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Abstract
"Incest, Sexuality and Catholic Family Culture"

Much scholarly activity has centred around sexual abuse of

children perpetrated by Catholic clergy. However,
comparatively little work has focused on sexual abuse of
children within Catholic family contexts. This thesis

explores the social construction of sexuality and gender
relations within Catholic families in which incest has
occurred. Particular attention is paid to: first, the
significance of the gendered division of labour endorsed by
Catholic ideology; second, Catholic ideology’s rigid
regulation of sexuality; and third, the importance of Catholic
identity in the construction of gender and sexual identities.

The theoretical framework assumes that women’s experiences of
oppression within a dominant patriarchal order provide an
epistemically advantageous starting point for sociological
research. Starting from the standpoint of women incest
survivors, the thesis tracks the "points of rupture" along an
emergent "line of fault" between Catholic ideology and the
women’s actual experiences within Catholic families (Smith,
1987; 1990).

A feminist, qualitative, participatory action methodology is
employed. The methods include a process of multiple, in-depth
interviews and focus group discussions designed to encourage
interaction and feedback among the participants and
researcher, and textual analysis of official writings on
Catholic marriage, family life and sexuality.

Study findings suggest that a variety of practices reinforced
Catholic family and sexual ideology. A gendered division of
labour in families contributed to the disempowerment of women

and children. Shame about sexuality, combined with the
silence about and fear of sexuality in these families,
contributed to the onset and continuation of incest. The

thesis concludes by drawing wupon the incest survivors’
reconstructed gender, sexual and, in some cases, Catholic
identities to generate a vision of gender and sexual relations
which are more empowering for women and children.
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Chapter One
Incest, Sexuality and Catholic Tamily Culture
I.i Introduction:

When we think of Catholicism, especially here in
Newfoundland, sexual abuse is often not far from our minds.
A host of writings related to the Mount Cashel crisis have
forced public attention on the need for change. Canadian
bishops responded to the Mount Cashel crisis by establishing
a working committee on clergy abuse of children. In their
report entitled From Pain to Hope (1992), they state that
"child sexual abuse flourishes in a society that is based on
competition and power and which is undermined by sexual
exploitation and violence against women" (p- 11) .
Newfoundland’s Working Group on Child Sexual Abuse (1989)
suggested that "power that is not open to challenge
is...dangerous and yet it is unchallenged power which the
clergy in Newfoundland have enjoyed. And it is the issue of
power and control over others which is central to an
understanding of sexual abuse- whether it occurs in nuclear
families, the family of the church, or in non-family
relationships" (p. 1).

Much scholarly activity has centred around sexual abuse
among Catholic clergy, however, comparatively little work has

focused on incest, that is, sexual abuse in Catholic family
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contexts.' While the Catholic church’s official position
promotes the equal dignity and value of human beings, the
practical reality of social relations within the church and
Catholic families reveals a long history of misogyr{y and abuse
(Daly, 1973, 1979; Radford Ruether, 1989; Zieget Silberman,
1983).  Many feminists consider Catholic teachings and
practices to be examples cf patriarchal ideology (Daly, 1973,
1979; Radford Ruether, 1989; Smith, 1987). The list of social
factors relevant to incest and Catholic ideology is extensive:
the denigration of women’s sexuality in historical,
theological writings (Daly, 1973; Radford Ruether, 1989; Ranke
Heinemann, 1990; Redmond, 1989); a theology of ownership which
has historically protected men’s proprietorship over women and
children, including the right to violate their physical,
sexual and emotional boundaries (Bohn, 1989; Rush, 1982);
projection of social evils onto secular society because it
rejects traditional values (Canadian Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 1992); and Catholicism’s emphasis on suffering and

self-sacrifice (Redmond, 1989). Collectively, we are learning

! My use of the term "incest" refers to "incestuous sexual
abuse" and is not intended to refer to sexual activity between
mutually consenting relatives, as, for instance, in the case of
marriage between first cousins. For simplicity’s sake I use the
term "incest" rather than "incestuous sexual abuse" throughout
the thesis.
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that relationships which rely on the "rule of the father"
foster a profound lack of mutuality among women and children
who live with men. We also know that religious beliefs and
practices are central to the formation of culture.

Incest is arguably the most acute form of sexual

ion, first, it involves a physical and sexual
violation, and, second, because it occurs within families
where we "normally" look for protection from violation.
Though research on incest is abundant, the role and impact of
religion within incestuous relations has rarely been
considered. To the extent that religion and religious values
are not included in this domain of social inquiry many
relevant factors are excluded. I have chosen to focus on the
specific nuances of Catholic family culture since there is
much evidence to support the claim that Catholics promote, and
take pride in, a unique and exclusive culture. Thus, the
specific character of Catholic families constitutes an
appropriate (and, I believe, sorely needed) domain of feminist
inquiry. Interviews with survivors of incestuous sexual abuse
are a way of exploring gender relations and sexuality in
Catholic families. If feminist standpoint theory (explained
in detail in later chapters) is accurate in its foundational
assumption that oppression, and its concomitant struggles,

allow oppressed people to give less distorted accounts of
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social reality, it makes sense to examine gender relations and
sexuality through the eyes of Catholic incest survivors. In
other words, an exploration of incest can provide a clear
critique of gender and sexual relations which are oppressive
to women.
I.ii Point of departure:

In October of 1993, having just arrived in Newfoundland,
I visited St. John the Baptist Basilica on Military Road. I
was obviously a newcomer, and a white-haired nun approached me
and invited me to tea at the Mercy convent next door. I think
I may look like potential convent material- I have been
approached by nuns on a number of occasions. Several nuns,
mostly older women, joined us, and I happily entertained their
questions about my family and studies at the university. I
told them I intended to write a thesis about incest. It was
clearly a difficult topic for them, but being somewhat
foolhardy I took the opportunity to examine their assumptions
about how and why incest occurs. I argued that incest occurs
in families where there is an imbalance of power among women
and men, where there is shame about sexuality, whers= women are
economically vulnerable (characteristics commonly found in
Catholic families). "Oh, no, no, no, dear! That’s just not
so," they replied in unison. I left the convent profoundly

struck by their collective belief that no truly Catholic man



5

would abuse a female relative: a man who sexually abuses a
female relative is simply not respectful enough, not good
enough, in short, not Catholic enough. After our meeting I
wondered if they would think about what I had said and became
even more determined to examine the roots of incest in
families. In the months following our meeting I thus
undertook an inquiry into how "the family", as it is formally
defined by the cCatholic church, was experienced by women
incest survivors who grew up in Catholic homes.

The beliefs about incest expressed by the Mercy sisters
may be widely shared among Roman Catholics. I discovered this
one day shortly after giving a CBC interview on my research-
in-progress. An article published in Newfoundland's Catholic
journal, The Monitor (February, 1995), outlined one man's
opposition to CBC's decision to air this interview. He
described the interview as an ‘"abuse of journalistic
privilege" (p. 2). What especially intrigued me about his
opposition to my research was his belief that among Catholic
family members who have an inclination toward incest "it is
precisely their Catholic faith which prevents them from
sinning" (p. 2). His statement had an effect on me similar to
my meeting with the Mercy sisters: it spurred my determination
to explore the relationship between Catholicism, sexuality and

abusive gender relations.
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One day in the spring of 1994 I awoke from a dream
reciting to myself this mantra: "My research is grounded in my
experiences of the divine." I did not know what it meant at
the time but I knew it was important. At that point in the
history of my two year program I was wrestling with how to
integrate equally strong commitments to feminism, to
spirituality, to my family, and to the man who was at that
time my partner. I felt that my research was inextricably
linked with my personal life because I grew up in a Catholic
home. As I reflect on the dream mantra today, I am keenly
aware of the tension between, on the one hand, criticizing
Catholicism for its potentially disempowering effects, and on
the other hand, valuing what I learned from my upbringing as
the best of Catholicism: belief in a divine creator who wants
the best for her/his creatures; a recognition that people are
more valuable than things or material wealth; the formal (if
not always actual) commitment to sharing the earth’s resources
for the common good; the value of common worship and ritual;
the power of forgiveness; a sense that although the world is
often a brutal and conflict-filled place, the principles of
social justice call us to strive to transform it.

I first learned about social justice from my parents.
Their social activism was solidly grounded in a faith context,

notably the social teachings of the Catholic church. This
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tradition of social teaching has emphasized the need to
transform not only individuals, but also unjust structures and
institutions within which individuals are created and within
which they act (Ryan, 1990). For my parents, social justice
was (at least from my view looking back at their werk) a set
of principles informed by faith, demanding action to change an
unjust world. Their activism primarily took the form of work
among rural people, promoting and fostering land stewardship
and solidarity among farmers and farming families. They
formed political lobbies to fight for fairer prices for farm
commodities and for marketing systems that would guarantee
farming families a just return for their lakour. I valued and
respected the work they did. Today I am proud to say that my
introduction to political activism and critical thinking
started in my teenage years with access to such revolutionary
texts as Freire’s Peda of the Oppressed (1970) . I learned
that justice requires the fostering of human dignity and
personal empowerment, and a responsiveness among individuals
to work toward a common good. I also learned that justice
demands that we challenge oppressive societal structures.
Fostering dignity and personal empowerment, along with
challenging oppressive structures, are key objectives for
women. Growing up during the height of the second wave of

feminism it was, therefore, fitting that I would apply what I
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learned about justice and political activism to my work among
women .

While I was profoundly influenced by my parents’
commitment to faith-centred social activism I was also
profoundly influenced by their beliefs about and practices
relating to sexuality. As far as I can tell, my parents lived
their lives by the rules they learned as children and young
adults in the pre Vatican II era (a time prior to the mid
1960s when Catholicism was characterized by rigorous moral
codes, especially regarding sexuality). Because of this, as
children and teenagers it was a struggle for us to express our
sexuality. We were constrained by the fact that any
expression of sexuality outside of the safe and "proper"
context of marriage was deemed immoral and inappropriate or,
at the very least, made everyone very uncomfortable. Thus, we
were inadvertently and unintentionally taught to fear
sexuality. I do not blame my parents for this. They were
brought up in an era of "erotophobia" (a fear of sexuality
which Catholicism seems to embellish or encourage) as were
their parents, and so on down the previous generations. In
selecting my thesis topic I decided to apply the dictum of the
second wave of feminist activism, "the personal is political,"
which has politicized sexual and gender relations within the

so-called private sphere, to an analysis of Catholicism's
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official (i.e., theologically approved) doctrine on marriage,
family life and eexuality. I did so because, first, I
perceived a gap between Catholic teaching on social justice
and Catholic teaching on "the family." Second, I suspected
that Catholic social teaching which takes seriously into
account a feminist analysis of gender and sexual relations
would have obvious, necessary and deep ramifications for
Catholic teaching on family life.

There is, therefore, a vital, creative tension at work in
me. It is a tension between, on the one hand, respecting and
valuing Catholicism’s commitment to social justice, and on the
other hand, questioning Catholic teachings on "the family" and
sexuality. When the best of Catholicism, that is, the
requirement that we create a society which fosters the dignity
of all its members, is applied to what we know about sexual
abuse (or abusive sex) this brings us to ask whether
traditional Catholic family values make this possible.

This thesis, then, is about how sexuality and gender relations
were socially constructed in Catholic families (between the
1940s and 1970s), the extent to which Catholic family values
and teachings influenced these social constructions, and, in
turn, how these gender and sexual constructions contributed to
histories of incest. More specifically, in this thesis I seek

to uncover what the standpoint of women incest survivors can
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reveal about the social construction of gender relations and
sexuality in Catholic homes. I also explore some of the
differences between the pre Vatican II period and post Vatican
1T period (atime of dramatic change in the Catholic church) .

The f£indings of this thesis, as will be shown, support
the findings of previous feminist research linking Catholic
teaching and practices to sexual abuse (Rush, 1982; Imbens &%
Jonker, 1992; Holderread Heggen, 1993). Practices endorsed by
catholic family and sexual ideology, notably a gendered
division of labour in families and a rigid regulation of
sexuality, contributed to the disempowerment of women and
children and, in turn, to the onset and continuation of
incest.

Although I did not set out to explore this, I was also
pushed by the interview data to incorporate the ways in which
some of the women have creatively renegotiated their Catholic
identities in accord with their reconstructed gender and
sexual identities. These new Catholic identities place the
women at odds with "official" church positions, yet the women
remain self-identified Catholics in ways that allow for their
own empowerment and desire to participate in Catholic family

and community life.

I.iii Th ical and logy:

Throughout the thesis I will be guided by a socialist
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feminist analysis which places importance on the material
conditions of families within a capitalist society, especially
the socio-economic status of women in families. My critique
of gender and sexual relations endorsed by Catholic ideology
sets up an exploration of how family life and sexuality might
become more empowering for women and children in Catholic
families. Unlike some socialist feminist writers, however, my
analysis has been guided by insights from feminist standpoint
theorists, especially Sandra Harding (1991; 1993) and Dorothy
Smith (1987; 1990) .

Sandra Harding and Dorothy Smith argue that women's
experiences of marginalization and exclusion make their lives
epistemologically privileged starting points for conducting
sociological research. Smith argues that much of what is
perceived as knowledge (or truth) in our society is actually
the ideology of a ruling group. The ruling group in our
patriarchal, capitalist society is composed primarily of men,
and, thus, ruling ideology reflects their interests. As
Catholicism is a male dominated institution, the set of ideas,
symbols and practices promoted by the Catholic church stands
as an example of society’s larger, patriarchal ideology. Its
ideological character becomes visible through an exploration
of the "line of fault" between, on one side of the fault line,

Catholic texts and practices, and, on the other side of the
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fault line, women’s experience. Thus, I explore the contrast
between idealized Catholic family life as depicted in official
Catholic writings and Catholic families as they were actually
experienced by incest survivors.

I employed a qualitative, participatory action
methodology as a way of conducting feminist research that
begins from the standpoint of women. Participatory action
methodologies are different from traditional methodologies in
which the researcher is the "expert" and attempts to maintain
an "objective" position vis-a-vis the research subjects.
Participatory action methodologies are "participatory" in that
participants are central, not peripheral, actors in the
discovery process. The local women’s centre in the town in
which I conducted the research assisted me in identifying
participants. Eight women volunteered and, over a nine month
period, I met with them individually, and twice as a group.
My methodology was action-oriented as we were motivated to
explore ways in which social relations might be changed in
order to become more empowering for women and children.

I hope my theoretical framework and methodology enabled
me to write a thesis that honours the lives and intentions of
the women who so generously shared their life stories with me.

This was my intent.
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I.iv A "road-map" through the thesis:

Chapter two sets out my theoretical framework, paying
particular attention to the methodological implications
associated with constructing a feminist sociology of Catholic
family life from the standpoint of women. I situate this
framework within the socialist feminist tradition.

The third chapter consists of an overall review of
literature relevant to the various components of my thesis:
definitions of incest and sexual abuse; positivist and
empirical research on incest and sexual abuse, including
dominant theories explaining such abuses; and, drawing on the
works of several feminist scholars, an historical and
contemporary exploration of Catholic ideology and its
significance for the social construction of gender and sexual
relations.

In the fourth chapter I begin by justifying my use of a
qualitative, participatory action methodology. Next I lay out
my research design, explaining and justifying the methodology
within my theoretical framework. I then explore the ethical
dimensions of conducting this kind of research. In the final
sections I introduce the participants and their reflections on
the research process, and delineate my data collection and
analysis procedures.

The fifth chapter introduces the combined interview and
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textual analysis. I provide an overview of Dorothy Smith's
(1987; 1990) "line of fault" argument as it relates to the
interviews and textual analysis. I also use Smith'’s
historical materialist framework to begin my analysis of the
interview data. In chapter six I focus on Catholic family
ideology, paying particular attention to its emphasis on
patriarchal authority and male privilege in families. I
explore how such privilege encouraged incest, inspired a fear
of male authority among the survivors, and made it difficult,
if not impossible, for the incest survivors to challenge
abusers.

In chapter seven I expand my analysis of Catholic family
ideology by exploring the role of mothering in these catholic
families. A substantial part of this discussion explores the
social construction of mothering by contextualizing the
vulnerabilities of and conflicting demands placed upon these
Catholic wives and mothers.

Chapter eight explores the practices and mechanisms of
Catholic  sexual ideology which influenced the social
construction of sexuality in these Catholic homes. Drawing
upon the interviews, I establish several links between the
social construction of Catholic sexual ideology and the incest
histories.

In the final chapter I discuss the reconstruction of the
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women’s gemder, sexual and (in several cases) Catholic
identities. These reconstructed identities provide a
groundwork for a vision for family living which is more
empowering for women and children.
I.v Aninvitation:

For readers familiar with Catholicism, this thesis will
undoubtedly inspire a range of emotions and opinions. For
women readexs, I hope the thesis somehow resonates with your
experiences as women in a capitalist, patriarchal society.
For those readers who are incest survivors, I hope the thesis
provides some measure of support and hope. And for those
readers for whom all three realities converge, I hope this
thesis is especially thought-provoking and affirming., To
these, and any other readers, I extend an invitation to
explore with me the complex realities of incest and Catholic

family culture.
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Chapter Two
Constructing a Body of Feminist Theory
II.i Theoretical point of departure:

In this chapter I outline the feminist theoretical
framework that informs my analysis. In the process of
generating my thesis, my theoretical framework and methodology
evolved: feminist praxis, the dynamic interplay between theory
and practice, is, after all, a process (Stanley, 1990).
However, my framework and methodology have been fixed to the
extent that they have firmly emanated from, and been grounded
in, the standpoint of women.

The complexities of women’s oppression defy simple
explanation. While there are few definitive answers, I find
some sets of theoretical assumptions more compelling than
others. In this chapter I delineate my theoretical framework
by outlining the process by which I fashioned several strands
of feminist theorizing into a conceptual web. Harding'’'s
(1991; 1993) and Smith's (1987; 1990) versions of standpoint
theory are the primary strands and form the axes of the web.
Drawing on Smith’s definition of ideology, I explain my use of
the term "Catholic ideology" as it appears throughout the
thesis. I then justify my reasons for adopting standpoint
theory as a framework. I conclude by outlining additional

theoretical strands in my conceptual web, all of which are
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situated within the socialist feminist tradition. Two of
these secondary strands include works by Alison Jaggar (1983)
and Adrienne Rich (1980). As I analysed the interview data
and the Catholic texts, I sought additional theoretical
support to explain, first, the centrality of Catholic
practices in the construction of the Catholic gender and
sexual identities, and, second, a recogniticn that women are
actors rather than victims. Thus, I added Sally Cole’s (1991)
and Gillian Walker’s (1990) works to my theoretical web. This
web has been the means of supporting and giving shape to the
interview and textual data.

II.ii Conducting feminist sociology from the standpoint of
women :

My theoretical framework and methodology are grounded in
versions of feminist standpoint theory articulated by Sandra
Harding (1991; 1993) and Dorothy Smith (1987; 1990).
Harding’'s standpoint is constituted out of the epistemological
advantage afforded by women’s struggle against oppression.
smith’s work is perhaps more accurately described as providing
guidelines for creating a sociology from women’s standpoint,
a standpoint which emerges and is negotiated by "virtue" of
women’s exclusion from the creation of and participation in
ruling relations. In other words, the standpoint of women

Smith describes is constituted out of women's exclusion from
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the creation of culture and intellectual discourse. Although
debate and controversy surround the status and character of
their (covertly) competing standpoint theories (expressed, for
instance, in Liz Stanley’'s (1990) Feminist Praxis), I have
chosen to hold the tension between them by honouring their
differences and integrating their common strands. The main
similarity is their shared assumption that the details of
women'’s everyday lives can generate a much-needed critique of
dominant, male-centred claims about social realities.

II.ii.a Feminist standpoint theory: Sandra Harding’s version

Insofar as women and men are assigned different kinds of
-ctivities, they leld lives that have significantly
from

tha historical dal:ails of women’s lives in order to
evaluate critically the dominant knowledge claims that
have been generated primarily from the lives of men...can
decrease the partialities and distortions in the pictures
of nature and social life that are provided by the
natural and social sciences (Harding, 1991, p. 141).
Sandra Harding is a philosopher of science who has had a
tremendous impact upon emerging feminist methodologies. Among
her recent writings are two articles on standpoint theory.
The first, "Starting Thought From Women'’'s Lives: Eight Points
for Maximizing Objectivity" (1991), outlines reasons why
women's lives provide less partial and more accurate starting
points for scientific and social scientific research. 1In the
second, "Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What is ‘Strong

Objectivity’?" (1993), Harding clarifies some of the points
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made in the first article.

Harding argues that women’s lives, by "virtue" of their
struggles against oppression in a capitalist, patriarchal
culture, are "valuable as beginning points for scientific and
scholarly projects" (1991, p. 140). The notion of women's
"standpoint" is derived from Hegel’'s master-slave dialectic,
later borrowed by Marx to establish the proletarian
standpoint. The crucial component is the hypothesis that the
condition of oppression, paradoxically, places oppressed
persons in an epistemically privileged position. It does so
because of the well-developed notion that the oppressed have
vision while the oppressor does not.? Oppressed and
marginalized people have less interest in ignorance because
they have less interest in maintaining the status quo
(Harding, 1991). Women have less to lose by distancing
themselves from dominant social relations; thus, perspectives
from their lives can more easily generate fresh and critical
analyses (1991).

Harding’s articulation of standpoint theory suggests that
knowledge and objectivity can and need to be redefined from
the starting point that knowledge is socially constructed.

Knowledge claims are always socially situated, and the

2 Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1970) develops this
he Oj .

extensively in Ped: of &
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failure by dominant groups to critically and
systematically interrogate their advantaged social
situation and the effect of such advantages on their
beliefs leaves their social situation a scientifically
and epistemologically disad: one for ing
knowledge (Harding, 1993, p. 54).

Standpoint theorists argue that human activity not only
structures our knowledge but also sets "limits on our
understanding. What we do shapes and constrains what we can
know" (Harding, 1991, pp. 140-141). Harding (1393) cites
Nancy Hartsock (1983) who suggests there are some groups from
whose perpectives, however well-intentioned they may may be,
the real relations of humans with each other and with the
natural world are not visible. Because women and men are
assigned different kinds of activities they have different
experiences, and, therefore, different knowledge.

Harding cautions, however, that to begin our research
simply from women's experiences could well lead us to the
faulty, male-centred conclusions of traditional research, for
women too hold sexist, classist and racist beliefs. She
argues that "knowledge emerges for the oppressed through the
struggles they wage against their oppressors...Thus a feminist
standpoint is not something that anyone can have simply by
claiming it. It is an achievement" (1991, p. 144). Out of
our struggle to end oppression we come to see, for instance,

incest as profoundly oppressive rather than simply a “normal®
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way for human beings to relate to one another.

A standpoint theorist, according to Harding, would not
necessarily say that her position is the best one simply
because she is a woman. For instance, a black lesbian woman
is in a better position than a white heterosexual woman to
describe the character of homophobia and racism. Standpoint
theorists respond to objections of ethnocentrism by reminding
us that starting thought from women’s lives is not the same as
saying that our own lives (if we are women) are the best
places to begin our research. Standpoint theory does not
endorse, nor is it doomed to, relativism (Harding, 1992). It
argues against the idea that all social situations provide
equally useful resources for learning about the world, and
also against the idea that they set equally strong limits on
knowledge (Harding, 1993). Rather, the positions of the most
marginalized are the best places from which to generate
questions and criticisms about the social world.

Objectivity remains the goal of standpoint theory. 1In
this sense it remains within an objectivity-seeking
philosophical project. However, objectivity is redefined.
Since all knowledge reflects the social position of the holder
and creator of knowledge, there is no such thing as timeless,
universal objectivity. Objectivity means gaining as full and

accurate an account of xveality as possible and this is
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Harding’s definition of ‘"strong objectivity" (1993).
Proponents of "strong objectivity" place greater trust in the
knowledge claims of marginalized people than the knowledge
claims of privileged, dominant groups which have been allowed
to stand as universally applicable accounts of social reality
(Harding, 1993).

In relation to my thesis, then, standpoint theory would
hold that lofty, "expert" assessments of incest are going to
be less accurate than those grounded in the actual experiences
of incest survivors. Harding reminds us, however, that not
all women are willing to struggle against patriarchal,
capitalist oppression. "Women have less to lose, but not
nothing to lose; gaining a feminist consciousness is a painful
process for many women" (1991, p. 145). Not all incest
survivors, then, have an unequivocal interest in knowing about
their abuse. Years of repressed memories among survivors
attest to the fact that not remembering abuse is often the
safest way for survivors to navigate their lives. However,
incest survivors who have acknowledged their abuse and
struggled against a dominant order which allowed them to be
abused occupy the most epistemologically privileged position
when it comes to explaining and asking critical questions

about the dominant order in which incest occurs.
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II.ii.b Dorcthy Smith: Sociology from the standpoint of women

Dorothy Smith’s Everyday World as Problematic (1987) and
The Conceptual Practices of Power (1990) provide guidelines
for conducting feminist sociology from the standpoint of
women. She advocates a method which preserves the presence of
subjects as knowers and actors (Smith, 1987). Her sociology
assumes that women, as a group (and many other groups, such as
native people, men of colour and homosexual women and men),
are generally excluded from the making of culture and
intellectual discourse (Smith, 1987). Women's standpoint is
constituted precisely as a result of women’s consciousness of
and struggle against this exclusion, and the everyday
experiences of women offer an understanding of how our social
relations are organized from outside the dominant culture
(also called the dominant order) or relations of ruling (also
called ruling apparatus). In The Conceptual Practices of
Power (1990) Smith defines the relations of ruling as
"something more general than the notion of government as
political organization. I refer rather to that total complex
of activities, differentiated in many spheres, by which our
kind of society is ruled, managed and administered" (p. 14).

Smith’s sociology addresses social relations by beginning
with the everyday experiences of women who function as

outsiders within the dominant order and who have limited roles
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in its creation and organization. The consciousness arising
out of women’s alienation creates a point of rupture, or a
line of fault, between, on the one hand, actual experiences
and women’s subsequent consciousness, and, on the other hand,
the experiences and consciousness of the creators and
beneficiaries of ruling relations. Women’s history of
consciousness-raising shows "that this rupture in
experience...[is] located in a relation of power between women
and men, in which men dominate women" (Smith, 1987, p. 51).

Smith (1987) reminds us that all women are not equally
marginalized within relations of ruling. While women as a
whole are not the producers and definers of social reality,
women academics function within the intelligentsia and male-
dominated institutions of learning. They function as
outsiders within discourses not created by them but they still
occupy positions of social privilege. This insight resonates
with Harding’s (1991) claim that all women are not equidistant
from the centre of the dominant order. Social class, racial
inequalities, differences in sexual orientation, physical
ability and age (among others) affect a woman’s standpoint.
However, here an opportunity to "honour the differences"
between Harding and Smith may present itself. Smith believes
that "as women members of an intelligentsia and therefore

trained in the modes of thinking, acting and the craft of
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working with words, symbols, and concepts, we have both a
special responsibility and a special possibility of awareness
at this point of rupture" (1987, p. 49). Harding, however
would probably hold that the accounts of social reality given
by women academics, who occupy positions of social privilege,
will be less accurate than those given by more marginalized
women. A question remains, therefore, for feminist academics
who uphold the tenets of feminist standpoint theory. Is
there, as Smith suggests, a "special possibility" for feminist
academics or will their academic contributions be inherently
limited on account of their positions of social privilege?
Perhaps we need to keep holding the tension between Smith’'s
and Harding’s position and let the answer to this question
emerge over time.
II.iii.a Ideology:

In my use of the term "ideology" I draw heavily on
Smith’s (1987; 1990) discussion of ideology which is firmly
rooted in Marx and Engels’ use of the term as presented in The
German Ideoloay (1846/1970). Smith defines ideology as

those ideas and lmages through which the class that rules

the socxety by virtue of its domination of the means of

ion orders, organizes and sanctions the social
relations that sustain its domination... [T]he concept of
ideology...directs us to examine who produces what for

whom, where the social forms of consciousness come from
(1987, p. 54).

Smith has adopted Marx and Engels’ definition of ideology to
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explain the rupture between, on the one hand, women’s
experiences and subsequent consciousness, and, on the other
hand, ideological practices. The rupture between women’s
experience and ideological practices exists because men
create, organize and sanction social relations which sustain
their domination over women. The rupture occurs when women
realize that the categories defined by men "become a forced
set of categories into which we must stuff the awkward and
resistant actualities of our world" (Smith, 1987, p. 55). As
an historical materialist, Smith (1990) emphasizes that this
rupture in women’s experience emerges when the historical and
material conditions support such an emergence.’

The main result of women’s exclusion from the creation
and organization of ruling relations is alienation which
"compels women to think their world in the concepts and terms
in which men think theirs...The established social forms of
consciousness alienate women from their own experience"
(Smith, 1990, p. 13). Women’s alienation, as long as it

remains unidentified and unchallenged, plays a pivotal role in

? A parallel is found in Paulo Freire’s (1970) words: "One
of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is that
oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to
submerge men’s [sic] consciousness. Functionally, oppression is
domesticating. To no longer be prey to its force, one must
emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be done only by means
of the praxis: reflection and action upon the world in order to
transform it" (p. 36).
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maintaining ruling relations. Smith (1990) has taken Marx's
formulation of alienation and modified it: "The simplest
formulation of alienation posits a relation between the work
individuals do and an external order oppressing them in which
their work contributes to the strength of the order that
oppresses them" (p. 19). Smith (1987) argues that the central
motivation behind the women's movement is the critique of
societal institutions that alienate women from their
experience. Such institutions include the media, educational
systems, accounts of history which ignore the activity of
women, and theological and religious institutions. For
both Smith and Harding, then, feminist research which begins
from women’s standpoint represents knowledge, not ideology,
about the social world, knowledge which counters the hegemony
of patriarchal ideology (Harding, 1991, 1993; Smith, 1990;
Walker, 1990).

II.iii.b Catholic ideology:

Catholic ideology becomes those ideas, images and
practices through which the Catholic church organizes and
sanctions the social relations that sustain the domination of
men over women and children. Within the Catholic church
members of the ruling apparatus (that is, those who create and
organize relations of ruling) include the Pope, the hierarchy

of clergy and theologians, and, most pervasively, husbands,
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fathers and other male relatives into whose hands the church
has delivered a "natural" and "divinely ordained" power. In
Catholic families, then, men’s experiences of power are
grounded in and reinforced both by Catholic ideological
practices and society’s larger set of ideological practices.
According to Harding and Smith, the feminist knowledge created
in this thesis would not have been produced had I begun from
the standpoint of men in Catholic families. Fathers,
brothers, male cousins, uncles and grandfathers represent the
ruling apparatus in Catholic families. Hence, their epistemic
positions would prevent them from viewing social relations in
a way that critically examines gender and social relations.

Constructing a feminist sociology of Catholic families
from the standpoint of women allows us to identify the line of
fault for women in Catholic families as they recount their
everyday/everynight experiences within the dominant Catholic
family order.

II.iv Justifying feminist standpoint theory:

I justify my use feminist standpoint theory in the
following ways. First, and most importantly, I use standpoint
theory because I believe it is a valuable way of conducting
feminist research, research which reveals the oppressive
character of our capitalist, patriarchal society’s ruling

relations.
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Second, feminist standpoint theory, as a framework,
accommodates my desire to do interdisciplinary research.
Women’s Studies is characterized by its interdisciplinary
approach to feminist research. Standpoint theory accommodates
my desire to reclaim my background in philosophy' and, at the
same time, conduct sociological research. Philosophy has
traditionally separated ideas and the material world, and
fostered disdain for the murky and indistinct world of the
sociologist. Standpoint theory renegotiates the traditional
boundary between philosophy and socioleogy. By arguing that
knowledge is socially constructed, feminist standpoint
theorists, and others, are thus creating vast cracks in the
bedrock of philosophy. As a feminist interested in
philosophy, but one who cannot accept the notion that ideas
are separate from material existence, standpoint theory has
offered me an attractive alternative.

Third, standpoint theory’s epistemological focus on

oppression and alienation in the lives of women easily

I use the word "reclaim" because I am now aware that my
work in the Philosophy department during my undergraduate years
was minimized when I chose to explore feminist philosophy. My
work was tolerated but the head of the department did little to
encourage or promote it. I graduated with a feeling that I did
not deserve an honours degree in Philosophy. While many
feminists are happy to work outside of a masculinist discipline
such as Philosophy I feel it is of vital importance that feminist
theoretical contributions not be regarded as inferior to those of
"pure" philosophers.
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es my i in incest b incest is an acute

form of oppression and alienation. To my knowledge, there has
not yet been an attempt to apply feminist standpoint theory to
childhood sexual abuse or incest. Thus, I hope to fill an
academic gap by doing so. While one of the central tenets of
standpoint theory is that we need to look to actual
experiences of oppression for descriptions and prescriptions
about the social world, the literature remains, ironically,
quite theoretical.® One challenge to standpoint theorists is
to apply such alternative feminist epistemologies to the
everyday world. This will be achieved in part by conducting
a feminist sociology of Catholic families which begins with
the lives and experiences of women.
II.v Weaving the theoretical web:

While Smith and Harding provide the primary axes, I have

str my 1 web by incorporating four

additional theoretical strands. These strands are works by
Alison Jaggar (1983), Adrienne Rich (1980), Sally Cole (1991)
and Gillian Walker (1990). Each strand reflects the
contributions of feminists in the socialist tradition who

focus on women’s roles in families as central to the

§ Gillian Walker’s (1990) Family violence and the women's
:  The 1 politics of struggle is a clear

exception.
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maintenance of capitalism and patriarchal control. Socialist
feminists bave combined the best of materialist critiques
(also known as political economy critiques) and radical
feminist critiques of the family by emphasizing not only class
issues (for instance, alienated male labour as an explanation
for domestic abuse) and the significance of women'’'s economic
powerlessness, but also the complex cluster of forces known as
patriarchy (Rich, 1980). In other words, socialist feminists
advocate a theoretical position which does not give primacy to
the analysis of either gender or class.®

Alison Jaggar's (1983) concise delineation of feminist
theoretical frameworks, especially socialist feminism, has
been helpful to me. Jaggar’s "Political Philosophies of
Women's Liberation" articulates the socialist feminist
position in relation to a capitalist, patriarchal family
model.

Marxists...argue that women’s oppression is not a
creation of capitalism...but they do arcie that the

¢ Tensions emerged as I constructed my conceptual web. An
illustration of a tension is the following: If we examine
Catholic ideology from a socialist feminist perspective we may
reveal how such ideology helps to sustain capitalist relations
and patriarchal power. However, an examination of Catholic
ideology will be limited by a strict socialist feminist analysis
because of the classical socialist disdain for religion (Marx &
Engels, 1848/1967). My theoretical framework necessarily
stretches beyond the usual boundaries of socialist feminism and
is informed by theorists whose class and gender analyses are at
least compatible with Christianity.
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advent of capitalism intensified the degradation of
women. . . [One way that capitalism and male supremacy
reinforce one another is by allocating to women] such
socially necessary but unprofitable tasks as food
preparation, domestic maintenance and the care of
children, the sick and the old...[Thus,] women's
liberation requires that the economic functions performed
by the family (i.e. women] would be undertaken by the
state. .. [Mlarriage will continue, but it will no longer
resemble an economic contract... [It] will be based solely
on "mutual inclination" between a woman and a man who are
now in reality, and not just formally, free and equal
(pp. 324-325).

Further, Jaggar (1983) writes, "Since it is clearly impossible
under capitalism to bring all women into public production,
[women] ...should be paid a wage for domestic work" (p. 328).

Adrienne Rich’s (1980) stand against the institution of
compul sory heterosexuality has been of critical importance to
my emerging critique of Catholic families.” A cornerstone of

the institution of compulsory het lity is a

division of labour which socialist feminists argue is strongly
linked to women’'s oppression in a capitalist, patriaxchal
society. Adrienne Rich (1980) presents a convincing and
provocative case for the institution of heterosexuality as the

mechanism at the heart of women’s oppression. For instance,

' During my 1989-90 academic year at the University of

Toronto I read Adrienne Rich'’s (1930) work on the institution of
compulsory het lity. b being simu"taneoualy
shocked and delighted by her insights. Her critigue of
heterosexuality played a central role in the formation of my
critique of Catholic families.
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she reminds us that women have historically been forced to
marry in order to survive economically and to maintain a level
of respectability for themselves and their children. Rich
believes that the institution of compulsory heterosexuality is
the primary manifestarion of, and common thread running
through, patriarchal ideology.
[When we look at patriarchy] what surely impresses itself
is the fact that we are confronting not a simple
maintenance of inequality and property possessions, but
a pervasive cluster of forces, ranging from physical
brutality to control of consci . which

g 8
that an enormous potential counterforce is having to be
restrained (p. 640).

Rich’s (1980) description of the character of patriarchal
ideology is strikingly reminiscent of Smith’s (1987; 1990)
position on patriarchal ideology. Like Smith, Rich describes
the interaction of a complex cluster of forces maintaining
patriarchal privilege, but takes the argument further by
suggesting that the institution of compulsory heterosexuality
is the lifeblood of patriarchal ideology. In my own work, the
convergence of their positions has allowed me to examine
gender relations within Catholic families as vehicles of
patriarchal and heterosexist oppression.

Ssally Cole’s (1991) anthropological research on gender
relations within a predominantly Catholic community helped me
make connections between Catholic identity and the social

construction of gender and sexuality. Cole (1991) is a
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feminist anthropologist who takes seriously the material and
socio-economic conditions of women’s lives. Thus, she shares
many of Smith’s (1987; 1990) historical materialist
agsumptions. Cole’s work is also firmly grounded in the
actualities of women's lives, and, thus, is in accord with
Smith’s requirement that feminist research begin with the
everyday lives of women. Although Cole does not explicitly
adopt Smith’s theoretical assumptions, she readily admits that
patriarchal practices play crucial roles in the construction
of gender and sexual identities.

Cole’s (1991) primary theoretical contribution to my
research is her insistence on viewing women as actors, not
passive victims, in the social construction of gender and
sexual identities. Her work provides a refreshing reminder
that women are not simply victims of the patriarchal
ideological relations Smith (1987; 1990) describes. Cole
writes,

The social construction of gender is not only a process

of constructing ideals about gender roles and relations

but also a process of manipulating those ideals- a

process of negotiation. Socioceconomic conditions,

including circumstances of rapid social and economic
change, only de: e limits within which the construction
of gender identity takes place; they do not predetermine

gender roles and relations. On the other hand, gender
ideals are not constructed independently of material

conditions and, once constructed, are not
immutable...Gender, then, is a historical and social
construct, malleable and subject to change. It is

actively constructed at different, often antagonistic,
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levels of society- the individual, the household, the

community, and the state, for example- resulting in

contradiction and in layered systems of social and

cultural meaning (p. 149).

Similarly, Gillian Walker (1990) is concerned that we do
"a disservice to women and to our understanding of the
structuring, ordering, and ruling of society...to regard
ourselves as having been merely passive victims of historical
processes controlled by a conspiracy of men" (p. 10).
Walker’s (1990) study of the battered women’s movement in
Canada explicitly adopts Dorothy Smith's conceptual framework .
Her insights into wife battering are useful to me as I, too,
adopt Smith’s framework in my analysis of another form of
family violence. Walker (1990) emphasizes that ideological
procedures structure our society in ways that promote family
violence, specifically male violence against women. She
writes,

Society as we know it is not random but organized,

ordered, and governed, with varying degrees of efficiency

perhaps, but nonetheless structured....Under such a

regime, as opposed to overtly totalitarian ones, we are

not ruled on a day-to-day basis by terror but ideological
procedures - ways of thinking, understanding and acting -

that enlist us in our own ordering. Ideological
procedures are a feature of the way our society is
governed. They form part of the work of a ruling

apparatus comprising a complex of relations, including
the state, the managerial and administrative processes,
education, the professions, the media, and so on, that
organize and control contemporary capitalist society (p.
8).

Patriarchal religious institutions, as Smith (1987)
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suggests, can be included among this complex of relations, and
their ideological procedures play a role (more or less
strongly, given a wvariety of historical and social
considerations) in the way society as a whole is governed.
catholic ideology, then, might be thought of as just one
"finger" among the many hands which create and organize the
mechanisms of patriarchal relations.

II.vi Conclusion:

In this chapter I established the strands of my uniquely
constructed web of theoxry., I outlined the two versions of
feminist standpoint theory, articulated by Sandra Harding
(1991; 1993) and Dorothy Smith (1987; 1990), which represent
the central axes of my conceptual web. I then defined
"ideology" and "Catholic ideology" as they are used throughout
the thesis, and justified my use of feminist standpoint
theory. I concluded by highlighting the work of four
theorists whose contributions represent secondary strands on
my theoretical web. I have foreshadowed the importance of
women’ s traditional roles in families for my later analysis by
drawing on Alison Jaggar (1983) and Adrienne Rich (1980). I
credited Sally Cole (1991) with providing a groundwork for my
analysis of the social construction of gender and sexuality in
Catholic families, and for emphasizing that women are actors,

not passive victims, in these social constructions. Finally,
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1 included Gillian Walker's (1990) work as a strand in my
theoretical web because Walker wuses Smith's conceptual
framework to analyse wife battering, one important dimension
of family violence. In the following chapter I explore in
greater detail another dimension of family violence,

incestuous sexual abuse.
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Chapter Three

Review of Literature Related to Sexual Abuse,
Incest, Family Violence and Catholic Family Culture

IIT.i Introduction:

This chapter reflects my grounding in both socialist
feminiesm and the standpoint of women. I believe that if we
are to understand how and why incest occurs in families we
need to understand how our social, economic and political
structures first, chronically deny women power, and second,
grant men power over others. In keeping with feminist
standpoint theory, I believe we need to look to women’s
everyday/everynight lives within families to understand how
women and children are influenced by complex, multi-layered,
patriarchal relations of ruling.

In this chapter I review several literatures. First, I
explore wvarious definitions of incest and sexual abuse,
including my own. Second, I document the findings of
empirical research on incest and sexual abuse, providing a
feminist standpoint analysis of these findings. Third, I
outline three theories which have sought to explain sexual
abuse and incest as social phenomena., These include matermal
collusion theorxry, pathology theory, and feminist theory.
Fourth, I extend my feminist theoretical understanding of

incest by establishing the gendered division of labour in
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fanilies ass a central context for an analysis of fanily
violence. In the fifth section I shift my xeview of the
literature from sexual abuse and incest to a discussion of
Catholic HAdeology, highlighting both historical and
contemporary feminist critiques. Finally, I join these two
bodies of literature by outlining research which mnakes
connections between sexual abuse and the Christian religious
tradition.

1I1I.ii Prexralence and definitions of sexual abuse and incest :

Rix Rogers’ (1990) recent report on child sexual abuse
suggests that researchers have had difficulty compiling
accurate st atistics on the prevalence of incest and sexual
abuse . ACamnadian National Populations suxvey, however, cited
in the Badgley Report (Canada, 1984), reported that in a
random samp le of over 2000 adults over one-half of the women
and about omne-third of the men had been forcibly involved in
at least ome unwanted sexual act. Four-fifths of these
unwanted sexual acts occurred before adulthood .

The 19 80s witnessed a dramatic increase in awareness of
and number of reported cases of child sexual abuse in Canada
(Rogerxrs, 19 90). Alongside increased reports of gexual abuse,
feminist anralyses of family violence have recognized sexual
abuse as a social phenomenon whose roots are embedded in a

patriarchal society (Callahan, 1993; Finkelhor, Hotaling,
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Lewis & Smith, 1990; Homer, Leonard & Taylor, 1985; Rogers,
1990; Rush, 1982) . Incest and sexual abuse are identified as
mani festations of eroticized violence occurring within
families and throughout society (Rogers, 1990; Rush, 1982;
Valverde, 1985). However, such an understanding of incest. and
sexual abuse is not the only one found in the literature. In
section IITI.iv I explore theories which differ from this
feminist understanding.

Rogers (1990) admonishes Canadians that sexual abuse is
a problem which threatens to erode the fabric of Canadian
society. He suggests that we are at a crucial time in
history, a time when the rights of children, including their
right to freedom from abuse, are recognized by the United
Nations. He states that a "long-term and effective response
to sexual abuse of children demands that we address deeply
rooted contributing factors in our society. We must chal lenge
patriarchal values that allow the more powerful to exploit the
less powerful" (p. 17).

In 1986, Chris Bagley suggested that

sexual abuse of children takes many forms, and is

certainly not confined to the intercourse defined by the

incest statute. Sexual abuse can range from the

sexualization of children for commercial purposes...to

the exploitation of children through pornography; to

various kinds of sexual assault ranging from exposure and

manual interference to the grossest forms of sexual
assault (p. 31).
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Rogers (1990), citing the Badgley Report (Canada, 1984),
defines sexual abuse as "the misuse of power by someone who is
in authority over a child for the purposes of exploiting a
child for sexual gratification. It includes incest, sexual
molestation, sexual assault and the exploitation of the child
for pornography or prostitution" (p. 19) .

Amnie Imbens and Ineke Jonker, authors of Christianity
and Incest (1992) , define incest in this way.

"gexual abuse within the extended family" refers to

sexual contacts initiated by adults (father, stepfather,

uncle, grandfatherl a friend of the family, older

brother), in which the wishes and feelings of the child

with whom the acts are committed are not taken into

account (pp. 3-4) .

Rogers (1990) cites Heather-jane Robertson, a member of
the Canadian Teachers’ Federation, who stated,

The sexual abuse of children is perpetuated by ignoring

the prevalence of patriaxrchy in our society.

gpecifically, we must address the eroticization of

powerlessness, and those forces which encourage many men

to believe that they have the right, by virtue of being

male, to sexual gratification with or without consent (p.

43).

The terms incest and sexual abuse are sometimes used

interch ly. For i 1 Florence Rush’s (1982) study

provides an historical account of the development of child
sexual abuse. She examines marriage laws in the Hebrew and
Christian traditions to make links with present day incest

practices. But she reminds us that patriarchal ownership of
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women and children was and is not necessarily confined within
families. indeed, a patriarchal culture allows men to violate
the boundaries of women and children both within and beyond
family contexts. Similarly, Sandra Butler (1978) does not
limit hexr definition of incest to sexual intercourse between
family members. She defines it as "any sexual activity or
experience imposed on a child which results in emotional,
physical or sexual trauma" (p. 5).

Some studies highlight the differences between sexual
abuse and incest. There are similarities between incest and
sexual abuse committed by a person outside of the family
(notably, the £act that every case of sexual abuse represents
an abuse of social power). However, dynamics which make
incest a unique form of sexual abuse include the fact that an
incest survivor is often dealing with a betrayal of trust by
someone on whom they depend for survival, usually a person
they love. Loyalties can become fiercely divided as family
members respond to both the perpetrator and the survivor. Not
surprisingly, these family environments are often £illed with
fear, hostility and instability (Bass & Davis, 1988).

Incest, as I define it, includes a continuum of acts and
behaviours which violate the sexual boundaries of vulnerable
family members. There is, in my view, such a thing as an

incestuous family environment which might be considered
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"poisonous" for certain family members in an way analogous to
a working or educational environment that is considered
poisonous for employees or students who are being sexually
harassed. Such an atmosphere disempowers certain family
members and makes them feel shame about themselves as sexual
creatures. I assume that incest, as a form of oppression, co-
exists alongside, and often overlaps with, other forms of
oppression. Thus, I do not view incest as different in kind
from other gender-based abuses such as wife battering and
sexual assault.
II1.iii Empirical findings on sexual sbuse and incest:

Inthis section I discuss the findings of a variety of
studies about sexual abuse and incest. I include £indings
about the gender of offenders and the long-term effects of
sexual abuse. All research cited in this sgection is
vempirical" because it is based on experience rather than
speculation . Harding (1991) distinguishes between two
empirically—based theories of knowledge: feminist empiricism
and feminist standpoint theory. Feminist empiricists apply
the existing methodological norms of positivist reseaxrch in a
more rigorous fashion so as to eliminate biages in the
findings. In accord with a positivist approach, they strive
tobe "objective" and "value-neutral " by distancing themselves

from research subjects. I cite research £indings of feminist
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empiricists because they contribute to our knowledge about the
prevalence, characteristics and effects of incest and sexual
abuse.

Bass and Davis’ (1988) guide for sexual abuse survivors
stands as a good example of a feminist standpoint approach to
research on sexual abuse. It is empirically-based but the
authors do not work within a positivist framework. As
researchers, they are mutually identified with the women they
interview, which means they do not maintain a hierarchical
relationship with the research participants. They are also
politically motivated, which means they make value judgments
about a society in which female children and women are more
vulnerable to sexual abuse then male children and men. One
main difference between positivist research (i.e., feminist
empiricism) and feminist standpoint research on sexual abuse
is the latter’s emphatic use of the term survivor rather than
victim of sexual abuse.

IIT.iii.a Offenders:

Empirical research on sexual abuse and incest indicates
that the vast majority of offenders are male. The Badgley
Report found that when the findings of several national
surveys were aggregated the surveys confirmed the belief that
most sexual assaults committed against children are committed

by males: 98.8% of the offenders were male (Canada, 1984).



45

Finkelhor et al. (1990), in a national American survey of
adult women and men sexual abuse survivors, found that 98% of
perpetrators were male. Further, they found that of those
perpetrators, 49% were authority figures in relation to their
victims (Finkelhor et al., 1990). Findings such as these
point to the importance of feminist, gender-based analyses of
sexual abuse and incest.

III.iii.b Impact:

Many empirical studies have investigated the long-term
impact of sexual abuse in survivors' lives. Positivist
researchers have documented extensively the long-term effects
of sexual abuse. Davenport, Browne and Palmer (1994) report
that at least a quarter of child sexual abuse carries a legacy
of serious long-term psychological harm to survivors.
Stevens-Simon and McAnarney (1994) show that childhood sexual
abuse is a common antecedent of adolescent pregnancy. Peters
and Range (1995) found a strong correlation between those who
experienced sexual abuse which involved touching and rates of
suicidality. They found that sexually abused adults are more
suicidal and have fewer cognitive deterrents to suicide than
adults who have not been abused, regardless of whether they
are women or men or whether they were abused by peers or
adults.

Finkelhor, Hotaling, Lewis and Smith (1990) found that
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one of the best predictors of sexual abuse occurring (whether
inside or outside families) is the lack of a positive family
environment. Fox and Gilbert (1994) found that women with
histories of multiple childhood traumas (i.e., incest,
physical abuse and/or parental alcoholism) indicated higher
levels of problematic outcomes such as depression, low self-
esteem, sexual assault in adulthood, and involvement with a
chemically dependent partner. Moeller and Bachman (1993)
found that women who are survivors of physical, sexual and
emotional abuse were also found to have lower ratings of
overall health, more hospitalizations for illnesses and a
greater number of physical and psychological problems than
women who were not abused. Hotte and Rafman (1992) found that
incest survivors also have significantly lower self-esteem and
more sexualized attitudes and behaviours than comparison
groups of girls.

Intergenerational patterns of sexual abuse have also been
widely documented. These are patterns of abuse which occur
among and over several generations. Examples of
intergenerational abuse include survivors of abuse who become
perpetrators as adults, survivors of abuse who mother
survivors of abuse, and perpetrators of abuse from whom the
next generation learns how to become abusers. Chaffin’s

(1992) study of treatment completion and progress among incest
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survivors suggests that incest victims tend to be repeatedly
abused by other sexual offenders after the initial pericd of
incest is over. Leifer, Shapiro and Kassem (1993) found that
in 68 cases of sexual abuse over 50 percent of the
nonoffending mothers’ childhood histories included abuse.
This statistic is significantly higher than that reported for
women in the general population. Moreover, more than half of
the women in their study reported negative relationships with
their parents. Their research findings, however, are
congruent with other research showing that intergenerational
transmission of abuse is not inevitable.

Gregory-Bills and Rhodeback (1995) are critical of
empirical research which fails to emphasize familial
circumstances surrounding abuse and disclosures of abuse.
"Familial circumstances are frequently neglected and in many
studies, the source of victimization itself (e.g., family
member or nonrelative/stranger) is not distinguished...The key
experiential difference may manifest in distinguishable
psychological impairment and trauma" (p. 178). Bass and Davis
(1988) emphasize that incest survivors who disclose to family
members in the aftermath of incest wusually encounter
tremendous resistance. Family patterns of sexual abuse have
deep generational roots and are not easily changed simply

because abuse has been identified. Bass and Davis’ (1988)
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analysis of the long term effects of incest is firmly grounded
in a feminist critique of gender and power relations which
grant privilege to men in our society. Overall, sexual abuse
has been found to profoundly damage women’'s self-esteem and
sense of personal power. Sexual abuse damages women’s
relationships with their own bodies and negatively influences
future intimate and sexual relationships. Chemical
addictions, suicidal and self-mutilating tendencies, and
eating disorders and are common long-terms effects for sexual
abuse survivors (Bass & Davis, 1988).

Young (1992) cites evidence to suggest that the most
serious long-term effects of sexual abuse result from abuse
that is violent, involves oral, anal or vaginal penetration,
is intrafamilial (especially if the perpetrator is a parent or
parent figure), and which takes place over long periods of
time. A review of the literature on long-term effects of
sexual abuse conducted by Beitchman (1992) through Toronto's
Clarke Institute of Psychiatry concluded that "abuse by a
parent involves greater betrayal and loss of trust than abuse
by others" (p. 111).

Young (1992) also states that dissociation, commonly
known as the sine qua non of severe sexual abuse, initially
involves an involuntary, physical experience of separating

from one’s body during traumatic incidents. In post-trauma
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periods, dissociation becomes a means of maintaining a
formulation of personal identity which excludes initial
traumatic experiences. Bass and Davis (1988) use an
alternative term for dissociation called "splitting." They
use it in two ways.
Clinically, "splitting" refers to the tendency to view
people or events as all good or all bad. It is a way of
coping that allows a person to hold opposite,
unintegrated views..."Splitting" also describes the
feeling the survivor has when she separates her
:gx;?ciousness trom her body, or "leaves" her body (p.
Body memories are a common way for women to recall
repressed or dissociated memories. Often the body remembers
what the mind chooses to forget. Bass and Davis (1988)
suggest, for instance, that the experience of mothering often
recalls repressed memories as children live through the years
in which the mothers were abused. Bass and Davis suggest that
memories become repressed when the pain of recognizing the
abuse is too great. Dissociation is a primary way for
survivors to deal with irreconcilable realities. On one hand,
survivors wish to view their families as supportive and
loving. Indeed, they are often told this explicitly and/or
depend upon the person who is abusing them for economic and
emotional support. On the other hand, however, experiences of
incest convey a strong message that the family is failing them

in a fundamental way. Dissociation, then, should be seen as
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a manifestation of women’s alienation from their own
experience (Smith, 1987; 1990), and an illustration of the way
women learn to cope with the rupture between their experience
and the established forms of consciousness in families.
III.iv Theories Explaining Incest
III.iv.a Maternal collusion theory:

"Maternal collusion theory" and "mother blaming" have
been popular ways of explaining incest. Manifestations of
maternal collusion theory include the belief that a mother's
failure to assume an appropriate wifely role leads her to
supplant this role onto her daughter, along with the belief
that a mother’s absence tempts a father to look to his
daughter for sexual gratification. Herbert Maisch’s (1972)
study on incest provides a case in point.

Disturbed contact before the [incest] act between the

male partner and his wife, and a negative to openly

hostile relationship on the part of the victim towards
her mother belong to the essential characteristics of
that disharmony which is symptomatic of family
disorganisation....A wife who is seriously ill, confined
to bed for a lengthy period, or perhaps even has to go to
the hospital, a mother who is having a baby, the fact
that the couple go to work at different times...all

[provide] opportunities which, under certain conditions,

many give rise to situations of temptation (pp. 170-176).

Feminist theorists are critical of such explanations of
incest. 1Instead, feminists look to the wider socio-economic
contexts in which incest occurs. Tyler Johnson’s (1992) study

with mothers of incest survivors explores the social and
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economic factors which can make it difficult for mothers to
opt for the welfare of their daughters since the women’s own
welfare is often dependent upon maintaining a relationship
with their husbands. DeYoung’s (1994) study on mothers in
paternally incestuous families is critical of maternal
collusion theory. She suggests that mothers, when confronted
with disclosures of incest, experience profound conflict
between their roles as mothers and wives. Their loyalty to
both husbands and children is the primary source of conflict.
Feminists, do not, however, turn a blind eye to the fact that
many mothers respond inadequately in the aftermath of incest
(Bass & Davis, 1988). I explore the context of mothering in
incest families in greater detail in section III.v.

III.iv.b Pathology theory:

"Pathology theory" privatizes abuse by assuming that
society is neutral in its treatment of individuals. This
theory, therefore, looks to the individual or family for the
source of "dysfunction." A great deal of positivist
literature on sexual abuse and incest fits within "pathology
theory." According to this theory, the perpetrator is thought
to be committing a deviant, anti-social act, an act that most
normal, strong-willed people will not commit. Second, the
fact that most of the perpetrators are men, and most of the

victims are girls or women, does not always form a central
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part of the analysis. The act is often viewed as an isolated
social event and abuse is considered a problem which can be
dealt with through individual measures (for instance, private
therapy for the perpetrator). The individual is usually held
primarily, if not completely, responsible for his actions.
Additionally, the victims (or survivors) of abuse are often
themselves "psychopathologized".

In many studies, families which deviate from a
traditional family model are viewed as "dysfunctional," and
therefore more 1likely to foster abusive relationships.
Margrit Eichler (1988) and Mary Power (1993) identify
"monolithic" and "conservative" biases in family literature.
The monolithic bias assumes that families have a uniformity of
structure and experience which conforms to a traditional
family model, and that families which deviate from this
structure are deviant or even pathological. The conservative
bias assumes that families which employ a traditional gendered
division of labour, first, ought to be our standard for family
life, and, second, offer family members the best chances of
finding happiness and escaping abuse. The conservative bias
tends to view as atypical deviations the ugly aspects of
familial interactions such as violence and neglect (Eichler,
1988) . Eichler (1988), however, has suggested that emotional

stress and violence are normal and predictable occurrences in
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families which conform to a traditional model. In 1978 Sandra
Butler foreshadowed the feminist critique of monolithic and
conservative biases in the incest literature. "Were it
possible to provide a more realistic profile of a typical
family in which incestuous abuse occurs, it would more likely
be a middle-class family composed of husband, wife and
children living together in a nuclear situation" (p. 11).
III.iv.c Feminist theory:

As noted above, a feminist theoretical framework
encourages us to look beyond the individual acts of sexual
abuse. The goal is to uncover or reveal, from the standpoint
of women and female children, the impact of (often subtle,
sometimes barely perceptible) patriarchal, capitalist
relations of ruling which engender family violence. Feminists
define incest as a gross misuse of power (Bass and Davis,
1988; Callahan, 1993). Some argue that our socially
constructed gender relations give primacy to the needs and
desires of men and boys, creating a complex web of power
imbalances. These imbalances take expression at the
individual and family levels as well as the level of societal
institutions. Sexual abuse is not, they argue, the result of
isolated, sick acts by individuals. Rather, it is a
profoundly destructive, but predictable outcome of social,

economic and political disparity between men and wonmen, and
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adults and children.

A feminist analysis of incest provides a foil to beliefs
that mothers collude in or enable incest, and that incest is
committed on a random basis by pathological individuals.
First, feminists look to social and economic conditions to
explain women’s lack of support for daughters during and after
incest. In addition, feminists criticize societal patterns of
mother-blaming (or woman-blaming) which are grounded in the
fact that, in a patriarchal society, women are less
threatening than men (Bass & Davis, 1988; Callahan, 1993).

Second, feminists reject pathology theory because they
consider sexual abuse a normal, predictable outcome in a
culture which encourages power over, instead of power with,
one another (Desroches, 1994). Gender is among the most
relevant factors to be considered as a feminist analysis takes
seriously the ubiquitous character of male violence against
children, women and other marginalized people (Brookes, 1992;
Callahan, 1993; Canada, 1984; Harding, 1991). Sexual abuse is
not viewed as an isolated act by one individual over another
but rather as intimately connected to the complex cluster of
forces which promote compulsory heterosexuality, economic
dependence and powerlessness for women, and the expression of
sexuality as an act of dominance and aggression (Bartky, 1990;

Valverde, 1985). Finally, while it is important to hold
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individual abusers accountable, feminists assert that it may
be too easy to blame individuals without viewing the social
context in which individuals are shaped, and the sexist
institutions in which we participate.

In response to critiques of ‘'traditional" (i.e.,
patriarchal, capitalist) families, feminists emphasize that
trends in family demographics have been moving away from such
a model over past decades (Eichler, 1988). Feminists promote
alternative family arrangements to a "traditional" family
model. Examples of alterna:ive family arrangements include
mothers who work full-time outside the home, fathers who
occupy positions as house-husbands, and single parent
families. Feminists do not idealize all alternative family
arrangements, however. Increasing poverty levels among
families composed of single women with children, for instance,
is a primary factor in the feminization of poverty in Canada
(Callahan, 1993; Gunderson, Muszynski & Keck, 1990). The
feminization of poverty is strongly linked to women’'s
continued responsibility for unpaid domestic labour and
childrearing (Gundersen et al., 1990). In a capitalist
society, then, in which women continue to be responsible for
unpaid, reproductive labour, most family arrangements provide
less support for women than they do for men. Thus, many

feminists challenge the fundamental underpinning of a
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traditional family model: women’s unpaid domestic and
reproductive labour.
III.iv.d Feminist critique of pathology theory: A case study

In "Working with Perpetrators" (1991) Judith Becker, a
professor of clinical Psychology, director of the Sexual
Behaviour Clinic at the New York Psychiatric Institute and
prominent expert on the subject of sexual abuse, outlines the
results of a longitudinal study conducted with perpetrators of
sexual abuse. Her research is based on extensive interviews
with over 500 perpetrators. In part, the purpose of Becker’s
article is to meet the demands of members of the psychiatric
community and those appealing to the psychiatric community for
explanations of sexual abuse so that further abuse can be
prevented.

I examine this article in depth in order to illustrate my
feminist critique of pathology theory. Becker, in my view,
makes some dangerous assumptions about sexual abuse: that it
is committed largely by psychologically unstable men; that
their deviant behaviour is the result of cognitive
maladjustment; and that sexual abuse may best be explained by

such as 1ly high t. one levels.

Becker seems blind to gendered power relations which
enable and sustain abuse. In her opening paragraph she admits

that little is known about the ch istics of t
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"Indeed the majority of sex offenders can be characterized by
only two common features other than their gender as males.
First, they all have committed a deviant social act and,
second, they have beliefs which permit or support their
behaviour" (Becker, 1991, p. 157). Yet Becker fails to
highlight the fact that these acts are committed by men. She
consistently fails to ask questions such as: Why are men more
likely to sexually abuse than women? Why do men feel
justified in their actions and continuously deny that they
have done anything wrong? The answers to these questions
might lie in a gendered critique of social structures which
condition and enable men to achieve power over others, and to
feel justified in doing what they like with whomever "belongs
to them."

Becker (1991) defines incest and sexual abuse as deviant
behaviours. As suggested, however, feminist researchers have
found incest and sexual abuse to be so wide-spread that they
ought to be considered more normative than deviant. A
feminist standpoint analysis assumes that we are all
participants in and products of abusive power relations. By
dropping the deviant label in our analysis of sexual abuse we
expose incest and sexual abuse as predictable, destructive
parts of our everyday social relations.

As an illustration of the claim that incest may not be so



58

much deviant in our society as profoundly regrettable in its
predictability, I cite a 1991 study which explores family and
individual profiles following father-daughter incest. Dadds,
Smith and Webber (1991) reported the striking finding that,
overall, very few differences were found between incestuous
families and comparison families in which incest had not
occurred. They concluded that incestuous families are not
marked by obvious psychopathology. Notably, they found that
the personality characteristics of offending fathers in
incestuous families (father-daughter incest) differed very
little from comparison fathers. Dadds et al. (1991) did find,
however, that incest families had more strongly defined family
roles and responsibilities. They were more rule bound than
comparison families, and incest fathers saw their families as
more organized and structured than comparison fathers.
Further, offending fathers were found to be more conservative
and traditional than comparison fathers. Since traditionalism
and conservatism are linked with a patriarchal family model,
their study may point to further connections between
patriarchal privilege in families and incest.

III.v Incest: Attending to family context

A cluster of societal institutions and structures support
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capitalist, patriarchal family arrangements.! Indirectly,
these family arrangements have been found to enable incest
(sexual abuse occurring in families) by promoting women’s and
girls’ powerlessness relative to men and boys (Bohn, 1989;
Holderread Heggen, 1993; Imbens & Jonker, 1992; Rich, 1980).
Certainly, patriarchal family arrangements are not the only
link with incest, and such arrangements do not guarantee that
incest will occur in a family. Feminist researchers are,
however, interested in uncovering the social supports for this
type of abuse.

Many feminist theorists have set about documenting links
between women’s oppression in families and child abuse. The
gendered division of labour in patriarchal families provides
the context for many feminist analyses of sexual abuse in
these families. Specifically, feminists are cognizant of the
fact that women’s roles in the domestic or informal economy
are related to childrearing, housekeeping and care of family
members. Despite their contributions to the Canadian economy
(estimates suggest that women’s unpaid labour contributes 32%
to 59% of the Gross National Product in Canada), women’s
domestic labour continues to be unpaid and undervalued
(Gunderson et al., 1990). Feminists link violence, poverty

8 The lack of a federally funded national day-care program

in Canada is one example.
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and economic powerlessness to women's primary responsibility
for the care of children and domestic labour because this
unpaid labour hinders women'’s efforts to support and protect
themselves and their children (Callahan, 1993; Gunderson et
al., 1990).

A Statistics Canada (1993) publication revealed that
violence against women is a widespread social problem. I
reported that almost one-half of the women surveyed reported
violence by men known to them. One-in-six currently married
women reported domestic violence, and more than one-in-ten of
those women who reported domestic violence felt, at some
point, that their lives had been in danger. A Canadian
Ministry of Health and Welfare (Canada, 1990) publication
cites evidence to suggest that the abuse of women in families
affects women’s personal strength and courage, causes profound
physical and psychological damage, and affects children who
witness this violence. In short, women who are abused are not
in positions to provide the best kind of safety and protection
for their children.

Homer, Leonard and Taylor (1985) explored the impact of
women’s economic dependence on a group of abused women who
took refuge at a women’s shelter. Theorizing from the
experiences of these women, the authors reported that "the

control of financial resources is an important indicator of
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the distribution of power within families. This may be
particularly significant when ic power is ied by
physical violence" (p. 72). Further, their research suggests

that poverty, or impending poverty following a breakup with a
man on whom a woman is economically dependent, is a

significant part of women’s oppression because it often

preserves violent relationships. "Economic dependency,
combined with of xr ibilities of children, can
become an intolerable burden for women" (pp. 91-92). Bowker,

Arbitell and McFerron (1988) reviewed literature on the
relationship between wife assault and child abuse. They
concluded that "wife beating and child abuse may be related to
the power inequality between husband and wife as well as that
between parents and children" (p. 159).

Canadian social theorist and child welfare critic,
Marilyn Callahan (1993) writes on behalf of Canadian women.
She convincingly argues that Canada’'s social welfare system
does little to address the roots of child abuse. She suggests
that the unequal economic status of women leaves children
vulnerable to violence and sexual abuse because their mothers
cannot protect them from likely offenders, usually the men
with whom they live. This view is not intended to place
further blame on women. Rather, it is intended to redefine

women’s inability to protect children by linking it to
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economic and social powerlessness rather than pathology,
incompetency or inadequacy (Callahan, 1993). The burden of
women’s unpaid domestic and child-care labour is linked to
patterns of astounding poverty and abuse among Canadian women.

A decade earlier Carolyn Kott Washburne (1983)
foreshadowed Callahan’'s position. She lamented the lack of a
systematic examination of child abuse from a feminist
perspective. Congruent with feminist standpoint positions to
come, she argued that women, and particularly feminist women,
have a better understanding than child welfare professionals
of the causes and consequences of violence in families.
"Feminist analysis recognizes abuse as rooted in unequal power
relationships in the family and speaks of how women and
children are victims of those relationships" (p. 290).
Further, she argued that if we are truly concerned about child
abuse we must begin discussing alternatives to the traditional
family model, alternatives which stress equality among all
family members and which therefore reduce child abuse.

A gqualitative study with mothers of incest survivors
points to a possible link between economic dependence in

families and incest. Tyler Johnson (1992) writes about women
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whose husbands sexually abused their daughters.’ She found
common traits among the six mothers.

[All of the] mothers shared the traditional world of
women before they came into the research situation. They
all began their marriages young (the average age was
19)...They were all economically dependent upon their
husbands and in some cases emotionally and socially
dependent as well. They all came from traditional
families of origin where the models of male-female and
husband-wife hierarchical relationships reinforced and
supported their economic dependency. Mothers stayed
home, and if they had ever worked, they returned to the
home after marrying, and those who returned to work
outside the home usually encountered a great deal of
resistance from their husbands (p. 15).

Of further interest is Tyler-Johnson’s (1992) report that in
each of the six cases the incest occurred within a culture of
violence.

All the mothers experienced some form of psychological

and/or physical abuse at some time during their marriages

before the disclosure of the incest event...and all but

[one] were realistically afraid of their husbands. In

this sense, the incest occurred within the context of

family violence (p. 113).

Several empirical studies identify a strong link between
the responses of mothers to incest survivors’ disclosures, and
the incest survivors' subsequent coping patterns. A Quebec
study (Hotte & Rafman, 1992) found that incest survivors
reported more troubled relationships with their mothers than

girls who grew up in "equally dysfunctional families" but who

? The author, a clinical social worker, found only six

mothers who agreed to be interviewed. Initially, she planned to
interview twenty.
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did not experience incest (p. 273). Kinzl and Biebl’'s (1992)
study on the long-term effects of incest suggests that,
especially in cases where mothers are unsupportive, sexual
abuse predisposes survivors to feelings of anxiety,
helplessness and powerlessness, and makes them more vulnerable
to separations in adult life and subsequent mental disorders.
In a study on incest survivors’ coping patterns, Johnson and
Kenkl (1991) found that mothers’ negative reactions to
disclosures of incest were highly significant predictors of
survivors' distress. This finding builds upon previous
findings which indicate that familial support, or the lack of
it, are salient factors in a survivor’s recovery from sexual
abuse. Everill and Waller (1995) found that among the
subjects in their study, every reported adverse response to
the disclosure of sexual abuse came from family members. This
adverse response was linked to higher levels of self-
denigration and higher levels of dissociative experiences
among the participants.

These findings indicate that a comprehensive response to
incest would demand that we address the reasons for women’s
(notably mothers’) inability to support incest survivors. The
traditional gendered division of labour provides an important
context for the above discussion, given evidence which

suggests that a traditional gendered division of labour



65

hinders women’s ability to protect and care for children. For
instance, a feminist analysis would highlight a finding such
as the one described by Wolfner and Gelles (1993), who found
that, in a national American survey of family violence, the
lowest rates of severe family violence were found in families
in which mothers were employed full-time. Wolfner and Gelles
(1993), however, simply charted this statistic without
commenting on its possible significance.

Two British Marxist feminists argue that a restructuring
of the gendered division of labour is fundamental to women'’s
ability to make authentic choices. They view this ability as
a prerequisite for women's empowerment ina socialist system.
Structural economic changes, such as socialized daycare and
meaningful full-time employment for women, would give greater
meaning to the notion of women’'s choice. Michele Barrett and
Mary McIntosh (1982) state,

As long as we live in a system where the wage is the main

way in which people’s needs are met, wages should be

large enough to support those who work for them. This
means that women and young people should be able to earn

a wage that does not assume they live as a dependent in

someone else’s household...[Men] will lose some

privileges; they will also gain the opportunity to take

a period off paid work for child-care, or to work shorter

hours so that they can shop and cook, without spoiling

their career (pp. 148-150).

While feminists view the gendered divii'ion of labour and

women's traditional place in families as problematic, Meg
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Luxton’s (1990) study of the gendered division of labour
suggests that the social supports that would permit a
restructuring of the division of labouxr within the household
are not presently in place in Canada. Luxton (1990) writes
about women in a working-class Manitoba town, and although
working-class women may constitute a particularly vulnerable
group, Luxton’s findings probably resonate with the
experiences of other working and non-working class Canadian
women.

Despite the obvious interest...women have in

redistributing domestic labour, and despite their

mot ivating anger, there are numerous forces operating
which make it difficult....Because inequalities in the
division of labour are based on male power, when women
demand equalization they are challenging that power.

Economic dependency makes it more difficult to challenge

men in the household (p. 46) .

The findings by theorists such as Luxton (1990),
Gunderson et al. (1990) and Callahan (1993) suggest that the
recent feminist movement still has a long way to go to change
a fundamental tenet of patriarchal ideology: the traditional
gendered division of labour. Feminist research on child
sexual abuse and family violence also suggests that a
necessary (albeit insufficient) condition for rooting out

sexual violence is a radical change in women’s socio-economic

status in families and in society.
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III.vi Catholic ideology, families and incest:

The image of Father God, spawned in the human imagination
and sustained as plausible by patriarchy, has in turn
rendered service to this type of society by making its

isms for the of women appear right and
£itting. If God in "his" heaven is a £ather ruling "his"
people, then it is the "mature" of things and according
to divine plan and the order of the universe that socisty
be male dominated (Daly, 1979, p. 54) .

In this section I shift my focus from the literature on
incest, sexual abuse and family wviolence to a focus on
feminist critiques of the Christian religious tradition, and
more specifically, Catholic ideology. We do not have to look
long at Catholic theology and teaching to find evidence of
patriarchal practices. Many feminist theorists (historians,
anthropologists and theologians to name a f£ew) have set about
re-viewing Catholic practices, beliefs and activities fromthe
standpoint of women (Anderson, 1991; Bohn, 1989; Daly, 1973;
Holdexrread Heggen, 1993; Ranke Heinemann, 1990; Zieget
silbexrman, 1983) . This feminist theorizing, whether
implicitly ox explicitly conducted in the name of a feminist
sociology, begins with women’s experiences. It counters the
claim by the Catholic church that the chuwrch has been the
liberator of women (Pius XI, 1930/1978) and has a history
which is a "luminous testimony to the dignity of women" (John
Paul II, 1981, p. 28).

I introduce feminist critiques of Catholic ideology
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(explained in greater detail in later chapters) to demonstrate
that the church’s treatment of women has promoted women's
vulnerability, not women's emancipation, liberation and
advancenment, as various Catholic popes have suggested.
III.vi.a Historical roots of Catholic ideology:

Catholic theology is firmly rooted in a masculinist
philosophical tradition. Two mediewval philosophers, Saint
Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas, who wrote during the
fourth and thirteenth centuries respectively, were enormously
influential in the philosophical formation of Catholic
theology (Maurer, 1962; Ranke Heinemann, 1990). Augustine's
and Aquinas’ philosophical positions were guided by two
different Greek philosophical traditions, Platonism and
Aristotelianism respectively. Platonismwas characterized by
a radically dualistic vision of the world and human nature.
Augustine’s writings therefore accentuated a disdain for
material, earthly realities, especially sexuality, while
idealizing spiritual and intellectual values (Maurer, 1962;
Ranke Heinemann, 1990). Ranke-Heinemann (1990) states that

To speak of sexual hostility...is to speak of Augustine.

He was the theological thinker who blazed a trail for the

ensuing millennium-and-a-half. The history of the

Christian sexual ethic was shaped by him. The binding

nature of Augustine’s pronouncements was accepted by the

great theologians of the Middle Ages, notably Thomas

Aquinas (p. 62).

Aquinas, influenced by a resurgent interest in Aristotelian
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philosophy in the thirteenth century, incorporated into
Catholic dogma Aristotle’'s belief that women are misbegotten
males (Ranke Heinemann, 1990).

The Catholic tradition also promoted the belief that
women are untrustworthy and morally inferior to men (Ranke
Heinemann, 1990). One of Aquinas’ teachers, Albertus Magnus,
for instance, explicitly linked women’s supposed tendency
toward sexual infidelity with women's moral inferiority.

Woman is a stranger to fidelity. Believe me, if you put
faith in her you will be disappointed. Believe an
experienced teacher. Prudent husbands, therefore,
apprise their wives of their plans and doings least of
all. Woman is an imperfect man and possesses, compared
to him, a defective and deficient nature. she is
therefore insecure in herself. That which she herself
cannot receive she endeavors to obtain by mendacity and
devilish tricks. In short, therefore, one must beware of
every woman as one would of a poisonous serpent and the
horned devil. Woman is not more intelligent than man,
properly speaking, but more cunning. Intelligence has a
good ring, cunning an evil one. Thus, woman is cleverer,
that is to say, more cunning, than man in evil and
perverse dealings (cited in Ranke Heinemann, 1990, p.
157) .

Catholic ideology has historically placed great emphasis on
virginity and celibacy, in addition to sexual fidelity within
marriage. Daly (1973) devotes attention to the significance
of Catholic Marian symbolism, symbolism which venerates Mary
as the virgin mother of Jesus. She argues that "Catholicism
has offered women compensatory and reflected glory through

identification with Mary. [But tlhe inimitability of the
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Virgin mother model...has left all women essentially
identified with Eve' (p. 82). In other words, Mary's
virginity is an ideal that no real women, perhaps least of all
Catholic mothers, could achieve.
Similarly, Uta Ranke-Heinemann (1990) argues that
Catholic ideology’s devotion to Mary as the virgin mother of
God

has become a kind of anti-Mariology in that it claims to
emphasize a woman's greatness and dignity and paint them
in glowing theological colours while crudely destroying
all that constitutes feminine dignity in Mary the human
being in particular and in all women in
general.. . Everything connectedwith female sexuality, all
that betokens the natural generation and bearing of
children, have been denied her....She was thus
transformed into a kind of sexless creature, a mere
semblance of a wife and mother restricted to her role in
the redemptive process (p. 311).

Daly (1973) and Ranke Heinemann (1990), therefore, argue that

Catholic ideology has historically justified women's
punishment and exclusion, and fostered the myth of women’s
moral inferiority. Daly (1973) states,

Patriarchal religion adds to the problem by intensifying
the process through which women internalize the
consciousness of their oppressor. The males’ judgment
having been metamorphosed into God’ s judgment, it becomes
the religious duty of women to accept the burden of
guilt.,.What is more, the process does not stop with
religion’s demanding that women internalize such images.
It happens that those conditioned to see themselves as
“bad" or "sick™ in a real sense become such (p. 49) .

During the medieval period the Catholic church led the

persecution of women. The official impetus for witch-hunting
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came from the Lateran council decree of 1215 that all heretics
should be punished with death (Hale, 1990b). Malleus
Maleficarum (translated as The Hammer of Witches) , was written
in 1486 by two inquisitors belonging to the catholic Dominican
order. It was the official witch hunting manual. Women who
displayed signs of autonomy (especially sexual autonomy) vere
targeted, as were women who practised midwifery and the
healing arts. These women posed a threat to the patriarchal
order. The witch hunts vwere justified because of woman's
'maturally demonic nature, her greater tendencies to lust, and
her inability to control her sinful disposition due to both
her inferior moral nature and her greater corruption by sin™
(Radford Ruether, 1989, p. 36).

Ancther dimension to feminist critiques of Catholic
ideology includes a challenge tothe notion that "the family, "
as historically described by Catholic ideology, is an
immutable, godly ordained dinstitution. Feminists have
demonstrated that Catholic church history has been one of
imposing its ideology through a variety of coercive
mechanisms. The Catholic Jesuit order, for instance, imposed
catholic ideology through its missionary activity in many
parts of the world, including Canada (Leacock, 1991;
Anderson, 1991). As their main resource, both Eleanor Leacock

(1991) and Karen Anderson (1991) have used correspondence
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written during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
between Jesuit missionaries and their superiors in France.
Leacock’s and Anderson's research testifies to the brutal
imposition of a Catholic vision of family and sexual relations
among native populations in Canada. Leacock (1991) writes,
"Essential to Le Jeune’'s program was the introduction of
European family structure, with male authority, female
fidelity, and the elimination of the right to divorce...The
independence of Montagnais women posed continual problems for
the Jesuits" (p. 15). Similarly, Anderson (1991) tells us,

In seeking to transform both the Huron and Montagnais

societies, the Jesuits acted from a body of knowledge

(Christian Theology) which viewed the proper ordering of

relations between people as decidedly hierarchical, and

which attributed specific and different natures and
capabilities to men and women...In carrying out their
missions the Jesuits sought to put that body of knowledge
into practice by convincing the native peoples of New

France that Christianity embodied the true expression of

the nature of men and women (pp. 97-98).

Both Leacock’s and Anderson's research provide compelling
evidence for the social construction of Catholicism’'s
celebrated "divine plan" for marriage and family life (Leo
XIII, 1880/1978). Jesuits were appalled by such practices as
pacifist approaches to conflict resolution, a tolerance for
polygamy (mostly polygyny), sexual relations outside of

marital arrangements, and divorce which could as easily be

initiated by the woman as the man (Leacock, 1991). The



73
Jesuits’ ethnocentric and imperialist practices, therefore,
imposed "God’s plan" for marriage and the family as it had
developed among French Catholics, and used coercive measures
to plant the seeds of patriarchal Catholic ideology among the
Huron and Montagnais bands.

IIT.vi.b Contemporary feminist critiques of Catholic
ideology:

Contemporary feminist critiques of patriarchal Christian
ideology are abundant (Bohn, 1989; Daly, 1973, 1979; Hale,
1990b; Heyward, 1989; Holderread Heggen, 1993; Radford
Ruether, 1989; Ranke Heinemann, 1990). Canadian Sociologist
Sylvia Hale (1990b) argues that while Christian churches are
today no longer taking as overt measures as were taken in the
past to enforce patriarchal domination, "the basic structure
of male dominance within churches remains largely
unchallenged" (p. 175) .

Feminists identify the recent emergence of the Christian
pro-family movement as among the strongest threats to faminist
activism and female autonomy because the pro-family movement’s
reactionary agenda advocates a return to patriarchal family
values. Among Catholics this movement includes the anti-
abortion campaign called "Right to Life." Rosemary Radford
Ruether (1989) identifies the patriarchal ideology at the core

of the Right-to-Life ~zampaign. She writes,
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The very name by which this group refers to itself-
“Right to Life"- is misleading, since these groups have
very little concern for "life" in the broader sense.
They happily support capital punishment and war, and they
show little interest in the economic survival of children
after birth...It is not ignorance but patriarchal
ideology that decrees that women should not use
contraceptives or seek abortion and should accept
whatever pregnancies "God" and males impose on
them...[One of the] fundamental expressions [of the
Right-to-Life movement] has been the assertion of control
over women’s procreative power...Thus, the Right to Life
movement must be seen primarily as a reaction against
female autonomy (pp. 38-39).

Interestingly, Margrit Eichler’s (1985) research also suggests
that the family model promoted by the pro-family movement is
patriarchal.
In this family, the children will receive no sex
education through the schools, there will be no

contraceptives used, men will have first crack at the
available jobs, women...will not have access to day care,

unless there is "need"...When the marriage is unhappy,
the couple should stay together anyhow, no matter what
the tensions may be. Wife battering, incest, child

abuse, and other problems, which have increased due to
the pernicious feminist influence in our society...will
presumably disappear (pp. 24-25).
nmichler (1988) has found that the traditional family model is
no longer viewed as desirable by the majority of Canadians.
Sally Cole (1991) has explored the impact of Catholic
ideology in the lives of women. Cole (1991) investigated the
social construction of sexuality and gender rélations in her
ethnography of a Portuguese coastal community. Cole‘s (1991)
research suggests that despite the long tradition of

anticlericalism in Portugal which has mitigated the efficacy
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of Catholic ideology, the Catholic church continues to be
central to Portuguese culture, and has, therefore,
significantly influenced gendered family arrangements. She
asserts that Catholic ideology is one factor among a complex,
inter-related set of factors which influences the social
construction of gender and sexuality. Cole emphasizes,
however, that women are not simply victims of Catholic
ideological practices. On the contrary, she found that women
actively negotiate and manipulate their gender and sexual
identities, even as these identities are shaped by powerful
patriarchal influences.
III.vi.c The Christian religious tradition and incest:

Several recent works have explicitly investigated
connections between the Christian religious tradition and
incest. Imbens and Jonker (1992) have examined the lives of
twenty women’s experiences of incest." Their analysis is
consistently feminist and provides an examination of the
trauma experienced by the survivors, focusing particularly on
Christian influences in the incest histories. Among the
connections between incest and Christianity they identify are
a theology of ownership which underpins Christian family

ideology, obedience to patriarchal authority emphasized in

0 All of the women grew up in Christian families; half came

from Catholic homes.
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Christian homes, and denial and fear of sexuality. Imbens and
Jonker (1992), however, often emphasize the impact of
Christian beliefs to the exclusion of other social factors,
such as women's economic dependence within families.

Holderread Heggen (1993) similarly focuses on Christian
beliefs. She asserts that Christianity supports the view that
God intends for men to dominate and women and children to
submit, and that women, by their role in the "fall of man,"
are morally inferior to men. She thus emphasizes the
psychological impact of Christian beliefs which provide an
environment in which would-be abusers can justify their
behaviour through distortion or extension of those beliefs.
Holderread Heggen admits the existence of other factors which
compound the impact of Christian beliefs, such as women's
economic disadvantage in families. Although she does not
adopt a socialist or materialist framework, Holderread Heggen
suggests that the sexual abuse of children will continue as
long as patriarchy is supported and male dominance is
considered the appropriate model for human relationships.
Thus, she believes it is impossible both to stop the sexual
abuse of children and promote a patriarchal family model.

The authors of a recent Canadian Catholic church response
to clergy abuse of children view sexual abuse as a weak-willed

enactment of sexual fantasies instead of an act of abusive
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power (Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1992). The
committee, appointed by the Canadian Conference of Catholic
Bishops in the wake of the Newfoundland crisis in the late
1980s, fails to recognize our culture'’'s eroticization of male
violence against vulilerable people, such as children and women
(Valverde, 1985; Rogers, 1990). Echoing Catholic social
teaching which demands the transformation of individuals and
unjust institutions, the authors (1992) suggest that

the church is on the side of openness and truth... on the

side of transforming individuals and institutions...Child

sexual abuse flourishes in a society that is based on
competition and power and which is undermined by sexual
exploitation and violence against women. Contemporary
society has shown itself quick to reject traditional
values, to be unable to offer new ones, and to be unfair
to women and children. The challenge to transform
society becomes enormous when we begin to realize the
terrible social cost when child abuse is tolerated

(Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1992, pp. 40-

41) .

The authors, however, fail to explore the ways in which
the church’s own traditions have been unfair to women and
children (Zieget Silberman, 1983; Bohn, 1989). Thus, they
conveniently project the responsibility for sexual abuse onto
a secular culture which has rejected traditional values.
While they are certainly correct to identify the exploitation
of women and vulnerable people in society in general, it is

surely ironic that they failed to see the church’s own role in

the exploitation of women, and to examine the impact of



78
traditional values. In my view, if the church is truly on the
side of openness and truth it will begin to examine this
history and the benefits to men of compulsory heterosexuality
and a division of labour which translates into vulnerability
for women and children. In addition, from a feminist

int p ive, the is

it

has been written by powerful theologians and clergy members
purporting to understand the dynamics of sexual abuse, not by
survivors themselves. Thus, while the document is earnest and
well-intentioned, the authors’ saturation in patriarchal,
hierarchical relations probably makes it difficult for them to
see the full range of causes of abuse, and to see how their
own participation in a stratified system may be part of the
problem.

III.vii Conclusion:

In this chapter I began by defining incest and sexual
abuse. I discussed the prevalence and long-term impact of
sexual abuse and incest. I then identified theories
explaining sexual abuse, including maternal collusion theory,
pathology theory and feminist theory. Next I linked the
literature to historical and contemporary feminist critiques
of Catholic ideology. Congruent with my feminist standpoint
framework, I have drawn on feminist research that is grounded

in women’s experience. In the following chapter, keeping in
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mind the theoretical web constructed in chapter two and the

1i di d in ch three, I lay out my research

design.



80
Chapter Four

Design and logy

IV.i Research objectives:

I designed my research with several objectives in mind.
I wanted to explore, from the standpoint of women, the social
construction of gender relations and sexuality in Catholic
homes by interviewing incest survivors. I was particularly
interested in exploring the significance of Catholic
ideology’s emphasis on a traditional gendered division of
labour which, first, grants social privilege to men in
Catholic families, and, second, places mothers in positions of
social and economic vulnerability. I was also interested in
exploring the sexual culture in Catholic families, and its
significance to histories of incest. As I designed and
implemented the research project, I was intent on uncovering
ways that families might become more empowering for women and
children. As Harding (1991; 1993) and Smith (1987; 1990)
suggest, women'’s everyday experiences, especially experiences
of oppression, provide an epistemologically beneficial
starting point for a feminist sociology. In my feminist
analysis of Catholic families, therefore, I chose to employ a
feminist, qualitative, participatory action methodology. The
primary methods included individual interviews, focus group

interviews and textual analysis of Catholic documents on
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marriage, family life and sexuality.
IV.ii.a Qualitative research:

Qualitative research enables the researcher to explore
complex social phenomena, facilitates the discovery of
cultural nuances and enables the researcher to document social
phenomena in rich and meaningful ways. It also has great
utility in uncovering the subjective side of social processes
(Marshall & Rossman, 1989). Qualitative research contrasts
with gquantitative research which is often considered more
scientifically sound than qualitative research, although
theorists such as Sandra Harding (1993) contest this claim.
Qualitative research is strongly criticized for its limited
generalizability. This criticism is countered by the claim
that quantitative methodologies cannot adequately explain
complex and often contradictory realities of social life. 1In
addition, the goals of qualitative research are more suited to
constructing knowledge than quantitative research which seeks
to uncover pre-existing, indisputable facts about the natural
and social worlds. My project was politically motivated from
its inception and guided by my theoretical assumption that
women’s lives are epistemically beneficial places from which
to begin social research. Thus, my project was not suited to
a quantitative approach which would purport to be objective

and value-neutral.
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IV.ii.b Participatory action research:

For decades, social scientists, and especially feminist
social scientists, have been working out research
methodologies which are more participatory, inclusive, and
emancipatory than traditional, mainstream methodologies.
Kirby and McKenna (1989) promote a feminist methodology which
is informed by Docrothy Smith's (1987) work. For them,
researching from the margins is a process which begins with
women’'s experiences of marginalization. Kirby and McKenna's
methodological position, although this ig not explicitly
stated, is also similar to Harding’s (1991; 1993). Harding's
epistemological tenet is that social scientific research is
more accurate when it begins with the lives of oppressed and
marginalized people. Kirby and McKenna (1989) define "the
margins" as

the context in which those who suffer injustice,

inequality and exploitation live their lives. People

find themselves on the margins not only in terms of the
inequality in the distribution of material resources, but
also knowledge production is organized so that the views
of a small group of people are presented as objective, as

"The Truth." ....Focusing on the world from the

perspective of the margins allows us to see the world

differently and, in many ways, more authentically (p.

33).

Kirby and McKenna promote an approach to research with

participants that is emancipatory and inclusive.

Demystifying research skills challenges current social
relations in which expertise remains a source of power



83

for a few rather than a resource available to all. Doing

research [collectively] allows us to begin to rename our

experience, and thus participate in creating knowledge we

can use (p. 170).

According to William Foot:: Whyte (1991), a well-known
exponent of participatory action methodologies, "in the
mainstream view, the social researcher should aim at
discovering basic scientific facts or relationships and not
get directly involved in linking social research to action"
(p. 8). Further, the prevailing view assumes that it is up to
the researcher, and not those on whom the research is
conducted, to make these discoveries. Positivist, mainstream
methodologies encourage research "on" rather than research
"with" research subjects. In particular, positivist studies
on sexual abuse maintain a professional distance which conveys
a sense that "the problem lies with victims or these families"
rather than "the problem is our society of which I am a
member." Participatory action methodologies, however, promote
research in which the participants are critical actors, not
passive subjects, in the discovery and creation of knowledge
about the social world.

Patricia Maguire’s (1987) feminist version of
participatory action methodology is congruent with a feminist
standpoint framework. Maguire (1987) suggests that

participatory action research has emerged out of social
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movements which envision a society free of domination. It
offers a way for researchers to demonstrate solidarity with
disempowered groups. The goal of such research is not to
merely describe the social world, but to change it.
Participatory action research encourages a process of
consciousness raising for everyone involved. Participants
take ownership in the research process. Thus, participatory
action research, according to Maguire (1987), has a '"re-
humanizing" goal (p. 30). Working within a participatory
action methodology has allowed me to speak in solidarity with
the women who comprise my research group. T do not pretend to
be separate from these women. I am a woman, after all.
Therefore, I am a survivor of many forms of oppression and
discrimination.

Participatory action methodologies are not the only
research methodologies that contribute to social change. And
this methodology is not without its difficulties and
limitations. First, such a methodology requires a great deal
of time and mutual commitment on the part of researcher and
participants. Maguire (1987) suggests that "one of the most
under-rated limitations on participatory research is simply
time" (p. 16). Second, because effective communication is
central to the success of the project, everyone must develop

a tolerance for conflict within the group and a commitment to
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a consensus-oriented process rather than a researcher-
directed, unilateral process. For the researcher, then, one
challenge is to relinquish unilateral control over the
research process (Maguire, 1987).
IV.iii Research design:

The research process was designed to allow me, the
researcher, and research participants, over time, to make
connections between incest ‘and Catholic family culture.
Congruent with both feminist standpoint theory and a
participatory action methodology, it was my intent to promote
solidarity among the group members and to encourage the
research participants to share with me ownership of the
research process.

I developed a research design with three main components:
individual interviews, focus group interviews and analysis of
Catholic texts on marriage, family life and sexuality. I
analysed Catholic texts throughout the research period to a)
help me prepare interview questions, and b) help me analyse
the interview data. Throughout the research process
participants were sent reports on the interviews. A
preliminary report was sent in October of 1994, after the
first set of individual interviews and the first focus group
interview. I sent a secondary report in March of 1995, after

the second set of individual interviews. The final focus
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group discussion was held at the end of March, 1995, after
participants had a chance to read the secondary report. (See
appendix X for a detailed chronology of the research process).

The reports to participants served several purposes.
They allowed me to a) prepare the participants for future
visits to the research site, b) provide for the participants
a sampling of excerpts, c) summarize the emergent themes from
the interviews, and d) give preliminary interpretations of the
data. The participants were encouraged and given
opportunities to express their agreement or disagreement with
my interpretations. I promised to present, in the text of my
thesis, any points of difference between my own views and the
views of the interviewees. In addition, in the fall of 1994
I delivered two academic papers on my research-in-progress.
Writing these papers helped me to synthesize the on-going
textual analysis and interview data analysis.

IV.iii.a Sample:

I conducted the research within a women'’'s community of
which I was an accepted member. Two factors led me to do
this. First, I knew I could count on the support of the
women’s centre staff who trusted me to deal responsibly with
this delicate subject area. Second, I felt that a necessary,
albeit insufficient, condition for the success of my

participatory action methodology was a pre-existing social
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The women’s centre staff and board members were extremely
supportive when I approached them about my decision to
research links between incest and Catholic families. They
helped me identify potential interviewees by distributing a
summary of research objectives (appendix I) among
participants in two active groups for survivors of sexual
abuse. I also made the summary available to two feminist
counsellors in the town. I sought participants who a) were no
longer in crisis over their history of sexual abuse; b) have
reflected on this history and had worked with a professional
counsellor and/or survivors’ group; and c) have grown up in
i.z2ilies which were self-identified as Catholic. I gave
copies of my research proposal to several potential
participants prior to their decision to participate. All but
one were immediately enthusiastic about the proposal. Faye,
who hesitated briefly, eventually also enthusiastically agreed
to participate. She told me,

I can remember when I first read the proposal, feeling a

bit shocked. It was almost as if you were attacking my

mother, the church...But once I kind of got over that
feeling I was really impressed with your proposal and it
really started me thinking.

Quite by chance, the group of eight women who volunteered
to participate was composed of four women in their forties or

early fifties and four women in their twenties or early
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thirties. For the first group of women, then, the incest
occurred during the period before Vatican II (the 1940s and
1950s), while for the second group the incest occurred during
the period following Vatican II (the late 1960s and early
1970s) . It is important to note, however, that the parents of
the second group were brought up well before Vatican II, thus
making difficult a distinct pre and post Vatican II comparison
of the data.

The names used in the thesis are not the participants’
actual names. The women chose their own aliases, in most
cases, names that had meaning for them. The first group
consisted of Cherrie, Elizabeth, Faye and Mary. The second
group consisted of Content, Courage, Jackie and Maya. In
every case but one, the family demographics (at the time that
the abuse occurred) corresponded to the Catholic ideal:
fathers who acted as sole or primary breadwinners and mothers
who were primary care-givers. The smallest family had two
children. Four women grew up in families with five children
or more. One family had twelve children.

IV.iii.b Individual interviews:

Individual interviews are an immediate, rich source of
data. Interviews are a common method for qualitative
researchers; they allow the researcher to explore complex

social phenomena and have great utility in uncovering the
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subjective side of social processes (Marshall & Rossman,
1989) . Congruent with feminist standpoint theorists, Eichler
(1987) cites Ann Oakley (1981) who identifies the use of
traditional interviewing practices as morally indefensible.
Oakley argues for a relationship between interviewer and
interviewee that is non-hierarchical and in which the
interviewer is prepared to invest her own personal identity in
the relationship. Oakley also suggests that there is no
intimacy without reciprocity (Eichler, 1987). To illustrate
a similar belief, Reinharz (1992) cites a study about rape in
which one of the researchers had herself been raped. The
researcher’s disclosure put the women participants at ease.
The researchers "modelled their interviews on what they called
a ‘true dialogue’ rather than an ‘interrogation’. Self-
disclosure initiates true dialogue by allowing researchers to
become ‘co-researchers’" (p. 33).

I conducted two sets of in-depth individual interviews

with the participants , as Reinharz (1992) s,
v[mlultiple interviews are likely to be more accurate than
single interviews because of the opportunity to ask additional
questions and to get corrective feedback on previously
obtained information" (p. 37). I used open-ended questions
and invited the participants to reflect on aspects of their

histories as incest survivors (appendix II). The first set of
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individual interviews took place during July and August of
1994. I transcribed the notes from those interviews and
returned them to the participants for their approval and
feedback. '

The second set of individual interviews was held in
Decerber of 1994 (appendix III). Participants received a
preliminary report on the summer interviews in October and had
two months to think about the interpretations in preparation
for a second individual interview. I arrived at the research
site later than planned so only six of the eight women were
available for second individual interviews. One woman was
unavailable due to family commitments, the other to work and
holiday commitments.

The interviews were held in places chosen by the
participants, usually the participants’ own homes or the
women's centre. One interview was held in the office of the
participant’s counsellor where the participant was accustomed
to discussing her history of incest.
1V.iii.c Focus groups:

Focus groups are group interviews in which the

' This firgt set of interviews was based on notes rather
than audio-tapes. Thus, about 20% of interview excerpts that
appear in later chapters are based on notes rather than
transcriptions. The interview notes were approved by the
interviewees. In three cases slight amendments were made before
approval was granted.
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interviewer asks loosely structured, open-ended questions
intended to facilitate interactive dialogue (Morgan, 1988).
I chose to conduct focus groups in addition to individual
interviews because group dynamics among participants usually
produce results that would be unavailable solely through
individual interviews. Indeed, the participants told me that
hearing the views of the other women reinforced their own
positions and also encouraged them to think in new ways.
Group reflection on the significance of that shared
experience, in my opinion, also fostered a richer analysis.
Thus, the use of focus groups within my participatory action
methodology supported Morgan’s (1988) claim that the hallmark
of focus groups is the use of the group interaction to produce
data and insights which are difficult to gather outside of a
group context. Meeting the other participants provided the
women with additional exposure to ideas related to incest and
Catholicism. We were constructing knowledge in a communal way
during the focus group discussions.

I used focus group discussions two times in the research
process to help the participants and myself refine and
reconsider the ideas presented in the individual interviews.
The first was held in August of 1994 (appendix IV). I took
Morgan’s (1988) suggestion to prepare participants for focus

group discussions by providing them with transcripts of
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previous interviews. I planned to provide transcribed notes
from each individual interview to each participant prior to
the first focus group discussion. However, only seven of the
individual interviews had been completed prior to the focus
group and, of these, only six sets of notes had been
transcribed. Scheduling problems and the time limitations of
my own field work prevented me from conducting and
transcribing all eight interviews prior to the focus group.
Thus, I learned that if in future I plan to return transcripts
of individual interviews to participants prior to a focus
group discussion, I need to schedule the focus group long
enough after the last of the individual interviews to allow
time for transcription and other potential delays.

The first focus group discussion was held at the women’s
centre. Not all participants were comfortable at the women’s
centre so I was grateful to one of the women who arranged to
have the second focus group held at a local college. The
second focus group was held at the end of March 1995 (appendix
V). Participants received the second report, which included
cumulative interpretive comments on and interview excerpts
from all previous interviews, in the first week of March.

Qualified counsellors were present during the focus group
discussions. They were asked to be available in the event

that someone needed a break or felt uncomfortable. During the
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first focus group discussion the invited counsellor spoke
openly about some negative aspects of her own Catholic
upbringing and her history as an incest survivor. While I,
the researcher, welcomed her input and felt her contributions
enhanced the focus group discussion, one participant felt
uncomfortable with her negative views. The other women felt
that her input enhanced the group discussion. The dilemma
over whether to invite this counsellor again was ultimately
moot as for health reasons she was unavailable during the
March focus group discussion. In the second focus group one
of the participants, a certified psychologist, was available
to act as counsellor.

IV.iii.d Textual analysis:

My thesis includes textual analysis of four Catholic
texts on marriage, family life and sexuality. As I read the
first text, John Paul II's (1981) papal exhortation on
marriage and family life, I formulated questions about
potential fault lines for women in Catholic families,
including: What historical evidence exists to contest the
pope’s claim that "the family" has been "willed by God in the
very act of creation" (p. 23)? What gender arrangements are
prescribed for the Catholic family? How did such gender
arrangements influence the incest histories? What does the

pope say about sexuality? How were these views on sexuality
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translated in Catholic families, and, in turn, what
significance did these views have for the incest survivors?

As I began to analyse the interviews I returned to this
text with "new eyes" and identified other points of
disjuncture for women in Catholic families. Additional
questions emerged based on the fact that half of the women
were abused in the pre Vatican II period. Would my analysis
of Catholic ideology in the pre Vatican II period be limited
by textual analysis of a document written well after Vatican
II? Are there differences between Catholic texts written
prior to and after Vatican II? To answer these question I
decided to analyse several pre Vatican II documents including
Leo XIII's (1880/1978) encyclical letter on Christian
Marriage, Arcanum Divinae Sapientiae, Pius XI's (1930/1978)
encyclical letter on Christian Marriage, Casti Connubii, and
Reverend George A. Kelly’s (1958) Catholic Marriage Manual

I discovered that these official Catholic texts exhibit
striking similarities. Their consistency is remarkable given
a span of more than one hundred years. Viewed from a
traditional sociological standpoint, these texts represent the
teachings of one of society’s powerful institutions. From the
standpoint of women who have grown up in Catholic homes,
however, these teachings on Catholic marriage, family life and

sexuality represent the ideological vision of the Catholic
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ruling order.
IV.iv Ethical considerations:

As I designed my research I kept in mind that in any
research undertaking the rights and integrity of human
subjects take precedence over the need to conduct research
(SSHRC Research Ethics Guide, 1993). Primary research with
women survivors of sexual abuse presented me with a number of
serious ethical concerns. Indeed, women survivors of sexual
abuse are considered a "vulnerable population" because they
have been selected on account of their incest histories, and
because some or all of the women may be undergoing psychiatric
care (MUN School of Social Work Human Subjects Research
Committee, Ethical Guidelines, 1993).

The research participants were protected in a number of
ways. To ensure that research participants had sufficient

access to ic t! the research

period, I chose only participants who were active in a group
for survivors of sexual abuse and/or who were seeing a
counsellor. Only women over the age of eighteen were invited
to participate in the study. Prior to signing the consent
form (appendix VI) participants were made aware of the
possibility that the study may be published. All potential
participants were fully informed about the scope and

objectives of the study. Their anonymity (beyond the research
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group) was X ed thr . I, the , and the
participants signed the consent form and a oath of
confidentiality (appendix VII) prior to participating in the
interviews and the focus group discussions. This helped
participants to feel free to speak openly during the focus
group discussions. The oath of confidentiality also
reinforced that the anonymity of the other research
participants was to be protected. Participants were required
to sign a form giving consent to have data collected with the
aid of auditory devices (tapes and tape recorder) (appendix
VIII). The participants signed a consent form to release the
research data (appendix IX). The master list which matches
the actual names with the names of the given aliases is to be
destroyed upon submission of the thesis. The transcripts,
however, will not be destroyed until three years after
submission of the thesis. This will allow sufficient time to
prepare the results for publication in the event that I choose
to do so.

IV.v Experiences of the research process:

While a power differential existed between myself and the
other participants I attempted, congruent with the principles
of feminist standpoint theory and my participatory action
methodology, to enter the research process as a sister

collaborator. I tried to promote a sense that we were
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learning together and that no one has a monopoly on "the

truth.” Several participants felt this was achieved

throughout the research by my encour of

interactive feedback.

When I asked the participants to reflect on the research
process, Faye told me she felt empowered as a result of
participating.

I really liked your approach. Like, I really like the
feminist kind of approach where you try and reduce as
much as possible the power differential between
researcher and subjects...And I like the way you saw it
as a collaborative enterprise, where we were really
involved and giving feedback and where you took a lot of
time obviously, you know, to think about the
confidentiality and how to set that up and reassure
us...You were doing this as a researcher but there was a
solidarity there as a researcher. We weren’t just people
you were examining in a very objective way...I think it's
much more humane than the old way of keeping it kind of
objective and non-involved. I think the whole process
has really helped me understand more not so much why I
was sexually abused but how it could be hidden, how I
wouldn’t tell and how the sexual abuse was tied up with
the Catholic thing.

Maya was appreciative of the care that went into the
process of providing participants with a preliminary and
secondary report on the interviews.

I feel in general really good about the process. I think
it was really care-ful, as in full of care. You know, it
was really respectful and there was every opportunity to
have input. I feel good about that. If those measures
hadn’t been taken I probably wouldn’t have felt as
comfortable with the whole thing. So that's good.

Several others felt the process helped them make links
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between Catholicism and their history of incest. Mary, for
instance, said that she had never previously given thought to
the significance of her Catholic history, yet when I
interviewed her she war able to give many richly detailed
accounts of ways in which Catholicism played a role in the
incest.

I don’t think I did think about all this stuff [from a
Catholic perspective] until I talked with you. Catholic
is all I‘ve ever known. So I wouldn't know any other way
to think. If I'd been from some other religion I would
have been just as friggin’ screwed up, for certain.
Because the morals of each church are pretty damn, "This
is the way things are and this is what you do." They're
[religions] all pretty dogmatic...I'd never analyzed it
much from the perspective you’'re looking at it. I did in
that I wondered how we could have been such an anti-
Christian church because these are rules someone made and
you’'re so busy living the rules that you miss living.

Mary also pointed out that the periods of time in between the
interviews were crucial to her ability to synthesize and make
connections.
All that time period [August until December 1994] I've
had that time. I needed that and I didn’t even know that
I needed it. I would’ve wanted to get it all overwith in
one day, overwith and I’'d never want to see you or it
again in that context. But it was good that it was
structured this way. I’ve changed a lot since October
[when the report was sent]. It’s just incredible.
During the second focus group, Content reflected that she
has been glad to have an additional opportunity to tell her
story. "I guess the reason why I warted to help you with it

was probably more for myself, so it would give me an
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opportunity to tell my story. So I'm glad I'm here."
Elizabeth said the collective story-telling helped her to
synthesize her own experience.

I thought about the [group] interview every so often. I
think it opened up a new area of having to look at
things...There was a sense of not being alone in it.
That’s what the group does. The group helped a lot to be
able to put this thing together, to kind of synthesize.

Mary was very enthusiastic about her experience of
belonging to the group, and being part of a study which may
bring about social change.

i'm really looking forward to seeing your work, even if
I don't agree with some of it, that’ll be fine. I can
handle that. And it’s a privilege to have taken part in
the process. Don’t ever think you've taken advantage of
any of us. I suspect we all feel this way. It’'s part of
history, and it’s a part of history that you’re hesitant
to share with the world because they might not believe
you-- Can this much really have happened to one person?
They’re all so profound [the stories] in their own way.

Having read your transcription [September, 1994] I just
feel it’s going to go somewhere. It's going to be part of
change. It’s not going to be something that’ll just
collect dust. We will be more empowered by writings like
this and someone’s got to do it. I’m too busy surviving.
If I was only in your youthful shoes I think I would be
doing similar work...I can’t be the pioneer to do this
stuff so you’re doing it for us. And I think it’s pretty
darn exciting.

Cherrie also affirmed the group experience. "I’'m finding thet
the more I talk about [the incest] with people I can trust and
with whom I feel safe I feel freed...So, to me, that’s a way
of becoming empowered."

I was inspired by Mary’'s comment during the final focus
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group which affirmed our collective research methodology.
"The Pope's not doing a process, we are. I don’t think
[members of the all-male Catholic hierarchy] do come through
a process. If they did they'd come from a more informed
place."

In summary, then, the participants reported several
benefits of the participatory action methodology. First,
participants felt empowered by their role in the research
process. There was a sense of solidarity among the group

which w:

grounded in our common bond as women, as Catholic
(or ex-Catholic) women, and women who share a commitment to
challenging social relations which foster incest. Second,
participants felt they gained insight into their own life
histories by listening to the experiences of others. Third,
the women had the satisfaction of knowing that they are
participating in research which may conceivably help to end
the cycle of violence in families. Finally, some of the women
described the process as "therapeutic" and an "aid to [their]
recovery."

Women’s "caring work" is a central component of a
carefully conducted feminist participatory action
methodology, and such work certainly characterized both the
research and writing processes. This caring work allowed me

to develop rich and rewarding relationships with the
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participants, and, in turn, to act as a catalyst in fostering
relationships among the participants themselves. While the
work that has gone into developing and maintaining
relationships with the participants is largely invisible and
does not appear in the text of the thesis, I feel it deserves
to be mentioned. My thesis and my own life have been enhanced
by my connection and sense of responsibility to the
participants.

IV.vi Data analysis process:

The women I interviewed often described strikingly
similar family patterns and these patterns aided me in the
interpretation and analysis of the data. Because my sample of
eight Catholic women was a small, convenient sample, the
findings cannot be generalized to the Catholic family
population. And because no non-Catholic incest survivors were
interviewed, it is impossible to know to what extent
Catholicism influences gender and sexual relations in Catholic
families as compared with non-Catholic families. To explore
this was not the objective of my research. My gcal was to use
qualitative methods as a way of exploring the dimensions and
complexities of incest in Catholic families. I n
writing the preliminary report (September, 1994) and secondary
report (March, 1995) I analysed the interview data according

to themes. The textual analysis of official Catholic writings
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on marriage, family life and sexuality, guided my choice of
themes. The themes included: a) Catholicism as a general
presence in the survivors’ families; b) lack of respect for
boundaries; c) fear of male authority; d) lack of protection
from mothers; e) negative response from family to early sexual
experiences; f) physical and/or domestic abuse; g) passive
acceptance of the abuse; h) guilt related to expression of
sexuality; i) seeking consolation, redemption or forgiveness
from the church; and j) rejection of church values.

The analysis process involved a continuous sifting and
distilling of the data. An important component in the process
was the interplay between my reading of the Catholic texts and
my reading of the interview transcripta. The textual analysis
helped me to formulate interview questions durirg the three
interview periods (summer 1994, winter 1994 and spring 1995)
as well as to analyse the interview data.

The interviews pointed to the social construction of
gender roles in families and sexuality as significant to the
incest histories. BAs I reflacted both on the Catholic texts
and the interviews, and applied Smith’s (1987, 1990) analysis
of a "line of fault" which emerges out of women’s struggles,”

I discerned two further sub-categories within Catholic

2 In chapter five I offer an extensive overview of Smith's

analysis in relation to the interviews.
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ideology: "Catholic family ideology," which defines
appropriate gender roles; and "Catholic sexual ideology,"
which defines the parameters for morally appropriate sexual
relations.

Another important dimension to the analysis process was
my own extensive journal writing, congruent with Kirby and
McKenna's (1989) method of tracking "conceptual baggage."
Throuyh my writing I attempted to sort out my own feelings and
experience of Catholicism from those presented in the
interviews. I noted a significant shift over the course of
this thesis-writing from assuming an "I" position vis-a-vis
the data to a position which, hopefully, more accurately
represents the women’'s collective standpoint.

IV.vii Conclusion:

In this chapter I outlined my research objectives and
justified my choice of a qualitative, participatory action
methodology. I gave details of and justification for my
choice of three specific methods within my methodology:
individual interviews, focus group interviews, and textual
analysis. A significant part of the chapter documented the
women's reflections on participating inthis research project.
I concluded the chapter with details of the data analysis
process. The remaining chapters, five through nine, are

devoted to a full explication of this analysis.
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Chapter Five

Charting the "Line of Fault®™ in Catholic Families

At the fault line along which women’s experience breaks

away from the discourses mediated by texts that are

integral to the relations of ruling in contemporary
society, a critical standpoint emerges. We make a new
language that gives us speech, ways of knowing, ways of

working politically (Dorothy Smith, 1990, p. 11).

V.i Introduction:

In this chapter I lay the groundwork for my analysis by
introducing Dorothy Smith’s (1987; 1990) 1line of fault
argument as it applies to the specific cases of eight Catholic
families in which incest occurred. I define Catholic family
and sexual ideology in relation to my analysis of Catholic
texts on marriage, family life and sexuality, and the
interview data. I then discuss, within Smith’'s historical
materialist framework, the incest survivors’ emergent
consciousness of oppression within their families. Next I
identify the women’s repressed incest memories as an
illustration of Smith's line of fault metaphor. I conclude
the chapter by charting the three main points of rupture along
the line of fault. These points of rupture are analysed in
detail in chapters six, seven and eight respectively.

I have chosen the above quotation from Smith (1990) to
begin working with Catholic ideology because it brings

together two central components in the analysis of my thesis



105
data. The first component is the identification of texts
which are "integral to the relations of ruling." The texts of
the Catholic church promote patriarchal relations of ruling;
thus, these texts are focal in my/our feminist analysis of the
social construction of Catholic ideology and Catholic identity
within families.

The second component is the "critical standpoint" created
as women’s experiences within Catholic families emerge as
cuptures and disjunctures within Catholic ideological
practices and discourses. As we contrast, on the one hand,
the components of Catholic ideclogy embodied in the official
writings with, on the other hand, the voices of Catholic
incest survivors, we chart the points of rupture along the
fault line. The women’s emergent consciousness about the
oppression of incest counters society’s patriarchal ideology
generally, and Catholic ideology more specifically. From
women’s standpoint, then, we begin to develop new ways of
"knowing" about Catholic family life, and thus, new ways of
"working politically" to make family life more empowering for
women and children.

v.ii Catholic family and sexual ideology in historical
context:

Secular society’s ideological constructions of gender and

sexual relations between the 1940s and 1970s (the period in
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which these women were sexually abused) supported compulsory
heterosexuality and a gendered division of labour. Among the
countless examples of such ideological constructions are the
popular 1950s and 1960s television programs “Father Knows

Best" and "Leave it to Beaver," and the influential book

Fascinating Womanhood (Andelin, 1965), which encouraged
selfless expressions of feminine domesticity. Catholic

ideology, in significant ways, compounded these ideological
constructions of compulsory heterosexuality and traditional
family living by adding a moral dimension to them. In other
words, by having "God" endorse compulsory heterosexuality,
catholic ideology made such constructions appear divinely
ordained and, therefore, unchallengeable (Daly, 1973) .

In earlier chapters I suggested that a “traditional"
family model, which reflects and fundamentally suppoxts the
institution of compulsory heterosexuality, is a central
mechanism of patriarchal ideology. For instance, Rich (1980)
argues,

When we look hard and clearly at the extent and

elaboration of measures designed to keep women within a

male sexual purlieu, it becomes an inescapable question

whether the issue we have to address as feminists is, not
simple "gender inequality, " nor the domination of culture
by males, nor mere "taboos against homosexuality," but
the enforcement of heterosexuality for women as a means
of assuring male right of physical, economical and
emotional access (p. 647).

Ccatholic ideology mirror’s the "institution of compulsory
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heterosexuality" as expounded by Adrienne Rich (1980). Its
vision of the family epitomizes the social constraints of
compulsory heterosexuality: a permanent and indissoluble
marriage bond between a man and woman; sexual expression only
within such a bond; a division of labour in which women have
primary responsibility for the care of children and home, and
in which men earn the family wage; and an openness to new life
in every act of sexual intercourse. If patriarchal ideology
is the means by which a ruling group sustains its own
domination (Smith, 1987; 1990), then Catholic ideology is a
sub-set within the larger set of patriarchal relations of
ruling. Christian religious ideology, and particularly
Catholic ideology, with its monolithic, conservative family
bias, is an important part of society’s larger relations of
ruling.

Catholic family and sexual ideology, as I use it in this
thesis, stands for the symbols, images, mechanisms and
practices by which the church has sustained its influence in
the lives of Catholics. "Catholic family ideology" refers to
codes for appropriate gender roles in families. "Catholic
sexual ideology" refers to the codes of morally appropriate
sexual behaviour. While I divide Catholic ideology into two
parts-- Catholic family ideology and Catholic sexual ideology-

- these are complementary, not competing, ways of wviewing
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Catholic ideology. The two ideologies connect in the
requirement that sexuality be expressed only between
consecrated spouses who, together with their children,
constitute a legitimate Catholic "family."

It is important to note that the official Catholic church
contests claims about its ideological basis because its vision
of family and sexual relations is thought to represent 'the
truth" (John Paul II, 1981, p. 24). Ideology implies
relativism, which the church deplores. Such a position,
however, ignores the ways in which Catholicism’'s "truths" have
been socially constructed over time by an unquestionably
masculinist ruling apparatus (Anderson, 1991; Daly, 1973;
Leacock, 1991 ; Ranke Heinemann, 1990; Zieget Silberman, 1983).
V.ii.a The smecond Vatican council and Catholic ideology:

Despite vast changes implemented after the second vatican
council, Catholic family and sexual ideology has not changed
significantly since the late nineteenth century. The second
vatican council was established by John XXIII in the early
1960s as a way of revisioning the church, of opening a window
where previously all windows and doors had been barred. The
revisioning was three-fold. First