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Introduction

The Experiment

In the early twenty- first century, Vice President Joe Biden spoke in 
Washington, D.C., to a national meeting of Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA) activist leaders committed to supporting victim- 
survivors of intimate violence in the United States.1 Displayed on a large 
screen in the background, their YWCA motto proclaimed the vision of 
“eliminating racism, empowering women.” Biden’s speech at the event 
reinforced an urgent need for reauthorization of the Violence Against 
Women Act (VAWA), which was caught in a congressional standoff 
between the House and Senate.2 He had been the key sponsor of the 
original bill proposed in 1990, and after it was signed into law in 1994, 
Biden continued to be a staunch and vocal advocate for increasing gov-
ernment measures to address violence against women and girls.

In this 2012 speech Biden gave witness to an inspiring moral evo-
lution in U.S. public life. He explained that when he first introduced 
the legislation and decided to press for its passage, he realized that “the 
single most important thing is for us to have a cultural consensus that 
this is a God- awful problem.”3 As he spoke, Biden traced the efficacy 
of the law in over a decade following its enactment. He noted that it 
“became part of our social fabric . . . part of our political culture,” such 
that “there’s a consensus now in America around our daughters, our sis-
ters, our wives, our grandmothers having the right to expect to be free 
from violent behavior.” Even as Biden acknowledged the “sad” fact of the 
struggle in Congress to reauthorize VAWA, he still boasted that the law 
had furnished “the redefinition of our culture.”4

Some of Biden’s language tellingly illustrates how racial and religious 
cultural assumptions can infuse U.S. efforts to stem violence against 
women and girls. The vice president emphasized the global stature of 
the United States and the high regard for how we address this particu-
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lar form of violence. He testified to having personally experienced this 
attention to our success during his extensive international travel for 
meetings with world leaders. “They look to us,” he claimed. Biden was 
undeniably sincere in his opposition to gender- based violence. But some 
of the underlying social values nested in this contention echo an endur-
ing paternalistic understanding of whiteness that often inhabits public 
expressions of U.S.- American Christianity and national pride.5 This no-
tion of whiteness denotes superiority but possesses a benevolent attitude 
rather than hostility toward nonwhites. This attitude of Christian white-
ness remained unnamed in explicit terms but subtly present in Biden’s 
description of those who “look to us.”

Biden vividly outlined the U.S. missionary role as one in which “we’re 
trying to export this philosophy to nations where daughters and wives 
are still victimized . . . still suffer unimaginable horrors across the world, 
so- called honor killings, acid attacks, dowry- related murders, genital 
mutilation.”6 His approach conveyed a strong moral message about cul-
ture and change that assumes that certain religious and racial advan-
tages are intrinsic to the U.S. exporters. The speech stresses antiviolence 
cultural change in the United States as not only possible but already 
achieved by us. This is not the case for them. Biden’s list of “unimagi-
nable horrors” spotlights the global contrast between “us” and “them.” 
He referenced certain horrific forms of gender- based violence occurring 
abroad that his predominantly Christian audience was likely to attribute 
to the non- Christian cultural and religious traditions of those foreign-
ers. As a result, their gender violence was portrayed as intractable, static, 
and in need of U.S. inspiration to create change in their countries. More-
over, the national populations in which women suffer due to “honor 
killings, acid attacks, dowry- related murders, genital mutilation” have 
racial and ethnic identities usually identified by U.S.- American audi-
ences as peoples of African, South Asian, and Middle Eastern descent. 
In contrast, Biden dotted his speech with references to the praiseworthy, 
violence- challenging values his Irish Catholic parents instilled in him. 
His concluding expression of gratitude to the Young Women’s Christian 
Association antiviolence advocates celebrated their efforts with the cher-
ished words of his mother: “You really are doing God’s work.”7

In this book, I too focus on the role of culture in addressing gender- 
based violence, particularly on religious and racial dynamics. But my 
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starting point markedly conflicts with Biden’s view of U.S. achievement 
of cultural consensus on opposing the violence and the need to globally 
export the philosophy and values embedded in that cultural consen-
sus. Instead, I experiment with mining resources of activist leaders in 
other nations to help challenge what I view as a fundamental form of 
moral myopia within the United States: too much tolerance for intimate 
violence against women and girls. Deeply embedded cultural support 
preserves this tolerance, and racial and religious dynamics are often 
overlooked elements that underpin it.

Settler- colonizers and slave traders initially brought Christianity to 
this continent, and it is now the religion of a majority (over 70 percent) 
of the U.S. population.8 As such, Christianity is implicated in the histori-
cal legacy of their violence against colonized and enslaved women and 
girls and its continuing impact in our society. In striving to end the cur-
rent problem of gender- based violence, we need a sense of urgency and 
boldness as we confront the contributing role of entrenched racial and 
religious values. This confrontation can be energized by the acknowl-
edgment of some of the distinctive features of anti- black racism perva-
sive in U.S. history and contemporary culture and further mobilized by 
the capacity to recognize how those distinctive racial features often work 
together with heteropatriarchal values dominant within Christianity.

Too little attention to this entangled cultural imprint can undermine 
otherwise compelling feminist scholarly and activist proposals for the 
kind of systemic shifts necessary in criminology, public health, and other 
arenas of public policy that address the violence. When feminist public 
policy analyses neglect racial and religious values, they leave intact those 
basic moral understandings within local community life that uphold our 
current culture of permission for the violence. Similarly, critical theo-
rists of race may recognize how the commodification of bodies in racist 
logics and practices of white supremacy, colonialism, and Orientalism 
have helped to globally organize varied forms of gender- based violence 
thriving in the Americas and elsewhere.9 But the violence is usually 
discussed with insufficient accompanying consideration of the peculiar 
Christian religious values that have saturated and supported those logics 
and practices in many Western societies.

Foundational feminist scholarly investigations of Christian religion 
have been devoted to assessing the damaging consequences of Chris-

West_i_313.indd   3 11/9/18   11:51 AM



4 | Introduction

tian heteropatriarchal traditions and institutional practices for victim- 
survivors of intimate violence and abuse. This literature has considered 
how communal values sustained through church regulations, rituals, 
leadership, scriptures, and theologies have helped to justify gender- 
based intimate abuse and violence, especially for male perpetrators who 
target females.10 What many of those discussions often leave unspeci-
fied, however, are the residual distorting racial cues that carry white su-
premacist messages embedded in Christology, theological metaphors, 
and scriptural interpretations.11 The ways in which these racial cues en-
hance gender- violence- supporting elements of U.S. Christian religious 
and civic self- expression need further critical amplification.

This kind of siloing— typical of scholarly approaches to gender, race, 
and religion— can undercut the conceptualization of more systemic re-
sponses to gender- based violence and reproduce similar myopic cultural 
assumptions as those found in public conversations by well- meaning 
leaders such as Biden. We desperately need daring moral imagina-
tions to ignite more culturally nuanced understandings and reject self- 
congratulatory satisfaction with our inadequate remedies.

This book experiments with an uncustomary method of intercul-
tural inquiry and engagement of multiple geopolitical sites as points of 
reference. It draws on the perspectives and experiences of anti- gender- 
violence activists in South America and Africa to inform efforts to end 
intimate violence here in the United States. This approach is intended to 
disturb the reflexive quality in U.S. nationalist and cultural conscious-
ness about gender- based violence that retains a built- in opacity— a col-
lectively constructed protective membrane infused with specific forms 
of heteropatriarchal Christian religious and white supremacist values. 
To participate in such disruption, the ideas I develop embrace a trans-
national Africana perspective that relies on an experientially based 
method of analysis. While critically engaging the unique global political 
status and influence of the United States, the transnational perspective 
unfolds as I describe my encounters with activist leaders of African de-
scent that occurred over the past several years in Ghana, Brazil, and 
South Africa, as I interviewed these leaders about their work to end vio-
lence against women and girls. Highlighted in the discussions are varied 
expressions of anti- black racism in their contexts and aspects of their 
Christian, Muslim, or Candomblé religion that are relevant. The focus 
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on how our struggle against intimate violence in the United States might 
be informed by some understanding of their work requires scrutiny of 
the political challenges that this kind of transnational and intercultural 
learning entails. Since gender- based violence takes so many forms, the 
discussion here is mainly limited to rape within heterosexual marriage 
and other types of male- perpetrated domestic violence against women, 
sex trafficking of women and girls, and the targeting of lesbians for rape 
and murder.

Even though what now seems like profoundly unyielding polarization 
and cynicism in politics and religion in the United States can easily lead 
us to an even more solidified resignation to the prevalence of intimate 
violence, this book is about hope. It stubbornly focuses on a hope- filled 
vision in tandem with ideas about actual practices to end gender- based 
violence. It locates that hope by engaging in a process of learning from 
encounters with activists abroad.

Rape Tolerance in American Cultural History

Invoking a transnational Africana lens as useful for understanding U.S. 
cultural tolerance for the sexual assault of women and girls is unusual, 
conceptually risky, and likely to prompt a degree of skepticism. For U.S.- 
Americans, our self- understandings can foment this skeptical response 
based, in part, on a view of our own moral exceptionalism learned 
through the claims of leaders like Biden about our relationship to other 
places in the world, especially Africa. Indeed, this racially informed 
sense of moral exceptionalism is a treacherous feature of gendered his-
torical amnesia. It functions as a vital element in the collective erasure 
of how intimate violence against women and girls has been condoned 
within certain aspects of U.S. culture and history.

Anthropologist Sally Engle Merry has described how dedicated in-
ternational state leaders and human rights activists discuss culture in 
their deliberations on international strategies to stop gender- based vio-
lence. Different from Biden’s boastful identification of U.S. culture as a 
global symbol of progress, Merry explains how, in international human 
rights meetings she has attended, “culture often refers to traditions and 
customs: ways of doing things that are justified by their roots in the 
past.”12 Especially in U.S.- based discussions of localized forms of vio-
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lence against women and girls that occur around the globe, derogatory, 
racialized connotations may be attached to the use of the term culture. 
Understood primarily as the unifying notions of nation, ethnicity, and 
religious identity, culture is routinely acknowledged in global conversa-
tions as a core problem in the production of gender- based violence. But 
there is, as Merry describes, “a whiff of the notion of the primitive” and 
an assumption that “culture more often describes the developing world 
than the developed one.”13 Within the dominant mind- set of white set-
tler states such as the United States and Canada, only certain popula-
tions are regarded as mired in a cultural trap of replicating religious and 
racial/ethnic traditions and customs from the past that reinforce vio-
lence against women. Those groups are usually assumed to be racialized 
(read nonwhite), primitive others, most often located in communities in 
the Global South, descendants of African slaves, or recent immigrants 
from those societies to the United States and other Global North states.

Religious and racial/ethnic customs rooted in our past yet still alive 
in current cultural patterns, and still bolstering violence against women 
and girls, should be approached in a new way. In actuality, we should 
acknowledge those persistent harms as endemic to the views of the 
dominant actors from dominant groups who have so fundamentally 
shaped the mainstream history and culture of the United States. Indeed, 
a major impetus grounding the international focus given here is the in-
fluential presence of sexual violence, racism, and religion in American 
history. This endemic triumvirate so formative in U.S. cultural identity 
inevitably shaped the questions I brought to Africa and South America. 
Clues about the nature of the moral beginnings of cultural support for 
intimate violence against women and girls are found in the intercultural 
encounters at the birthing of this continent as the Americas. Patterns 
of tolerance emerged from the culturally and legally sanctioned rape 
of enslaved African women and Indigenous Native women by Chris-
tian European men starting from the sixteenth century.14 These cultur-
ally rooted patterns also formed in intraracial male sexual and physical 
violence against women and girls by European Christian settlers that 
was sometimes met with religious approval, and sometimes punished 
as shameful behavior.15 Any prohibitions on gender violence among 
European Christians (intraracial violence) coexisted with the seeming 
cultural normalcy of their acts of interracial sexual assault.
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This rape history offers a sobering account of the Christian legacy 
passed down from Euro- American forefathers. It is a more precise moral 
recollection than the examples U.S. teenagers might be assigned to study 
in school, such as Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop’s 
1630 “City on a Hill” Puritan vision, which saw the colony’s mission in 
the Americas as creating a “truly Godly society.”16 However, the cul-
tural acceptance of sexual assaults of enslaved Africans and Indigenous 
women by colonists in early America should be understood as impact-
ing modern American moral sensibilities as profoundly as Winthrop’s 
Christian mission theology or European philosophers’ ideas normally 
seen as foundational. For primary moral sources of American political 
identity, this rape history ought to be recognized as rivaling influences 
such as English philosopher John Locke’s 1689 treatises on individual 
rights, equality, limited government, and religious tolerance.

The same moral corrective should be applied to other history les-
sons on, for instance, the iconic status of colonial leader and third 
U.S. president Thomas Jefferson. To appreciate Jefferson’s importance 
in shaping U.S. ideals, teachers ordinarily direct students’ attention to 
his elegant articulation of the moral impetus behind the founding of 
the nation. Alongside of his 1776 Declaration of Independence asser-
tion, “We hold these truths to be self- evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” 
is the fact of his rape of his young teenage black slave, Sally Hemings.17 
Both of these historical truths represent equally authentic illustrations 
of the moral values Jefferson helped standardize. If acknowledged at all, 
the fact that Jefferson, at about age forty, was a child rapist of his black 
slave has come to be regarded as an ordinary occurrence that reflects 
normalized sexual relations for so many white male slaveholders within 
his historical context. More often, this fact simply disappears within the 
customary valorization of Jefferson as the quintessential anti- colonial 
national hero who crafted culturally foundational language about how 
human freedom and equality were endowed by our Creator. Note that 
with the invocation of the Creator as part of these iconic words Jefferson 
penned in the Declaration of Independence, a religious, or more accu-
rately, a divine imprimatur is also attached to the rape tolerance tradi-
tion currently embedded in U.S. society.
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No matter what their racial or ethnic origins might be, all U.S.- 
Americans inherit this collective legacy of hypocrisy. This heritage con-
tributes multiple, enduring strands to the fabric of our current moral 
formation. It contains throughout a vital religious certainty of God’s 
abiding providence on the side of both violence- perpetrating slave-
holders and alleged pacifiers of supposedly wild Indians. For historical 
perpetrators and contemporary students of history alike, religion (spe-
cifically Christianity) has most often helped to cloak a history of hetero-
sexual sexual violence in a supposed righteous purpose.

While it is necessary to point out how the routine intimate violence 
against African and Native women was seamlessly woven into the his-
tory of early American religious and moral habits, contemplating those 
actual encounters can be an emotionally fraught activity. But we must 
engage the embodied and emotional dimensions of these historical vio-
lent encounters if we are to interrupt the cultural process in which ab-
stract moral principles from colonial American history are enshrined as 
a normative legacy.18 Embodied sensory and emotional responses reflect 
core experiential elements of racial encounters, religious practices, and, 
of course, sexual assaults and exploitation. Embodied sensory and emo-
tional experiences such as smells (of cleanness, purity, soiledness) and 
fears (of the racial other, of God, of the perpetrator or threat of his as-
sault) play a pivotal role in one’s social and spiritual perceptions and can 
help to morally discipline one’s responses to the other in the encounter. 
Stubborn refusal to ignore the role of the affective, therefore, assists in 
constructing resistance to the moral numbness that permeates collec-
tive denial of the significance of intimate violence in U.S. cultural and 
economic history.

Pale- skinned men’s bended knees forcefully split apart the naked, 
brown legs of women: taking, using, hurting those women’s bodies. In 
the case of African slaves, pale- skinned men claimed that they owned 
those legs and the rest of the women’s bodies and minds as well as the 
babies that came out of their bodies regardless of the conditions sur-
rounding conception.19 There may be some hesitation about summon-
ing such realities because it is difficult to rule out the possibility that, 
for some readers, our recollection of these details of past humiliations 
could provide a degree of pornographic titillation. It seems too dishon-
est, however, to consider this history and omit any reference to the em-

West_i_313.indd   8 11/9/18   11:51 AM



Introduction | 9

bodied wretchedness of many Native and African women’s experiences 
of those violent encounters. Nor should the religiosity surrounding 
these assaults be relegated to the background. For example, after many 
of the enslaved Africans were converted to Christianity, even their souls 
(human spirits) were understood as belonging to someone else, a god- 
man, Jesus Christ. Their human owners characterized this notion of how 
they now belonged to God as conversion to Christ. Christian conversion 
increased the market value of the dark brown bodies for the business of 
human trafficking.20

Christianity mattered in other ways too. Pale- skinned male perpe-
trators and supporters of the violence justified their brutality through 
their authorizing savior Jesus Christ, whom they believed called forth a 
superior Anglo- Saxon (or Anglo- Norman) race to fulfill their manifest 
destiny in the Americas.21 Presumably, in their regular Christian prac-
tice of prayer and the receiving of communion during worship services, 
some knelt on the same bended knees privately used for assaults as they 
publicly, ritually affirmed their property rights as God’s blessing. For a 
few, religious authorization of their supposed sacred mission to subdue 
inferior races might have forestalled any guilt as perpetrators and/or col-
laborators in the rapes and other forms of violence against African and 
Indigenous Indian peoples. But I am not certain.22

The success story of the overarching global capitalist project of the 
U.S. economy rests on a past deeply informed by intertwined, mutually 
supporting elements of Christian religiosity, white European superiority, 
and heterosexual sexual violence. Simply put, the narrative of U.S. suc-
cess is situated in a part of the globe where colonial control by Catho-
lic and Protestant Europeans proliferated for centuries in the mainland 
and island economies of the Americas. The middle region of the north-
ern mainland of the continent, initially controlled by a few thousand 
(mostly) impoverished British Christian settler- colonialists, was trans-
formed into an independent, wealthy nation peopled by hundreds of 
millions of European, African, Indigenous/Native, Latin American, or 
Asian descent, and their variously mixed progeny, ruled by democrati-
cally elected government leaders. This transformation was due, in part, 
to centuries of a Christianity- justified slave economy and theft of Native 
lands. Therefore, built into the U.S. historical narrative that charts socio-
economic and democratic success are millions of African women, many 
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used as breeders and then separated from their progeny. Sometimes, 
they were raped. But almost all of them were used to strengthen the 
U.S. political economy through their bodily reproduction of enslaved 
workers.23

In this collective historical narrative, we find both a specific cultural 
logic of acceptable heterosexual sexual violence and commodification as 
well as individual stories about cultural icons such as Jefferson. This per-
spective provides an anchor for the cultural lens I brought with me on 
my quest for insights about contemporary responses to violence against 
women and girls. In essence, religion, mainly dominant expressions of 
Christianity, and anti- black racism played a crucial role in the global 
history that helped develop U.S.- American cultural tolerance for rape 
on this continent. It is imperative, therefore, to consider how religion 
and anti- black racism might also play a role in repudiating that acqui-
escence. Exploring the possibility of global resources that spark recog-
nition of the global connections that have contributed to the history 
of religiously sanctioned anti- black racism might further creative and 
meaningful antiviolence responses in the United States.

Although I focus on anti- black racism in this book, rape tolerance 
also figures prominently in the history of racism against Native Ameri-
can peoples.24 Rape and racism also continue in the present to combine 
as significant factors for Native American women, especially those who 
remain within the territory of Indigenous tribal nations. Native Ameri-
can women experience some of the highest rates of sexual violence 
(when compared with non- Native women in the United States), and 
non- Native men overwhelmingly perpetrate these assaults.25 The strug-
gle for visibility and justice persists for Native women who have been 
sexually assaulted. For example, in the 2012 political debate over VAWA’s 
reauthorization that was the occasion for Biden’s speech, there was a 
major effort in the U.S. Congress to block prosecution under VAWA of 
non- Native men who rape Native women on tribal lands.26 My focus 
on anti- black racism, therefore, only partially captures the contours of 
the racist legacy in the politics of U.S.- American rape culture tolerance.

In its consideration of discrete cultural dynamics related to race and 
religion, the political approach in this book could be metaphorically en-
capsulated as a desire to render intimate violence homeless. Ever since 
this violence took up cultural residence in the Americas centuries ago, 
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its poisonous tentacles have been lengthened by a host of social inequal-
ities and related forms of economic exploitation. What conceptual tools 
are needed for this eviction process? Caribbean feminist transnational 
theorist M. Jacqui Alexander’s notion of decolonization helps us to con-
jure them. Alexander describes colonialism and slavery as “twin com-
panions” with legacies in the psyches and material realities that have 
produced the current racial, economic, and gendered hierarchies with 
which we now contend in the Americas.27 The work of decolonization, 
she insists, is the project of all on the American continent no matter 
what country of origin they might claim.28 Social hierarchies and belief 
systems that insist on innate superior human traits of some and innate 
inferior human traits of others serve to rationalize intimate violence 
against those deemed inferior. This culturally supported rationalization 
prevails across varied forms of the violence. It might exist in the in-
terpersonal violence of husband against wife; intimate assaults by state 
representatives, such as the police or prison guards, against those over 
whom the state gives them authority to monitor; or the murder of a 
transgender woman on the street by a heterosexual stranger.

Decolonization offers a congruent analytical starting point that 
builds on the linkage of past to present geopolitical patterns and brutal 
or exploitative one- on- one assaults to wide- ranging cultural collabora-
tion in the violence. This paradigm of geopolitical linkages and social 
collaboration undergirds this study of transnational antiviolence con-
cepts and activism. It is a fundamental point of departure that centers 
on the need for thinking, feeling, and acting to refute the violence of 
the willful, nonconsensual taking of another. Historically, the nation- 
state racist politics of colonization together with its twin companion 
chattel slavery can be described as coercively taking up residence in 
someone else’s home or taking them from that home. The significance 
of the gender- based violence component (sexual violations and ex-
ploitation) of these coercive acts cannot be adequately studied without 
confronting the colonial aims in the history of the Americas that con-
gealed around asserting power and control over home cultures, land, 
and bodily freedoms and defining the elements needed in decoloniz-
ing countermeasures.

To intrinsically lend support to a specific, gendered notion of de-
colonization requires close attention to systemically connected moral 
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values. They thrive within the web of interrelated cultural support for 
gender- based violence found in criminal justice, health care, religious, 
and government legislative and regulatory institutions that shred the re-
spect, trustworthiness, hope, and safety that these institutions ought to 
reliably provide their constituencies in the civil society they call home. 
Drawing upon multiple national Africana homes of activist work assists 
in the conceptualization of decolonizing resistance to such home- bound 
cultural processes of moral decay.

Constructive forms of spirituality that are not necessarily religious, 
though they can be, also need to be methodologically incorporated. 
They ought to be recognized as providing a means by which to devise a 
response to the saturation of moral sensibilities that violence- condoning 
values in this colonial/chattel slavery cultural history deliver. As Alex-
ander explains, “since colonization has produced fragmentation and 
dismemberment at both the material and psychic levels, the work of 
decolonization has to make room for the deep yearning for whole-
ness.”29 In the case of gender- based violence, decolonization aims to 
restore wholeness to the individual human spirits of victim- survivors 
preyed upon by embodied violence and its attendant forms of social hu-
miliation and betrayal. But decolonization must also be conceived as 
a restoration project that appreciates the need to instigate a steadfast, 
society- wide sense of yearning for wholeness. Restoring societal whole-
ness is critical in the face of the fragmenting and dismembering moral 
harm that our history of cultural denials, protection, and sustenance of 
intimate violence has created. The spiritual import of this kind of col-
lective yearning retains an intangible quality, making it difficult to find 
suitable language and strategies to depict its power.

Decolonizing Method: Narrative Writing and Activist Research

Decolonizing goals ought to be reflected in corresponding decolonizing 
methods— their design, tools of analysis, and execution. The pursuit 
of activist ideas that promote expansive, daring moral imaginations 
demands similar means for discovering them. Because of the stagger-
ing consequences for the lived realities of women and girls, a discussion 
of the goals and methods of activist responses to the violence should 
be explicit and concrete. In its focus on analyzing how my encounters 
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with activist leaders in Ghana, Brazil, and South Africa might usefully 
engage the challenge of ending gender- based violence in the United 
States, this book presents an embodied methodological commitment 
to decolonizing goals. As stated above, the transnational nature of this 
focus involves resistance to the racialized and heteropatriarchal Chris-
tian values that American colonialism and chattel slavery helped to 
shape. But it also necessitates resistance to those values reproduced in 
newer, current forms of global neocolonialism and human trafficking, 
which continue to contribute to and uphold gender- based violence. A 
decolonizing method consistent with these goals ought to incorporate 
some form of transnational praxis. Feminist transnational gender the-
orists Richa Nagar and Amanda Lock Swarr argue in their “working 
definition” of transnational feminism that it must “interweave critiques, 
actions, and self- reflexivity so as to resist a priori predictions of what 
might constitute feminist politics in a given time and place.”30 In accord 
with this definition, I have sought to craft a critically self- reflexive, 
transnational, black feminist praxis within each step of my research and 
writing. Instead of a standard participant- observer research method, 
this interwoven theory- praxis approach has meant relying on a hybrid 
collection of research methods and included some uncomfortable risks 
about the outcome.

I include storytelling as a method of writing about my research. In so-
cial science literature, the paradigms it builds upon have been variously 
called feminist autoethnography, storytelling sociology, portraiture, and 
black feminist performative activist ethnography. In religious studies, 
the blended subfields that inform the method found here range from 
storytelling ethnography and world religions to studies of religious and 
societal practices that represent conversations between ethnography and 
Christian theology and ethics.

At its most basic level, the narrative approach reflects my activist 
stance regarding gender- based violence and the need for antiracist resis-
tance to it. My approach is steeped in an epistemological tradition that 
is, as feminist anthropologists Christa Craven and Dána- Ain Davis have 
framed it, concerned with feminist activist ethnographers “connecting 
their research to broader social justice efforts.”31 In probing supports 
for violence against women and girls that are embedded in notions of 
race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, religion, and nation, my investi-
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gation exhibits characteristics of the activist feminist research Craven 
and Davis identify. These cultural markers do not merely intersect but 
rather blur together. Within each culturally distinctive geopolitical con-
text, they offer imbricated moral messages that work together efficiently 
to buttress the violence, leaving behind the expected fixed and bound-
aried characteristics of such identity categories. The view that an exclu-
sively discursive window allows for examining these cultural processes 
will not suffice. A storytelling approach generates more possibilities for 
the depth and intensity of my learning about these cultural processes 
to emerge and allow others access to them. When sociologists Ronald 
J. Berger and Richard Quinney describe the narrative turn in social in-
quiry, they explain that “in storytelling sociology, the writing is part 
of the research process. [It] encourages writing that experiments with 
different forms of representation and seeks engagement with the world 
beyond the academe.”32 The style of writing and the choice of research 
subject matter cohere in this approach akin to the ways that goals and 
method must. The storytelling approach interwoven throughout this 
text experiments with representing the politically complicated process 
of engaging activists in the world beyond the academy that I call home 
and considering what it means to value their ideas.

As I craft analyses of my encounters with the leaders I interviewed, I 
must critically acknowledge that I am part of the story. All scholars and 
researchers, whether they admit it or not, make subjective choices that 
interpret the subjects we study. In critical feminist research methodol-
ogy, there is general agreement that this choice comes with particular 
responsibilities. Psychology theorist Michelle Fine and education theo-
rist Lois Weis helpfully define them in discussing their own feminist 
qualitative research assumptions. “We, as critical ethnographers, have 
a responsibility to talk about our own identities, why we interrogate as 
we do,” they assert, “what we choose not to report, on whom we train 
our scholarly gaze, who is protected and not protected as we do our 
work.”33 For instance, I repeatedly explore questions about my status as 
a Christian U.S. citizen throughout the book with a focus on the connec-
tions between my individual sense of religiosocial identity and varied 
institutionalized expressions of U.S. Christian, political, and economic 
global paternalisms and neocolonialisms. This approach requires grap-
pling with how some combination of those linkages may undermine the 
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decolonizing gaze I intend to bring to my African and South American 
encounters with Christians and non- Christians.

However, my Christian faith background may also have construc-
tively influenced my exploration of Africana intercultural dynamics as 
a potential resource for communal ethical insights about responding to 
the violence. Particular stories of one ancient Palestinian Jewish leader, 
Jesus of Nazareth, and of the other Jewish leaders who were his followers 
infuse the core of Christian theology and practices of the Gentiles who 
constitute the contemporary global Christian church. Most of us believe 
that common moral lessons are discernable from the details of biblical 
stories about how specific ancient Jewish leaders negotiated stratifica-
tions within their own group as well as permeable boundaries with other 
groups in their ancient Mediterranean community settings. The nego-
tiation of intercultural moral understandings could be considered an 
inherent component of all gospel- rooted expressions of contemporary 
Christianity.34

As a major cultural influence found in the places I travel, Christian 
religion arises as both a part of the problem of cultural support for male- 
perpetrated intimate violence against women and girls and (sometimes) 
a helpful resource for countering it. An accurate depiction of my encoun-
ters with Christian and non- Christian activist leaders must acknowledge 
my own biased desire for a Christianity with a greater capacity for coun-
tering the violence than for supporting it. The evidence in both direc-
tions contributes to the evolving understanding of spirituality in this 
text. Similarly, I try to maintain a keen awareness of the racial filters I 
bring and how they impact my understanding of both the racial/ethnic 
classifications and social discrimination described by the antiviolence 
advocates I met in Africa and South America. I strive to shed or at least 
confront my parochialisms, similar to admissions by Henry Louis Gates 
in his travelogue investigation of blackness in Latin America (though 
his project is unconcerned with violence against women).35 In his dis-
cussion of Brazil, Gates explains that previously whenever he “heard 
the word race, only images of black people in the United States came to 
mind . . . race was a code word for black people, and for their relations 
with white people in this country.”36 Responsible confrontation of such 
racial/ethnic and religious predispositions demands ongoing critical dis-
closures about the process of analysis.
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An unpredictable and creative dimension lies in the exercise of this 
responsibility. Some scholars of religion comment on the necessity for 
unconventional forms of writing and inductive methods of research 
because they are particularly appropriate for inquiries that highlight 
religion and culture. In his essay “Between Biography and Ethnogra-
phy,” world religions and anthropology scholar Michael Jackson calls 
for novel forms of academic writing and interdisciplinary thought.37 It 
must be produced, he argues, by those who find “orthodox ways of de-
scribing and analyzing the world do not do justice to the experiences 
involved,” especially in relation to religious, cultural, or social identity.38 
These cultural facets of knowledge are generative precisely in their in-
stability and intersubjectivity and invite description and analysis that 
can convey these exact characteristics.39 To communicate these dynam-
ics I focus on the kind of listening, cultural translation, and solidarity 
that can make possible meaningful transnational connections among 
non- U.S. activists’ responses to intimate violence and ours in the United 
States. Something happens in that process which in turn transforms the 
process itself. The intercultural dynamics of encountering and trying to 
learn from these remarkable individuals shook me up— irrevocably, in 
mind, body, and spirit— and it is that profound sense of transformation 
that I claim as an essential aspect of the intercultural listening, transla-
tion, and solidarity building needed to invent Africana approaches to 
defy gendered violence in the United States and elsewhere.

The challenge of waiting for discoveries to emerge involved an 
anxiety- producing, unpredictable quality that however uncomfortable 
was essential for the inductive purpose of my encounters with inter-
viewees. The inductive method, a common approach in ethnographic 
research, relies on what can be learned from a specific situation or 
experience that is part of a larger web of cultural signifiers. Christian 
theology and ethics scholars Christian Scharen and Aana Marie Vigen 
describe a method of inquiry where ethnography and Christian studies 
in theology and ethics intersect. “The researcher assumes the posture of 
a learner,” they explain, “who wants to be taught rather than that of an 
expert who possesses the crucial theory for analyzing what is going on 
or what is real.”40 This learner posture can help undercut the presence 
of imperialist and racist assumptions regarding cultural permissibility 
of gender- based violence in Africana settings abroad. Alongside being 
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a willing learner, I would add, is the need for some indication of “what 
is going on” in the posture one brings to the encounter. It must include 
firm antiracism and antiviolence commitments in relation to issues of 
violence in one’s own context.

The learning posture is also pertinent to the process of appreciat-
ing religious and spiritual details in activist responses to gender- based 
violence. The unique claims activist adherents make about their reli-
gion’s ultimate truths can be revealed— or one might say learned— only 
through attention to particular “embodied habits, relations, practices, 
narratives, and struggles,” as Scharen and Vigen state.41 Some elements 
of mystery that believers claim as part of those truths will always remain 
elusive. Yet these qualities of religion and spirituality related to truth 
claims and the embrace of mystery have methodological significance. 
They underscore the generative qualities of understanding oneself as a 
researcher who does not already possess truths she has previously de-
cided ought to be applied to the situation, including those embedded 
in her own religious beliefs and beliefs about other religions. An open- 
ended, indeterminate investigatory posture can also advantageously 
blend with the questioning of one’s cultural prejudices that a decolo-
nizing mode of inquiry demands. Allowing oneself to be vulnerable is 
intrinsic to maintaining this posture.

The narratives framing the analysis reveal my vulnerabilities that in-
clude uncertainties, hopes, blunders, awakenings, and commitments. I 
reference my U.S. cultural biases and personal impressions of the indi-
viduals and places I visited and admit my unresolved questions each 
step of the way. A degree of uncertainty functions like a kind of meth-
odological talisman warding off the hazards of arrogant claims about 
having definitively captured the knowledge of the Africana activists and 
scholars. This quest generated an unrelenting sense of vulnerability with 
regard to these kinds of pull- back- the- curtain, candid disclosures about 
the details of researching. Because I was raised in a rather staid New 
England subculture of the United States, I have always been somewhat 
reserved when it comes to publicly sharing information about myself. 
This reticence persists even under the current pressure of the ascen-
dency of unceasing self- disclosures through social media. So, part of 
the difficulty I faced in experimenting with this approach was the extent 
to which it was so personally ill- fitting. I delight in the warm cocoon of 
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privacy as a coffee lover savors a hot, freshly brewed cup of her favor-
ite blend. Most of my academic training, moreover, regards emotional 
distance as a standard barometer of credible scholarship. Therefore, 
normally, I would reflexively edit out of my text any trace of personal 
sentiment.

As feminist anthropologist Ruth Behar has described in The Vulner-
able Observer, there are many analytical pitfalls to avoid when incor-
porating self- disclosure.42 In this pioneering feminist autoethnographic 
text, Behar integrates her personal stories with those of Cuban villagers 
she interviewed about death and loss in their lives. Behar reflects on 
these same themes in her own family life together with an account of the 
evolution of her Cuban American identity. She offers guiding insights on 
exposing the self, explaining, “Vulnerability doesn’t mean that anything 
personal goes. . . . It has to be essential to the argument, not a decorative 
flourish, not exposure for its own sake.”43 Avoiding self- exposure for its 
own sake is a principle I readily affirm. But again, concession to my own 
uncertainty may be in order when judging whether or not I succeeded in 
omitting all decorative flourish and incorporating only self- descriptions 
essential to deeper understandings of antiviolence strategies.

Because I utilized translators when I met with activist leaders in Bra-
zil, language translation became a necessary part of my method in that 
setting. This represented another methodological risk related to the 
authenticity of transnational and intercultural communication about 
antiviolence strategies. Language translation makes one vulnerable to 
inaccuracy and miscommunication of cultural nuance. I relied upon 
the combined assistance of two black feminist activist- scholars as trans-
lators, one U.S.- based and the other a local resident of Salvador. The 
U.S.- based translator served in a primary role, especially for my English 
to Brazilian Portuguese questions, and the Brazil- based translator fre-
quently assisted her in translating some of the interviewees’ Brazilian- 
Portuguese phrases into English. We all shared an intense interest in 
understanding issues of gender, sexuality, race, and religion, but there 
was a considerable gap in our ages and formal relationship with the 
academy. I was much older and a university faculty member; they were 
young adult scholar- activists with recent advanced academic degrees.

Feminist theorists of research methodology rightly criticize tradi-
tional qualitative approaches that treat the translator as a technical, con-
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trolled, and concealed part of the process. Indeed, language translation 
issues in intercultural research helpfully reflect broader challenges and 
opportunities.44 I repeatedly acknowledge the presence of my transla-
tors in the Brazil sections of the book. The methodological inclusion of 
a narrative approach allows for depictions of the role of these translators 
in my interactions with interviewees and others in the local Salvador 
setting. Rather than a problem to be hidden from view, tricky issues of 
translation— language and cultural— provided a rich reserve of ideas for 
drawing out the details of valuing interculturality. The narrative stresses 
imperfections in our communication and lingering questions as sites of 
learning. Also, note that in all three settings the burdensome difficulty 
persisted of navigating status, privilege, and deference attached to me, 
as well as scorn, hostility, and annoyance in some reactions to me, as an 
English- speaking U.S.- American. However, the harms of the violence 
and the potential power in intercultural and transnational activist soli-
darity in antiviolence spurred my unhesitating rejection of any kind of 
guilt- ridden, hand- wringing paralysis as an adequate response to this 
burden.

Also illuminating my narrative approach were several sets of dialogi-
cal norms: aesthetic and empirical, intuitive and counterintuitive, inter-
personal experience and theoretical writings. A narrative approach has 
to incorporate an appreciation of the aesthetic. Far from being a segre-
gating, distinctive emphasis, this appreciation involves bridge building, 
creating connections with other more concretized facets of research that 
are sometimes positioned as modes of inquiry at odds with the aesthetic. 
Few have captured this dynamic as acutely as black feminist sociologist 
and education theorist Sara Lawrence- Lightfoot. Her method, which 
she calls “portraiture,” deliberately seeks “to bridge aesthetics and em-
piricism and appeal to intellect and emotion . . . to inform and inspire 
and join the endeavors of documentation, interpretation, and interven-
tion.”45 In addition to my insistence on incorporating these combined 
categories, I also seek to bridge the aesthetic and the ethical in my dis-
cussion of transnational intercultural encounters, particularly in the 
emphasis on religious and spiritual resources. At their best, religious 
and spiritual beliefs and practices nurture the conjoined aesthetic and 
ethical dimensions of human sensibilities and capacities. Methodologi-
cally, when exploring strategic responses to gender- based violence, the 
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aesthetic and ethical work together in a way that furthers the analysis. 
The aesthetic (for example, recognition of subjective experiences of 
spiritual harm and healing related to intimate violence) joins with the 
ethical (for example, reflecting on how to galvanize the collective moral 
will of communities in a sustained commitment to end such violence). 
The aesthetic and the ethical can cooperatively participate in an embrace 
of what may be identified as counterintuitive in order to produce anti-
violence conceptualizations that “join the endeavors of documentation, 
interpretation, and intervention.”

The counterintuitive provides an indispensable analytical vehicle be-
cause of its disarming capabilities. Lawrence- Lightfoot stresses the ben-
efits of the counterintuitive particularly when the “identity and voice” 
of the researcher are so centrally positioned. “One might even say that 
because the self of the portraitist is so essential to the development of the 
work, the portraitist must be that much more vigilant about identifying 
other sources of challenge to her or his perspective. The counterintui-
tive must always be present even as the portraitist takes full advantage 
of the intuitive.”46 In antiviolence analysis that is the focus here, even the 
desire to take full advantage of the intuitive will require a simultaneous 
deep suspicion of it. The realm of intuitive knowledge possesses some 
of the most dangerous and powerful factors operative in racial ideolo-
gies and religious beliefs and practices that lend support to the violence 
against women and girls. To actively oppose moral cues that nurture the 
violence through those intuitive cultural sensibilities, therefore, neces-
sitates reliance on the counterintuitive. Identification of counterintuitive 
resources can contest intuitive judgments that devalue the personhood 
of black women and girls and contribute myopic barriers to ending the 
violence against them.

In slight contrast to Lawrence- Lightfoot, rather than create a portrait 
of another person or institution, I incorporate intuitive and counterin-
tuitive lenses to describe my initial encounters with activists. If regarded 
as any type of portrait, it is a portrait of intercultural dynamics in mo-
tion. Those dynamics become the data for this project. Said differently, 
the overarching aim here lies within the content of my engagement with 
the leaders and their community settings rather than in an ethnographic 
portrait of them. Emphasizing the dynamics of my encounters does not 
reflect an ethnographer’s typical concern with comprehensively repre-
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senting the lives and voices of her interviewees. Rather, the dynamics 
of the interpersonal encounters I describe hold in themselves powerful 
lessons about politics and culture in decolonizing antiviolence work.

The violence itself can be understood as a crucial guidepost for this 
methodological focus on the intuitive and counterintuitive lessons that 
such interpersonal encounters can yield. Acknowledgment of the vio-
lence of intimate, interpersonal violence so necessary for conceptualiz-
ing an adequate response to it represents not only a significant emotive 
impetus for generating concern, but also an analytical resource for strat-
egies. The physical, emotional, cultural, political, and spiritual charac-
teristics of the violence summon heightened attention to the prospect of 
a method that entails learning from different and often uncomfortable 
interpersonal encounters with leaders.

After your lover hits you in the face, for instance, the stinging pain of 
encounter lodges in your flesh and your spirit. Soul- wrenching, indelible 
memories may remain of the pounding sensations of a rapist’s invasion 
of your body’s openings. Waves of shock, betrayal, shame, and power-
lessness may wash over you during a sexual assault and in subsequent 
reoccurring flashbacks. A wide range of unheeded lessons about needed 
social change are taught by the interpersonal details of this intimate vio-
lence by your interactions with loved ones, acquaintances, colleagues, 
professionals sought out for help, or by- stander strangers. Moreover, 
lessons about the needed responses also reside in the destructive (in-
tuitive) racialized social messages about worth and dignity that may be 
thoroughly enmeshed in the emotional and spiritual consequences of 
such gendered assaults.47 The psychosocial and spiritual experiences for 
women of intimate sexual and physical attacks perpetrated in the ma-
jority of cases by men can provide a sickening but unflinchingly honest 
depiction of the moral ethos generally seen as normal in U.S. society.48 
Discussions of how to alter that moral ethos must not avoid the political 
lessons those realities of vulnerability hold. In addition, the challenge of 
counterintuitive learning requires defiance and engagement of conven-
tional Western Christian paternalisms and racist disdain for regarding 
global leaders of African descent as a starting place for advanced anti-
violence ideas that are also needed in the United States.

The exploration of public responses to gender- based violence takes 
into account multivalent destructive means the violence utilizes and 
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functions as a methodological catalyst. My encounters with leaders hold 
potential for teaching truths about how to jointly recognize and shift 
deeply rooted gendered mores that sustain the violence. What might 
encounters with activist leaders reveal, for instance, about how to ap-
preciate the spiritual power required to sustain shared resistance to the 
violence? Distinctive forms of truth can be found in those encounters 
that are unlike the ones in scholarship that claim detachment from the 
fluid, dialogical realm of subjective experience that, in actuality, human 
thought always inhabits. The results illustrate both limitations and 
inspiration.

Emotional and embodied elements of learning must also be incorpo-
rated in the description and analysis. Black feminist ethnographer and 
performance theorist D. Soyini Madison pays detailed attention to this 
method in her study of women’s activism in Ghana.49 Her study included 
a Ghanaian activist leader, Patience (with whom I also met), whose work 
focused on religiously instigated abuse of girls and women. As Madison 
aptly encapsulated with regard to this sensory aspect, “the researcher 
embraces the emotions and sensuality of what is being described and 
how it is being described through highlighting, sometimes redescrib-
ing, the remembered textures, smells, sounds, tastes, and sights rendered 
through story and performance.”50 Here, such an embrace takes place 
not only in relation to the activists I encountered but also strangers in 
each local setting, whether among the members of the crowd gathered 
at the beachfront in Salvador or in the streets of Accra.

I interweave theoretical insights mainly from feminist, Africana femi-
nist, womanist, and queer studies with discussions of my encounters 
with activists. These sources help to illuminate political and historical 
issues of race, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality relevant to gender- based 
violence in each setting. Rigid boundaries between theory and practice 
are deliberately breached as these scholarly sources are incorporated. 
Madison again helpfully articulates a rationale for this integrative aspect. 
In the interplay of theory and narrative accounts of interviews, the role 
of theory for a researcher is a way “to defend the complexity and dignity 
of the multiple truths and paradoxes below the surface but holding the 
surface in place.”51 The paradoxes and multiple truths about each setting 
inevitably constitute more than I can convey within the constraints of 
this project. Theoretical discussions and scholarly studies, such as Madi-
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son’s combined performance theory and ethnographic examination of 
Ghanaian women’s activism or Erica Lorraine Williams’s black feminist 
ethnographic analysis of sex tourism in Salvador, Brazil, represent cru-
cial anchors. They assist in mapping the expansive breadth of the moral 
terrain that questions about addressing and ending specific forms of 
gender- based violence inhabit.

The presentation of the narratives about my meetings with activist 
leaders in Ghana, Brazil, and South Africa reflects the limitations of this 
format, such as selectiveness about which stories to tell (every single 
encounter contains many), and as always, the stories are unfinished. 
Nevertheless, the act of forming the narratives functions as an example 
of an empowering activity that allows for participation in locating and 
defining hope and defiance.52

Parameters and Organization

There are also certain choices made here about what to include con-
cerning activism, race/ethnicity, gender, and religion in such varied 
global settings. To collectively excavate each of these cultural portals 
for insights, the following discussions of them will hold in common 
an unwavering emphasis on antiviolence. Readers seeking evidentiary 
descriptions of brutal rapes and intimate partner beatings of black 
Africans, black South Americans, and black U.S.- Americans and how 
they coped in the aftermath will be disappointed. Rather than the tes-
timony of women victim- survivors and family members of those who 
have been murdered explaining the experience of victimization, activ-
ist leaders abroad who focus on responses were deliberately chosen as 
interviewees. These leaders work in NGOs (nongovernmental organiza-
tions), government agencies, religious organizations, grassroots groups, 
scholar- activist networks (including academic institutions)— some 
inhabit combinations of these locations.

I highlight particular aspects of these leaders’ antiviolence activism, 
especially its relationship to religion and local racial and ethnic catego-
ries, over others. These selective descriptions represent needed limits 
placed on an inquiry with international scope. What seems like a vast 
geographic and cultural territory to investigate actually becomes a more 
limited concern featuring certain antiviolence examples. In the cities I 
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visited, I found versions of a cultural history of rape, for instance, involv-
ing religion and race/ethnicity that have intriguing resonances with the 
United States. My discussion of this connection varies according to each 
context where I conducted interviews— in the cities of Accra, Ghana; Pi-
etermaritzburg, Johannesburg, and Cape Town, South Africa; and Salva-
dor, Brazil, where there is a high concentration of African descendants. 
I discovered some of the ways in which combinations of Christian reli-
gion and anti- black racism were significant pacifying factors supporting 
European colonial dominance in all of their regional histories. In Ghana 
and Brazil, in particular, colonial and transatlantic slave trade histories 
directly connect with the socioeconomic development of the Americas. 
Sexual coercion and assaults of black slave women are incorporated in 
that shared history. Although the details of these historical, sociopo-
litical patterns that involve anti- black racism and European Christianity 
help shape present cultural attitudes, my discussions focus on the recent 
past and delve into activist resistance to gender- based violence in con-
temporary societies, specifically in the early twenty- first century.

Undoubtedly, more reflective attention could have been given to the 
distinctive character of Christian colonial influences in each setting— 
Catholicism in Brazil, varying Protestant missionary movements in 
Ghana, and Anglican and Dutch Reformed churches in South Africa. 
Moreover, the brief references to black U.S.- American Christianity fail 
to sort out the traditions of African American churchgoers who may be 
part of Presbyterian, Pentecostal, African Methodist Episcopal, Metro-
politan Community Church, and other faith groups. The nuances of how 
each group cultivates and resists gender- based violence deserve further 
investigation. I found sufficient challenge in a religious and spiritual 
focus on mapping the terrain of how those concerns emerged from my 
encounters with activist leaders, but I readily concede that even more 
in- depth religious considerations are still needed.

Throughout this book, the central concern remains on placing ex-
amples of my U.S. cultural vantage point in dialogue with elements of 
each setting in which I met activists and the ideas that were most rel-
evant to those encounters. A general comparison of the overall nature 
and extent of the gender- based violence and activist resistance in each 
country falls outside the scope of this project. The challenges of, collec-
tive organizational responses to, and individual activist vocational jour-
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neys in relation to gender- based violence have, of course, continued to 
evolve beyond my snapshot encounters with the leaders. Even in terms 
of specific forms of the violence, I am neither tracking responses to the 
exact same problem across all three countries nor comparatively inves-
tigating their responses to the same problems that exist in the United 
States. The political situations within each of the three international 
settings provide a cornucopia of gender- justice activism intent on sys-
temic change. Of course, I am able to recognize the seriousness of the 
issues related to the gender- based violence they seek to address, in part 
because of similar ones in the United States. These commonalities ap-
pear to verify the global nature of the problem of male- perpetrated in-
timate assaults on women and girls, but rejecting easy generalizations 
about such commonalities is both an essential goal and a core method 
in my interrogation of it. I aim for a sharply critical awareness of how 
certain U.S.- American cultural assumptions about its basic (universal) 
dynamics can foster imprecise assertions about the ubiquity of male- 
perpetrated gender violence. This view can too easily collapse into par-
tial acceptance of its inevitability, everywhere. I also eschew the goal of 
merely tracking the traits gender- based violence retains across global 
contexts that resonate with what I already know about how it manifests 
in the United States. To search for sameness in the nature of violence 
across global contexts undermines the capacity to learn something un-
familiar or unexpected about how to address it.

Myriad U.S. activist efforts to end gender- based violence could be 
placed in dialogue with similar efforts found abroad. However, the ar-
guments in this book bypass the worthy task of exploring existing U.S. 
activist- generated responses that include a range of social services, 
shelters, hotlines, legislative advocacy, women’s self- defense resistance, 
media campaigns, and other initiatives by both religious and nonreli-
gious nonprofit groups. Instead, the discussion centers on addressing the 
unwieldy cultural and systemic maintenance of gender- based violence, 
especially related to religion and racism, against some of the most stig-
matized and marginalized women and girls. Its antiracist assumptions 
are deeply informed by similarly oriented U.S.- based gender approaches. 
For example, black feminist public policy theorist Beth Richie studies a 
combination of systemic factors in the violence against acutely socially 
marginalized U.S. black women. She finds them in “as much danger as 
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ever, precisely because of the ideological and strategic direction the an-
tiviolence movement has taken,” related to issues of criminalization.53 
Richie argues that persistent forms of racism in white feminist antivio-
lence activism together with some of the leaders in communities of color 
who continue “to refuse to pay sufficient attention to gender inequality” 
make an explicitly antiracist response to such instances of victimiza-
tion imperative.54 Even though creative U.S. efforts to surmount it exist, 
this too frequent double bind of political neglect particularly vulnerable 
women and girls face supports a transnational approach that might re-
veal vantage points useful for conceptualizing alternatives.

The meanings of gender vary within the activist responses to gender- 
based violence that I encounter because they reflect the localized 
cultural understandings pertinent to the forms of violence under dis-
cussion. The meanings of gender have evolved in relation to ongoing 
sociopolitical developments in the regional contexts of the activist lead-
ers and the history of global relationships impacting those regions. An 
adequate conceptualization of decolonizing antiviolence resistance and 
restoration challenges long- standing patterns of gender hierarchies and 
gender definitions that help fuel gender- based violence in each setting. 
In this text, the meanings of gender that receive attention have been 
shaped primarily by antiviolence understandings about the perpetuation 
of gender- based violence that the activists convey together with relevant 
insights from gender- justice theorists. As I learned more about the ac-
tivist work of some of the leaders I met, I explored the necessity for and 
parameters of more expansive gender definitions. I was challenged, for 
example, to reexamine what kinds of critiques of sexist Christianity are 
needed in response to more masculinized gendered self- expressions of 
gender- nonconforming community members. More clarity about how 
culturally assigned gender categories are defined and contested enables 
more accurate recognition of the cultural sanctions for gender- based vi-
olence and the capacity to envision the political transformations needed 
to end it.

As with gender, assumptions about the meaning of religion steer away 
from universalistic views unencumbered by particular experiences of 
it and definitions relying on an exclusive deference to so- called great 
world religions. My concern here in exploring the role of religion is in 
emphasizing power relations and practices over metaphysics, symbol-
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ism, doctrines, and philosophies. Unfortunately, there is a temptation 
among secular gender justice activists to neglect the impact of internal 
power relations and practices of religious groups. Secular antiviolence 
activists too often view those traits as merely hopeless generators of fa-
natical commitments to hierarchical, exploitative, and homophobic val-
ues that fuel gender- based violence in multiple forms. This destructive 
impact is then mistakenly cordoned off to the domain of a supposedly 
culturally confined space of religion. Yet, irrefutably, religion comprises 
core values utilized for everyday moral decision making by much of the 
world’s populations. Even if one is not a religious adherent when vic-
timized by misogynistic violence and/or advocating on behalf of others 
who have been victimized by it, the social presence of religion and the 
moral and political influence of its adherents still affect one’s plight and/
or advocacy agenda. As already noted, for Ghana, Brazil, South Africa, 
and the United States, the historical legacy of European Christian colo-
nizers has had an enduring impact on populations across religious and 
nonreligious groups.

Other cultural factors also function like a form of religion in their 
capacity to generate loyalties and conformity that assist in regulating 
harmful gendered intimate behavior. They include expressions of civil 
religion or nationalism, capitalist beliefs in free markets and commer-
cialization of every facet of life, as well as long- standing ethnic/tribal 
traditions. The violence- tolerant moral perspectives of these religiously 
cherished influences overlap and compete with the moral messages 
about intimate violence within globally dominant religious traditions 
such as Christianity and Islam.

My analysis is deeply influenced by liberationist Christian critiques 
of Christian theological traditions. This branch of contemporary Chris-
tian studies assumes that liberationist Christian conceptualizations of 
religion and society can dynamically contribute to activist understand-
ings of antiracist, feminist, and peaceful cultural values. This assumption 
was moderated and complicated as I encountered some leaders whose 
antiviolence commitments emanate from the non- Christian religious 
perspectives of Islam, Candomblé, and Indigenous African religious 
traditions. The ability to perceive the nuances of those commitments 
involves reliance upon a capacious Africana studies approach to reli-
gion. It resonates with the perspective offered by Christian social ethicist 
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Emilie  Townes when arguing for a “womanist dancing mind” scholarly 
framework. According to Townes, this mode of conceptualization pre-
sumes the need for a broad cultural map of “Africa, the Caribbean, Bra-
zil, the United States (South, North, East, and West)” as well as a wide 
array of religious traditions including Christianity, Islam, and Candom-
blé.55 The degree of relevance and concern with religious traditions var-
ies according to the antiviolence strategies and proclivities of the leaders 
encountered.

Several practical and organizational choices offer further illustrations 
of the selectiveness incorporated here. I do not tell the stories of my 
encounters in the order in which they took place. I traveled to Ghana, 
Brazil, and South Africa in a series of short trips over a period of sev-
eral years. The duration and sequencing of the trips were dictated by 
a variety of logistical and financial considerations. In an effort to offer 
the most coherent account of my visits to each country, I group them 
thematically rather than chronologically. I present meetings and inter-
actions that occurred over the course of several days or several trips in 
a condensed format that does not necessarily reflect the order in which 
they occurred or the actual length of the conversations and interactions. 
I chose my interviewees using a modified snowball sampling approach 
that began with developing connections with scholars and activists in 
each setting. Although each meeting yielded valuable lessons, I include 
only a small sampling of my meetings in each country. The group meet-
ings I cohosted (with local leaders) and one- on- one interactive inter-
views I conducted during seven brief trips (of two to three weeks each) 
were unevenly spread out over seven years.56 In sum, participants in the 
group meetings and one- on- one interactive interviews numbered ap-
proximately one hundred eighty. The recorded one- on- one interviews 
totaled seventy- five, lasted about two hours, and usually took place in 
the offices of the leaders. In some instances, I conducted additional fol-
low- up meetings, informal conversations, and meals with respondents.

The process of intercultural learning is highlighted in the following 
chapter sequence. The narrative deliberately unfolds gradually by pre-
senting realizations that require patience with the tensions they gener-
ate. The tensions are neither subverted nor superficially resolved. The 
opening chapters in the first section launch an exploration of the mean-
ing of intercultural learning about antiviolence strategies by focusing on 
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the basic task of listening to the insights of the leaders with whom I met. 
After introducing some of the religious and political issues that char-
acterize U.S. resignation to the occurrence of violence against women, 
the remainder of this section describes my encounters in Accra, Ghana, 
following the passage of that nation’s first national domestic violence law 
(2007). I briefly introduce the setting, including references to rape in the 
history of that West African region’s role in the transatlantic slave trade 
and relationship to U.S.- African American slave ancestry. The main con-
cern in the first section is to explore contemporary activist responses to 
sexual abuse and domestic violence, especially the issue of marital rape 
in heterosexual marriage. To differing degrees, I incorporate discussions 
of Islam, Christianity, and Indigenous African religious tradition. The 
ideas that emerge exemplify some of the ways in which the activist lead-
ers have grappled with local cultural mores in order to create systemic 
change. Reflections on the role of culture lead to considerations of po-
tential racist stumbling blocks and dismissals when trying to convey to 
a U.S. audience the benefits of learning from black African strategies for 
confronting gender- based violence.

The second section incorporates interviews with Brazilian activists 
in Salvador, Bahia, and foregrounds the thorny issues of comprehend-
ing and translating the unfamiliar in interreligious and intercultural 
engagement. An overarching question in this section is this: how does 
one avoid distortions when translating foreign political innovations and 
spirituality into more familiar categories for the sake of making mean-
ingful connections with and garnering lessons relevant to U.S. contexts? 
I note the distinctiveness of the Brazilian context, especially the ways 
in which Brazil’s prominence as a port of entry for transatlantic slaves 
in the Americas influenced Salvador’s contemporary racial makeup. I 
encounter the secretive world of Candomblé, an African- based religious 
tradition some of my interviewees practice. Brazil’s highly developed 
institutionalized responses to gender- based violence contrast with the 
less coordinated federal government responses in the United States. Yet 
there are also similarities between the responses in the two countries 
such as a central reliance on police and the criminalization in poor com-
munities. The racial dynamics involved in sex tourism and trafficking in 
Brazil are revealing for defining the harm that gender- based violence en-
compasses. Besides the racially nuanced activist responses sex tourism 
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and trafficking require, this border- crossing form of sexual exploitation 
points to the transnational connections in the Americas that must be 
attended to when envisioning comprehensive U.S. antiviolence strate-
gies. My encounters in Brazil highlight the ways in which intercultural 
learning and activist resistance to violence involve vulnerability as well 
as holistic engagement of mind, body, and spirit.

The third section focuses on how intercultural interactions with 
South African activist leaders and examples of social movement build-
ing strategies hold potential for transnational solidarity in opposing 
multiple forms of sexualized violence, including the targeting of lesbi-
ans for assaults and murder. In particular, it conceptualizes how leaders 
crafting responses to this violence use defiant Africana spirituality as a 
resource. As with the local settings in the other sections of the book, I 
introduce the South African context with an emphasis on the role of rac-
ism, including their unique classifications of coloureds and blacks. South 
Africa’s recent history of freedom struggle against apartheid is most 
germane here because of their post- apartheid constitutional clauses ad-
dressing freedom and equality based on gender and sexual orientation. 
This section of the book explores questions about the timing of when 
and how solidarity- building practices are incorporated in social move-
ment responses to sexual assault. The South African post- apartheid set-
ting provides a fertile arena for intensively examining social movement 
ties between anti- black racism and gender violence. This synergy comes 
into vibrant focus within the political work of South African activist 
leaders who oppose both in a coordinated fashion. My encounters in 
this context instigate an exploration of the concrete meaning of defiant 
Africana spirituality in spontaneous street responses, grieving rituals, 
public witness, and other organizational practices. My envisioning of 
how certain leadership practices function as acts of defiant spiritual-
ity draws from examples of both South African and U.S. leaders and 
activist- scholars.

The final chapter corrals common themes in the insights and lessons 
acquired from the array of leaders and places included in the book. With 
religion, spirituality, and antiracism as the focal points for the kaleido-
scope of ideas gleaned throughout, it dwells on the process of how defi-
ant Africana spirituality births hope for border- crossing solidarity. The 
chapter outlines methodological characteristics of defiant Africana spir-
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ituality that enable hope for ending the violence. It also offers particular 
cautions for U.S.- American Christian participation.

My analytical discussions reference legal remedies and other re-
sponses to the violence in the cultural contexts of my interviewees to-
gether with related dynamics in the United States. I frame and juxtapose 
those examples and insights gleaned from gender justice theorists with 
stories about eating unfamiliar food, communicating through transla-
tors, chatting with taxi drivers, trying to grasp the unfamiliar, deep wells 
of spiritual resources of the leaders, and other daily cultural negotia-
tions. This kind of theory- practice analytical approach is intended to be 
suggestive of how the building of nonviolent gender relations is charac-
terized by untidy, interactive everyday endeavors. This approach decid-
edly opposes the correlative ordinariness in the sexual violence of the 
early history of transnational intercultural encounters in the founding 
of the U.S. nation in the Americas. It demonstrates how decolonizing 
goals might sprout from discrete, imperfect interactions and analysis 
that highlights religion and spirituality in activist efforts to address the 
violence. This method also relies upon a degree of unpredictability in the 
quest for insights that offer alternatives to the degrees of cultural per-
mission given for wives to be beaten and raped by husbands, girls sold 
and sexually exploited by adults, lesbians targeted for rape and murder, 
and other gendered intimate assaults on body, mind, and spirit.
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