History of the Battered Women’s Movement

Focus on Virginia

202 B.C.
At the end of the Punic Wars, the family structure changes giving women more freedoms, including property rights and the right to sue their husbands for unjustified beatings.

1767
British Common Law allows for a man to chastise his wife with a stick no greater than the length from the last joint to the end of the thumb (the rule of thumb).

1871
Alabama and Massachusetts declare wife beating illegal.

1880’s
In England, the law is changed to allow a wife who had been habitually beaten by her husband to the point of "endangering her life" to separate from him, but cannot divorce him.

1882
Maryland is the first state to pass a law that makes wife beating a crime, punishable by 40 lashes, or a year in jail.

1886
A lower court in North Carolina, as a result of the 1874 North Carolina Supreme Court ruling, declares that a criminal indictment cannot be brought against a husband unless the battery is so great as to result in permanent injury, endanger life and limb, or be malicious beyond all reasonable bounds.

1895 
The Married Women's Property Act (in England) makes conviction for assault sufficient grounds for divorce.

1962
In New York, domestic violence cases are transferred from Criminal Court to Family Court where only civil procedures apply. The husband never faces the harsher penalties he would suffer if found guilty in Criminal Court for assaulting a stranger.

1964
Refuge House, the first battered women’s shelter in the world, opens in London.

1966
Beating, as cruel and inhumane treatment, becomes grounds for divorce in New York, but the plaintiff must establish that a "sufficient" number of beatings have taken place. 

1972
The San Jose Police Department is sued on behalf of Ruth Bunnell for wrongful death due to police negligence. Ruth called the police requesting assistance but was refused. Ruth's husband killed her. In the year prior to her death, she called the police 29 times complaining about the violent acts her ex-husband committed against her and her daughters

1974
In California, battered women are able to legally claim compensation for their injuries.


In Fairfax County, VA, considered one of the wealthiest counties in the United States, police report 4,073 family disturbance calls, and that approximately 30 assault warrants are sought each week. Domestic violence is not just a ghetto or lower-class issue.

Erin Pizzey, publishes Scream Quietly or the Neighbors Will Hear in England, the first book about domestic violence from a battered woman’s perspective.

1975
Most U.S. states allow wives to bring criminal action against a husband who inflicts injury upon her. 

1977
Emerge, the first counseling program for men who batter, is founded in Boston, Massachusetts, at the request of women working in shelters.

Francine Hughes is acquitted on the grounds of "temporary insanity" for the murder of her husband. She suffered abuse since 1963, but received no help from police or social workers. Even when she divorced him, he refused to move out. Her story is told in 1980 by Faith McNulty in The Burning Bed: the True Story of an Abused Wife

Washington State Supreme Court makes a landmark decision in State v. Wanrow declaring that a woman defendant's right to equal protection under the law in a murder trial was violated by instructions that require a woman's conduct be measured against that of a reasonable man finding himself in the same circumstances. The use of commensurate force and the perception of an imminent danger might be different for a woman, who is entitled to have the jury consider her actions in that light. Thus the reasonable woman standard. This is the beginning of the battered women's syndrome defense
VA: The first shelter in Virginia opens: the Women’s Resource Center of the New River Valley is located in Radford. 

1978
On May 23, the House of Representatives by a vote of 205 to 201 fails to pass the domestic Violence Act of 1978. The Senate passes H.R. 12299, the Domestic Violence Act of 1978.

1979 Domestic Violence Act (1976) allows for temporary exclusion from the house of the violent partner using a civil injunction with the possibility of attaching powers of arrest for subsequent violation.

1980

VA: Virginians Against Domestic Violence is formed.

1982
VA: Senator Rick Boucher introduces legislation to increase the marriage license fee from $3 to $13. The Marriage License Tax Bill passes in both houses, allocating $400,000 for battered women’s programs and child abuse prevention programs. 

1984
VA: The Protective Order is created as a civil option in Virginia.  This is the first time battered women have an option other than filing for divorce or making a criminal complaint.

1985
Tracey Thurman wins her suit against a Connecticut police department for negligence and violation of her civil rights. Her husband receives a 15-year sentence for attacking her, stabbing her and repeatedly kicking her in the head during 1983.

The first book about African American women and abuse is published by Evelyn White entitled Chain, Chain Change: For Black Women Dealing with Physical and Emotional Abuse.

1986
VA: The crimes of Marital Rape and Marital Sexual Assault are created.  For someone to be charged with Marital Rape the parties must be living separate and apart or there must be a serious physical injury.  In order for the crimes to be prosecuted each must be reported with 10 days of its occurrence.

1987
The Power and Control Wheel is published by Ellen Pence in Duluth, Minnesota.


With funds from the Johnson & Johnson Corporation and a national fundraising effort called Shelter Aid, the NCADV establishes the first national toll-free domestic violence hotline.


In California, AB 1599 (Speier) allows emergency protective orders to be issued when a court is not in session. AB 224 (Speier) of 1993 extends the duration of the emergency protective orders from 2 to 5 court days.


Naming the Violence by Kerry Lobel, the first book about battering among lesbian couples, is published.

1989
“Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome” is applied to battered women by several experts on victims of trauma.


US Attorney General C. Everett Koop warns that violence is the number one public health risk to adult women in the United States.

1990
The Clothesline Project is created when the Cape Cod Women’s Agenda hangs 31 shirts on a clothesline on the town green in Hyannis, Massachusetts, to expose forms of violence that women face:  rape, battering, incest, child sexual abuse, lesbian bashing and murder.

1991
VA: A new criminal misdemeanor offense is created for assault and battery upon certain family and household members.  A third or subsequent offense is a class 6 felony.  Warrantless arrests are also authorized for the above crime.

1992
VA: Virginia becomes the second state in the nation to criminalize stalking. Stalking is categorized as a Class 2 misdemeanor.

Nineteen states require arrest for violation of an order of protection.

1993
Violence against women is included as a human rights violation by the United Nations at its International Conference on Human Rights in Vienna.

VA: The Statewide Family Violence Hotline begins operation. 

1994
The US Congress passes the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) as part of the federal Crime Bill.  VAWA funds services for victims of domestic violence and rape, and provides training to increase police and court officials’ sensitivity to domestic violence.  $1.6 billion was authorized for the years 1994-2000.


OJ Simpson is arrested and tried for the murders of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman in Los Angeles, California.  Although he is acquitted of criminal charges, Simpson is later sued in a civil suit for wrongful death and found liable.

VA: The Commission on Family Violence Prevention is created. VADV joins forces with the Commission. This public/private partnership brings increased attention to the problem of domestic violence and within five years initiates sweeping changes in the Commonwealth, including Fatality Review Protocol and the 1997 Family Violence Prevention Act. 

In California, AB 3034 (Solis) passes. It provides a system for the immediate entry of domestic violence restraining orders by the issuing court in a statewide computerized registry maintained by the Department of Justice.

VA: The Coalition for the Treatment of Abusive Behaviors (C-TAB) is formed.

1995
In California, AB 935 (Speier) passes allowing municipal court judges to issue restraining orders when superior court judges cannot respond in a timely manner.   

1996
The National Domestic Violence Hotline is opened by the Texas Council on Family Violence and is further funded under the Violence Against Women Act.  The Hotline responds to nearly 9,000 calls during the first month of operation.


VA: Virginians Against Domestic Violence (VADV) establishes the Training Institute. (Committee first met in 1995).  First Training for Trainers is offered.

VA: The Virginia Commission on Family Violence Prevention develops and passes a package of landmark legislation: The Family Violence Arrest Bill.

1997
VA: VADV joins with Virginians Aligned Against Sexual Assault to add sexual assault services to the statewide hotline, making it the Virginia Family Violence and Sexual Assault Hotline.


VA: Members of VADV adopt standard language and criteria for service delivery as part of a Certification Process for Domestic Violence Programs.

VA: Temporary Aid to Needy Families replaces Aid to Families with Dependent Children statewide as the final steps are taken in reforming Virginia’s Welfare System.

VA: The new Family Violence Arrest laws are implemented on July 1.

1998
Violence Against Women Act II  (VAWA) is introduced in Congress.

VA: Legislation is introduced to make homicide of a victim with a Protective Order in place a capital offense.  The legislation does not pass. VADV takes a position against the death penalty.
VA: VADV begins monitoring family violence related fatalities.  According to the Media Watch Project, 110 Virginians lose their lives during 1998 as a result of family violence.

1999

VA: VAdata is implemented for statewide use.   Utilizing the world wide web, VAdata begins compiling data from Virginia’s Domestic Violence Programs and Sexual Assault Crisis Centers.  

VA: VADV hosts the first annual Peace Awards, to honor individuals and organizations in Virginia who have done extraordinary work in the movement to end domestic violence.


VA: First year of implementation of the Domestic Violence Program Certification Process.  

2000  VA: VADV submits a Needs Assessment Report to the Virginia Senate Finance and House Appropriations Committees.  The report outlines the gaps in services for domestic violence victims. VADV requests $15 million over two years to fill these gaps.  Hundreds of advocates and citizens throughout Virginia organize in support of a funding increase.  Ultimately, the General Assembly chooses to allocate $2.5 million over two years.  This funding will allow Domestic Violence Programs in Virginia to add 49 new shelter beds, the equivalent of nearly 49 new staff positions, and ten new offices and/or shelters.

VA: The Social Justice Task Force of Virginians Against Domestic Violence is formed.

2001
VA: First year of implementation of the Certification process for Virginia Batterer Intervention Programs.  23 programs are certified.


VA: The VAASA & VADV Boards approved a proposal from the joint Executive Committees to enter into a formal process to define coalition transformation. The Coalition Transformation Committee begins meeting.

2002
VA: Virginia abolishes the marital rape exemption, which states that a spouse may be charged with rape only if the parties are living separately or there is physical injury.

2003
VA: The boards of both VADV and VAASA approve the recommendation of the Transformation Committee to create a new joint coalition. 

2004
VA: Virginians Aligned Against Sexual Assault and Virginians Against Domestic Violence combine forces to create the Virginia Sexual & Domestic Violence Action Alliance.

Virginia Family Violence & Sexual Assault Hotline 1-800-838-8238 (v/tty)

A project of the Virginia Sexual & Domestic Violence Action Alliance

