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Goals and Objectives 

By the end of this segment you will understand:

• Intersections between culture and identity 
with domestic violence in Muslim homes

• The different forms of violence Muslim 
survivors may face

• The cultural barriers that Muslim survivors 
encounter when seeking assistance to address 
domestic violence.
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Goals and Objectives

By the end of this segment you will be able to:

• Identify the cultural obstacles that Muslim women face 
in leaving violent situations

• Understand the various factors that immigrant women 
and Muslim women have to balance when in a 
domestic violence situation

• Identify barriers encountered by Muslim survivors 

• Brainstorm ways to help remove barriers that make it 
hard for Muslim survivors to seek assistance
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The Structure of 
Violence

• Maintenance and extension of gender oppression

• Culture of patriarchy--deeply entrenched in many 
cultures, including immigrant cultures

The Structure of Violence; http://www.apiidv.org/files/Domestic.Violence.Against.API.Women-Curriculum.Handouts-APIIDV-2007.pdf
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Gender Violence Occurs Across 

the Lifespan

• DV is just one among many forms of violence against 
women.

• Beyond physical, sexual, economic, and emotional 
battering – it is living in a constant climate of fear, 
shame, misery, loss, mistrust, despair, and 
devaluation.

• Lifetime spiral of violence – enumerates types of 
violence over the life course and locates a range of 
abusers in the lives of girls and women, showing 
patterns of victimization and perpetration.

Source: The Structure of Violence; 
http://www.apiidv.org/files/Domestic.Violence.Against.API.Women-
Curriculum.Handouts-APIIDV-2007.pdf
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Handout Lifetime Spiral
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Immigrant Power and 
Control Wheel

7



Muslim Power and 
Control Wheel
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Intersections: The Creation of 

Multiple Identities
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• Identities overlap: multiple forms of 
oppression.

• Ethnicity: single, bi, or multi-racial.

• Demography: sexual orientation, age, 
disability, native language, religion, marital 
status.

• Social/historical factors: type of labor, 
education, class position, social mobility, 
immigration status, employment.

• Political history: colonialism, imperialism, 
wars, racial segregation etc.

• Practices: food, music, holidays, dress



Domestic Violence: The Problem 

With Culture Analysis

• Violence against women is a universal problem: 
Cultural expressions of violence differ.

• Recognition: Culture is used to justify the status quo 
of gender inequity and violence against women.

• Culture as a positive force: Survivors and advocates 
find ways and spaces to resist violence by developing 
strategies within cultural forums.

• Source: Asian Institute on Domestic Violence.  Domestic Violence against Asian and Pacific Islander 
Women (2007)Power and Control: Cultural Expressions;  
http://www.apiidv.org/files/Domestic.Violence.Against.API.Women-Curriculum.Handouts-APIIDV-
2007.pdf
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Power and Control: Cultural 

Expressions

• Power and control are the most widely 
accepted root causes of DV and SA

• Culture  is a space in which power is 
expressed.

• ‘Frozen’ notions of culture.
• Cultural freeze maintains patriarchy and re-

enforces rigid attitudes.
• ‘Freeze’ in immigrant communities -

preserves cultural authenticity.
• “Cultural defenses” – “people in my culture 

behave this way….”

Source: Asian Institute on Domestic Violence.  Domestic Violence against Asian and Pacific Islander Women 
(2007)Power and Control: Cultural Expressions;  
http://www.apiidv.org/files/Domestic.Violence.Against.API.Women-Curriculum.Handouts-APIIDV-
2007.pdf
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Legal Barriers for Immigrants and 

Refugees Survivors

• A distrust of the legal system that originated from 

her own experience in her country of origin

• Belief that the judiciary does not function 

independently from the government

• Expectations that people with money, U.S. citizenship 

or ties with the government will prevail in courts

• Difficulty understanding the U.S. legal system

• Belief that undocumented immigrants will be denied 

access to legal services or will not be treated fairly 

because of their status
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Fear of Immigration

• Many survivors are fearful of calling for help 

for fear of immigration consequences. 

• Enforcement and interpretation of laws vary 

in different communities. 

• For example :H1B Visas which do not allow 

spouses (H4) to work  can make them 

vulnerable to other forms victimization
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The Abuser Is Not Always The Male 

Partner

• In many cultures, there is a definite hierarchy 

within the extended family. The oldest 

members have the most authority and expect 

the younger members to serve them

• The abuser may be parents or parents in law.
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Who is the abuser?

• The batterer could be a spouse, parnter, 

parent, sibling, child or anyone else in the 

family and community

• In many cultures, the way a person behaves is 

a reflection of the entire family’s reputation. 

As Individual may be punished if their 

behavior is seen to break the rules and 

“dishonor” the family.  

• The abuser could also be a faith or 

community leader. 15



Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients

• Undocumented not "illegal.” Using the term illegal may 

alienate clients or cause others to further victimize them. Also 

most people may have come on a tourist, student, or work visa 

and stayed past the expiration date of their visa. It is not a crime 

not to have appropriate documentation.

• The stress of the immigration (for immigrants and 

refugees) experience. Rebuilding your life, not knowing the 

language, and assimilating into a new culture are unique 

aggravators in already difficult family dynamics. However, stress 

is not the cause of abuse.

16



Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients

• Lack of trust survivors may have of individuals who not part of 

their religion, community or family. Many refugees and 

immigrants were taught that it is not acceptable to talk about 

problems with people who are not members of their community. 

Some have the opposite reaction.

• Don't assume someone does not speak English because they 

have an accent. Don't assume that they don't understand you 

either. Many individuals understand but are hesitant to speak for 

fear of not being understood. Take the time to listen carefully.
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Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients

• The client may not know their legal options. Lack of proficiency in 

the language can aggravate the situation.

• Dietary habits – Many Muslim women cannot eat certain meats or food 

that has touched certain meat products. During certain holidays, many 

Muslims fast in observance of their holidays.

• Eye Contact – Lack of eye contact in some cultures is a form of respect.

• Immigrants who are Deaf or hard of hearing may not use American 

Sign Language.  Two sign language interpreters are always needed.
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Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Survivors

19

•Working with immigrant and refugee Muslim survivors takes 
more time, patience, and resources. Make allowances for the time 
and resources needed to provide appropriate services for the victim.  

•Non direct forms of communication.

•It takes time to build trust and rapport. You might not get all the 
information right away especially on sensitive topics such as sexual abuse.

•Build your capacity as an agency to provide services to the 
multicultural communities in your community. Make budget allocations for 
outreach in the coomunity, interpretation, and translation.



Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients

• Many survivors may need food, housing, medical assistance, 

mental health needs or counseling for the trauma before they 

can feel comfortable addressing legal relief.

• Many survivors are dealing with other types of crimes and 

social pressure such as bullying, hate crimes and discrimination 

in the public sphere.

• The first point of contact is crucial. If the victim feels 

intimidated or disrespected with the first interaction you may 

not have any other interactions with that individual.
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Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients

• Individuals can sense when you are being 
condescending, manipulative, and insincere. 
They can also tell when you are showing 
genuine concern even if you don't speak the 
language.
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Working with Immigrant and 

Refugee Clients
• The trauma, torture, and persecution 

survivors may have experienced in their 

home country. For non-immigrants, it could 

also be previous abuse by other people in 

their life.

• ¨Know not to use the ‘cookbook’ approach, 

clients who speak the same language may 

practice different religions, follow different 

customs, and their families may be differ. 
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Islamophobia as a 
Barrier

Islamophobia is a hatred or fear of Islam or 
Muslims, especially when feared as a political 

force (source Oxford dictionary)

• How does Islamophobia keep survivors from 

seeking help?

• How does Islamophobia keep service 

providers/attnys from helping survivors?
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Obstacles keeping Muslim 

survivors from seeking help 

• Lack cultural sensitivity when staying in shelters 
around food  and prayer 

• Lack of understanding or stereotypes about Muslim 
community which may make them feel unwelcome in 
seeking services 

• Post 9/11 hate speech or hate crimes

• Negative comments in media about Muslim 
communities 

• Insensitivity by service providers or first responders
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Community Based 
Barriers

• ¨Stereotypes of communities and religion

• Lack of awareness of domestic violence and 

sexual violence 

• Lack of training about domestic and sexual 

violence to religious and cultural agencies and 

service agencies/refugee resettlement 

agencies 

• Unsafe practices by  religious, cultural , and 

service and refugee resettlement agencies
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Language Barriers

• Interpreters may not be available in court and are 

not always easy to find 

• Limited access to shelter, police and court services 

because of a language barrier

• Limited bilingual professionals who can provide 

services

• She may not feel welcome or comfortable seeking or 

using services 

• Likelihood the interpreter will know family  or victim

• No guarantee of confidentiality with small 

community
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How Do I Know When I Need an 

Interpreter?

•You are unable to effectively communicate with the 

client

•Client cannot communicate to you the facts of the case

•Client cannot understand the analysis of your case

•Client cannot understand the pleadings, letters or any 

other document

•Client cannot understand the court procedures and 

process
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Cultural Concerns--

Community

• Victims ashamed of being victims.

• Discussing sexual and marital problems may 
be considered shameful.

• Fear of condemnation and isolation from 
social network and community.

o Divorce carries a stigma. 

• They have to still live in their community and 
deal with potential backlash.
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Why Don't Some Muslim Victims 

Report?
• Threats from community and religious leaders.

• Also being seen as a bad Muslim -could alienate one 
from their community

• Some communities have their own social services 
within their religious institution. 

• Community gatekeepers may discourage reporting to 
police. 

• It may bring negative publicity to community and 
faith.
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Why Don't Some Muslim Victims 

Report?

•Being undocumented can make individuals 
more vulnerable being victimized. The 
fear/threat of deportation may keep individuals 
from reporting labor violations, crimes, and 
unsanitary conditions.

•Misinterpretation of religious texts, justify 
abuse
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Foundation of Values

• Cultural Values

• Religious Values
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Why the Distinction?

• To better understand the basis for survivor ideas and 
behavior.

• Survivor will appreciate providers’ efforts to 
understand their religious and cultural background.

• The emphasis of positive religious and cultural 
values can have a greater impact on the choices 
survivors make.

• At the end of a survivor’s decision-making process, 
religion can provide a source of permission to end 
abuse.
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Overcoming These Roadblocks

• Emanate respect

o Avoid judgmental comments.

o Asking questions to learn and understand.

o Conveying faith in the client’s ability to make 
good choices.

• Emphasize Supportive Values.

o Inquire about values that offer support by:

o Asking what God would want for her, for the kids, 
for the abuser.

o Asking her what teachings give her strength.
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Collaboration

• Collaborate with Muslim community leaders.

o Imams

o Any leader trained in domestic violence

• Such collaborations can help you in your 
work by offering:

o Credibility to your organization

o Validation to the survivor

o Access to resources 
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Part Two

Understanding Islam



Goals and Objectives

By the end of this segment you will be able to: 

• Identify the framework of the Muslim family including 
importance of family and gender equity in Islam.

• Understand some Islamic principles that guide  Muslim 
survivors of domestic violence as they try and decide which 
actions to take.

• Empower your clients that have been lead to believe that their 
religion validates the domestic violence they are experiencing

• Understand  how some abusers may misuse Islam as a tool for 
abuse and clear misconceptions about Islam “validating” 
domestic violence.
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What this training IS and 
What it is NOT

• This training is not an Islam 101 class--this 
training is about building awareness of the 
needs of Muslim survivors of domestic 
violence.

• This training is a forum for understanding 
and modifying services to better meet the 
needs of Muslim survivors of domestic 
violence.

• This training is to ensure that victims have 
increased access to services and are safe.37



Back to Basics

• The religious meaning of the word TAWHID 

is:  “to believe in a single God.”

• The Concept of TAWHID reflects Deep 

Monotheism in Islam.

• Why is this important?

38



Creation of Adam

•The story of Adam and Satan is the first version of 
“power and control” that we [Muslims] see in the world. 
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The Story of Iblis: Satan

• Satan had a superiority complex—he said 
that he was better than Adam and created 
his own hierarchy. This is a grave sin in 
Islam—the only unforgiveable sin.

• How is this relevant to modern day 
DV/SA?
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Equality of Humans

•What are some stereotypes about Muslim women? 
Aren’t men superior to women in Islam?
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The Qur'anic Diversity 

Principle

•Does Islam discriminate against other differences                   

such as ethnic background or race? 

•How is this relevant in the context of DV? 
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Islamic Paradigm: Marriage & Family

• Affection, love and mercy (30:21 and 7:189)

• Spouses as "garments" for one another (2:187)

• Believing men and believing women as protectors of 
one another (9:71)

• Purpose of marriage is companionship and 
partnership, not a service contract (Prophet 
Muhammad's Last Sermon)

• Husband and wife maintain rights and 
responsibilities as a couple and as individuals
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Islamic Paradigm: Marriage & Family

•Mutual right to emotional support and sexual 
gratification from the other

•Mutual consultation on all issues
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Understanding 4:34

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because 

Allah has given the one more (strength) than the other, and 

because they support them from their means. Therefore the 

righteous women are devoutly obedient, and guard in (the 

husband's) absence what Allah would have them guard. As to 

those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-

conduct, admonish them (first), (Next), refuse to share their 

beds, (And last) beat them (lightly); but if they return to 

obedience, seek not against them Means (of annoyance): For 

Allah is Most High, great (above you all).
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Conflict Resolution

• Could this verse in the Qur'an be seen as a 
means to conflict resolution?

• Poll
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The Story of Job

• The Qur'an answers itself

• The "hitting" was throwing a bunch of basil
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Spiritual Abuse

• Manipulating and misusing Qur’an and hadith to 
justify mistreatment and sexist behavior.

• Denying wife the right to visit the mosque or to gain 
Islamic knowledge (isolation)

• Keeping her spiritually ignorant and dependent on 
his interpretation of Islam.

• Making fun of her when she prays or reads the 
Qur’an.

• Teasing her that God will not listen to her duas
because she is a bad wife.

• Insisting that she must worship him as her worldly 
god.
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Abuse of Islamic Law

• Abusers are creative and find a way to manipulate the situation so 

that there abuse goes unchallenged. In Muslim communities, that 

often looks like this: they manipulate cultural and religious rhetoric 

to justify their actions

• Not granting an Islamic divorce – impeding civil divorce.

• Threatening to or marrying a second wife in another country.

• Taking wife on a ‘holiday’ to another country and dumping her 

there, divorcing her where the laws are not in her favor.

49



Spiritual/Sexual Abuse

Sexual abuse – particularly powerful - very taboo topic.

• Forcing sexual positions that are painful, demeaning, and without 

pleasure for the wife or prohibited by Islam.

• Unreasonable sexual demands.

• Forcing wife to watch and imitate pornography.

• Sexual touching and accosting in public or in front of children.

• Forcing sex while wife is fasting or during her menstrual cycle.

• Refusing to acknowledge marital rape.
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Summary 

By the end of this segment you should now understand:

• Intersections between culture and identity with 
domestic violence in Muslim homes.

• The different forms of violence Muslim survivors 
may face

• The cultural barriers that Muslim survivors 
encounter when seeking assistance to address 
domestic violence.
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Summary

By the end of this segment you should now be able to: 

• Identify the framework of the Muslim family including 
importance of family and gender equity in Islam.

• Understand some Islamic principles that guide  Muslim 
survivors of domestic violence as they try and decide which 
actions to take.

• Empower your clients that have been lead to believe that their 
religion validates the domestic violence they are experiencing

• Understand  how some abusers may misuse Islam as a tool for 
abuse and clear misconceptions about Islam “validating” 
domestic violence.
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Thank you 

• Any questions? 

Contact Information:
Aisha Rahman, Esq.

202.234.7302

arahman@karamah.org

www.karamah.org
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