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White Privilege, State Intervention, & 

Anti-Violence Against Women Programs

– By Lucille Pope

Does Color Matter in Domestic Violence Programs? 
White women hold the vast majority of leadership positions in both the battered women’s

movement and the domestic violence field.  We bring good intentions, hard work, and the

unearned entitlements of white privilege.  This privilege allows us to define the issue, interpret

appropriate solutions, and build structures and systems that align with our own assumptions of

how the world works.  There’s a natural tendency to ally with white male power sources that

open access to funding, local politics, and the resources needed to develop services.  

White/heterosexual/class privilege allows us to believe that domestic violence services are

equally available to all battered women.  Yet we know that there are populations of women who

are not using domestic violence services -- that are invisible to us.  Race and class privilege give

us cultural permission to continue on, year after year, without those women.  Color does matter

to those who are left out and those whose needs don’t match the services available.  For these

women, privilege played out in domestic violence programs can have serious consequences.

Collaboration, legal advocacy, and public policy work are comfortable for domestic violence

programs run from a particular (white, middle-class, liberal, feminist) understanding of the

world.  Privilege means the white middle class community can see institutions as benign allies

while ignoring those for whom this is not true.  Immigrant women, communities of color,

LGBTQ, partners of court system personnel or power brokers in a community all have very

different relationships with the state.  “That’s part of white privilege – the privilege to ignore the

reality of white-supremacist society when it makes us uncomfortable, to rationalize why it’s not

really so bad to deny one’s own role in it.  It is the privilege of remaining ignorant because that

ignorance is protected.”1

White Privilege and State Intervention

Can a state that is thoroughly infused with racism, male dominance,

class-bias, and homophobia and that constructs itself in and through

violence act to minimize violence in the lives of women?  Should we rely

on the state as the answer to the problem of violence against women?2

Institutions and social systems stand at the heart of those beliefs and assumptions that frame

white culture.  Built by and for white men, people of color and women were never intended to

have the same access or experience of these institutions.  White feminists have long recognized

institutions as steeped in patriarchy, but have not translated that understanding to how

institutions are experienced by women of color as gender, race, and class intersect.  

A primary example of how the domestic violence field is grounded in white privilege is

represented in the choice to integrate the criminal justice system into direct services. Since the
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mid-1980s, leaders and authors of color have very clearly articulated the problems with

centralizing criminal justice as the response to domestic violence in their communities.  While

whites may see police as protectors, not everyone is as confident about equal application of the

law.3 For many who are not privileged, the legal system is not a source of protection, objectivity,

or justice.  Adele Morrison argues that the “legal discourse renders women of color invisible, and

subjects victims of domestic violence who are not white to further abuse within a system

purporting to exist to help them.”4

As the domestic violence field partnered with the criminal justice system, the trend has been to

adopt definitions of victim and protection strategies generated from legal theory rather than

women’s lives.  Today, institutions define who is an appropriate victim, how they behave, and

how available the system will be to each victim and offender.  Adele Morrison says that the image

of a victim who is worthy of protection has always been pure, submissive, cooperative,

appreciative ... and white.5 Obviously, many women don’t fit that image:  women who fight

back, women who want the violence to stop while still having the relationship, women who drop

charges, women who are not cooperative or mistrust legal actors.  Women who return to their

abuser, appear disrespectful to the court, or refuse to sever their relationship fail to meet the level

of threat necessary to warrant protection as a worthy victim.  

Lucille Pope and Kathleen Ferraro conclude6 that the emphasis on institutional reforms in

domestic violence work ends up “establish[ing] standards of need that are largely white and

middle class.”7 The experience of other races and classes of women are again invisible.  System

reform efforts that do not address the impact of funding and policy changes on oppressed groups

fail to be transformative.  When domestic violence programs no longer challenge relationships

with the state and partner with systems many understand to be unjust, they reinforce race, class,

and gendered oppression.8

Lived Experience: State Intervention in Communities of Color
Historically, womanhood and deserving victims were understood to be white woman of a certain

class.  Distinctions of race, class, and ethnicity continue to be deeply rooted in institutional

decision-making today.9 Because women of color who live with violence are not consistently

seen as worthy victims, they are at greater risk.  “The racial vulnerability of battered women of

color makes it harder for them to escape victimization at the hands of their male abusers because

they are excluded from the domestic violence discourse.  They are excluded because it is a white

discourse.”10

The chart on the following page outlines four basic assumptions of state institutions that can

contradict lived realities for people of color.  The intention is to offer a glimpse of how such

disparities can jeopardize the safety of women of color who are battered.11
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White assumptions embedded 

in institutions of the state

Lived experience of 

People or Communities of Color

Separation vs.

Community12

Separation is desired Community based cultures value relationships

Separation ends 
the violence

Separation is reasonable 
and possible

Separation as risk factor for stalking, femicide,
homicide/suicide. Latinas: risk marker for severe

violence in the past year.13

Separation may not be a physical or cultural option

Home or land ownership by women

Economic surivival tied to relationship

Model victim 

as white

Monolithic victim, behavior,
and response

Victim determined by
evidence-based criteria

A victim is cooperative

Stereotypes of women of color as too self reliant, too
strong, too resilient to be victims 14

Stereotype that black women are also violent. Dual
arrests can lead to loss of victim status.

Presentation variations (i.e., bruising, relationship
norms, language/translation)15

Failure to cooperate means loss of victim status16

along with corresponding services

Prosecution for failure to appear

Fear of system’s harsh treatment of 
black men/men of color

Resistance to increased agency interventions
in relationships or community

Institutions as

allies

Institutions provide safety

Protector of children 
and families

Use of institutions to remove, harass, and/or
dismantle communities of color

Higher arrest rates of men from working-class,
minority backgrounds

Destructive impacts of imprisonment on community
and family systems

Institutional intervention in community and
individual lives understood as social control17

Historical

relationships

Social and political changes
in last 50 years resolved
historical tensions with
communities of color

Institutions key to maintaining and 
promoting oppression

Continued tensions between state institutions and
communities of color

Race-profiling, myth-making, public fear-based
response to race and class difference

Layers of federal, state, and tribal bureaucracies face
Native Americans seeking help

The public experiences state institutions, particularly the criminal justice system, in a wide

variety of ways, from protector to oppressor.  The domestic violence field’s intense reliance on

the state can place battered women of color in an untenable position: to choose between

continuing to live in a violent relationship or endure racist treatment by institutions that control

critical resources.18
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Agents of Change
Is it enough to not be a racist?  It’s certainly more convenient and, let’s face it, more comfortable

to walk through the world with privilege.  For domestic violence workers who see the effect of

domination and control in our work everyday, that’s a problem.  Domestic violence is about

power and control – it’s about someone’s entitlement to use the privilege granted by society to

control another person. To end violence in personal relationships means we have to challenge

belief systems and justifications that support battering.

As a domestic violence worker then, it’s difficult to grapple with the privilege of being White.

Privilege is hard to understand when you have it – it’s so … normal!  Peggy McIntosh calls it the

“invisible knapsack” and points out that “one factor seems clear about all of the interlocking

oppressions.  They take both active forms that we can see and embedded forms that members of

the dominant group are taught not to see.”19 To let go of privilege means challenging unseen

distortions produced throughout a lifetime of cultural messages.  

Suzanne Pharr reminds us that as white people our privilege puts us in the position of having the

ability and access to change institutions and social structures that hold power in the hands of

whites.20 So how can we, as people of privilege, accept that responsibility?  

The fundamental frame for pursuing analyses of issues around race,

ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and class should be not cultural but political,

not individual but structural.  Instead of talking about diversity in race,

class, gender, and sexual orientation, we should critique White

supremacy, economic inequality in capitalism, patriarchy, and

heterosexism.  We should talk about systems and structure of power,

about ideologies of domination and subordination – and about the

injuries done to those in subordinate groups, and the benefits and

privileges that accrue to those in dominant groups.21

Robert Jensen argues that whether or not our work is personal or political, we learn the most

when engaged, when we are held accountable.  White leaders in the domestic violence field have

the ability to ensure that resources and services are available to all women who are in danger – if

they are willing to challenge their own privilege.  “White privilege means admitting complicity

and taking action against a whole social system that privileges whites over people of color.”22 It

means accountability to those women who we don’t see – those who are invisible to us.

Domestic violence programs committed to providing safety to all women and children need to

build in clear methods of accountability to communities of color.  Accountability includes

creating anti-racist processes for collaboration efforts, leadership development, and mentoring.

For program administrators and staff, the Women of Color Network National Ally Statement23 is

a great place to start.

At the very least, those of us with white privilege can place ourselves in the path of those who

will challenge us and help us gain insight.  We can choose to walk into those hard conversations

that push us and hold us accountable.  We can commit to untangling our own privilege.
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