  When women’s veils are forcibly removed in the name of feminism, then feminism is a form of violence.  And when feminist values are used as a justification for military invasion, then feminism has become a weapon.
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