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ABSTRACT 

GENDER DISPARITY AND INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE: AN ANALYSIS OF 

EVANGELICALISM IN LOUISVILLE, KY 

Kirstyn Thurman 

George Mason University, 2022 

Thesis Director: Dr. Cortney Hughes Rinker 

 

 In this thesis, the intersections of evangelicalism, violence, gender roles, and 

power are explored. The location of focus was in Louisville, KY. Louisville is a city 

where 1 in 3 people are Southern Baptist and there is high religiosity. Simultaneously, it 

is home to some of the highest intimate partner violence (IPV) statistics in the United 

States. I conducted a literature review, an analysis of sermons, auto-ethnography, and 

interviews with survivors, a pastor, staff at a Women’s Crisis Center, and a scholar.  

In my research, I explored inherent features of evangelical discourses. My goal 

was to witness how these discourses shape the subjectivities of women with a 

fundamentalist Christian background. From my analysis, I found that discourses 

encapsulated clear gender expectations and uneven power dynamics, which may correlate 

with the high rates of IPV. I also present a more holistic understanding of the influences 

of gendered violence and the challenges that victims face in leaving the relationship. This 
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thesis contributes to the anthropology of gender, feminist theories of IPV, and the 

anthropology of religion with particular attention to fundamentalism. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

 

 

Domestic violence in the US 

 

Domestic violence is a growing national public health concern in the United 

States, with a gross number of incidences that impact the economy, children, and 

especially the individual enduring and living through the constant abusive episodes. The 

overwhelming majority of victims are women while the perpetrators are men. According 

to one of the most dominant grassroots organizations in the U.S., The National Coalition 

Against Domestic Violence (NCADV), twenty people are abused physically by a partner 

every minute in the United States. The CDC claims that there are an estimated 5 million 

acts of domestic violence per year towards women who are above the age of 18. One in 4 

women experience severe physical intimate partner violence. One in 3 women have 

experienced behaviors of smaller scale rage against them, while one in 7 become injured 

and one in 10 are raped. More than 20,000 phone calls are placed to domestic violence 

hotlines nationwide, on an average day. 15% of all violent crimes in the US are 

accounted for by IPV. 

In regard to the huge economic impact and national public health concern; every 

year in the United States, roughly 10 million people are thought to be affected health wise 
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by domestic violence. Intimate partner violence has been connected to negative health 

concerns: physical, mental, sexual and reproductive. Links have been found between IPV 

and adolescent pregnancy, unintended pregnancy, miscarriages, stillbirth, intrauterine 

hemorrhages, nutritional deficiency, abdominal pain and other gastrointestinal problems, 

neurological disorders, chronic pain, disability, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), as well as non-communicable diseases such as hypertension, cancer, and 

cardiovascular diseases. Risk for developing addictions to alcohol, tobacco or drugs are 

also higher for victims of domestic violence (NCADV). Due to extended exposure to 

stress or forced intercourse, women abused by their partners are at more risk for 

contracting HIV or other STI’s. When it comes to mental health, studies suggest that 

depression and suicidal behavior is also strongly correlated (NCADV).  

When discussing the national economic cost of domestic violence, due to such 

effects, according to the National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI), every 

year it is estimated to pass 12 billion dollars, with the severe risk of increasing. In 

keeping with economic impacts, NCADV maintains that a total of 8 million days of paid 

work each year is lost by victims of IPV, with 21-60 % of victims losing their jobs related 

to issues arising from abuse. 

Gender Roles and Evangelicalism 

Gender roles are a set of behaviors that society deems appropriate for each gender 

to partake in or be expected to uphold and are treated as norms. As reported by the Office 

of the High Commissioner of the United Nations Human Rights division (OHCHR) 

(2018), “harmful gender stereotypes, rigid constructions of femininity and masculinity 
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and stereotyped gender roles are a root cause of gender-based violence against women.” 

As such, the World Health Organization (WHO) states that harmful gender norms can 

have severe health consequences to both men and women, as well as lead to hierarchical 

inequalities, which ultimately produce a higher risk for women to experience violence, 

and men to engage in perpetrating violence. Expectations of what constitutes correct 

behavior in defining femininity or masculinity, especially within heterosexual 

relationships or societies where heterosexuality is considered the norm, can find its way 

in to homes and families, negatively impacting personal interactions and relationships.   

Researchers as well as the public have suggested that home is the first place 

where gender roles and ideologies are perpetuated: “children learn about gender 

appropriate behaviors by observing the behaviors of their parents” (Marks, Chun Bun, 

McHale 2009, 224). Marks, Chun Bun, and McHalle looked at the socioeconomic 

background of white working and middle-class U.S. families to determine which parent 

did which household routines. Westenberg (2007), looked at Christian families in 

Australia and the Western world in general. She touched on religious language, which 

she states has submissive undertones for women and argues, “many of the women 

themselves noted that their local churches also offered strong support for a convention of 

patriarchal marriage and the attendant abuse that was suffered by the women in such 

marriages” (2). I mention this since my central purpose in this thesis was to analyze the 

environment of evangelical faith and the potential patriarchal dogmas, which have been 

argued to be prevalent and strongly displayed in evangelical congregations and families, 
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can impactfully influence the formation of harmful gender ideologies and subsequently, 

IPV. 

Evangelical faith is a form of fundamental1 Protestantism, and differs, according 

to John Green author of an article for a PBS film, Religion and Culture Wars (PBS 2004), 

from mainline protestants in four distinct ways. One way is their belief that the Bible is 

incapable of being wrong, and that it is to be taken literally. A second way is that they 

believe that they must accept and believe in Jesus Christ in order to have salvation. The 

third way they differ is in the belief that they must be “born again,” or to denounce the 

desires of the flesh. The fourth way evangelicalism differs from mainline protestant faith 

is in the belief that they must spread the gospel to others and proselytize (convert) non-

believers.  

From these beliefs, one can begin to see the strict stipulations and expectations 

put on those who practice this denomination of Protestantism. It is not much of a stretch 

then to recognize the opportunity for traditional gender roles to integrate themselves into 

evangelical homes and messages due to taking and upholding Biblical scripture literally. 

The Bible was written in a particular time period. It’s important to consider if its meaning 

can be extended to today, and what interpretations are being made and applied.  

In addition to the differences in protestant and evangelical Christianity that I just 

presented, there is another belief held by the evangelical community that one needs to 

 
1 Fundamentalists, or fundamentalism, according to Margolis (2020) “seek to remake the 

world by selectively retrieving doctrines and practices from what they regard as a pristine 

religious past. With a foreboding sense that their collective identity is deeply threatened 

in the modern era (7). She additionally adds that they “are concerned not only with 

doctrinal truths but also with the ways in which adherents should live their lives” (9). 
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grasp, which Luhrmann (2012) touches on. In order to better comprehend the interviews 

with evangelicals and pastors which are dissected in later chapters, a brief analysis is 

necessary of the relationship between evangelical Christians and their God. Luhrmann 

(2012) explains that evangelical Christians are created due to the belief system allowing 

for an emersion with God. A “real” connection which is all encompassing, and a 

relationship which allows for direct and constant communication with God is appealing. 

She argues that many of these believers see God as an omnipresent companion. She states 

that they also learn through fellowship and teachings, how to discern God’s wishes. To an 

outsider this cannot be proven to not be your own thoughts or even another possible 

force.  

Later, you will see that pastors and discourses through sermons advocate for 

prayer and not for leaving, in domestic violent situations. These beliefs are at the core of 

what influences that mindset. Taking the bible literally is one aspect of fundamentalist 

practices, but so is deeply believing one can directly talk to God. This leaves for 

“potential” “hope” and additional obligations on the individual in staying and seeing 

violent relationships through. 

One recent example of the harmful ways that strict practices of gender ideologies 

in evangelical faith, can affect women, was in March 2019, when WYFF 4, a news 

station located in Greenville, South Carolina, aired an interview with an (evangelical 

protestant) religious woman who had left an abusive spouse. The article states, “when she 

turned to her church for guidance, she said they guilted her into staying.” The woman in 

question, Zernt, states herself, “They did threaten to side with him and take my children 
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from me. Pretty much told me that I was going against God by leaving, that I was 

breaking my vows to God, that I had to honor them no matter what, that I needed to be 

more submissive.” This quote shows a kind of suggested environment and barrier: 

“Ending an abusive marriage is hard. Ending one in the evangelical church, is harder” 

(The Lily 2018). 

Due to my background, I also provide an auto-ethnographic representation in later 

chapters which provide additional examples into common evangelical hierarchal gender 

ideologies that were constantly peppered throughout my experience in this faith. My 

upbringing in southwest Ohio, under an evangelical Pentecostal family, with a father 

whom was a preacher, allows me a unique window into the type of ideological influences 

that perpetuate the specific demographics I focus on in this research and analysis. It was 

clear to me at a young age that the expected role of a woman in her family, as well as her 

church, was a submissive one. When I was just under ten, I recall discussions being held 

about rather it was appropriate for a woman to preach in the pulpit, since she would be 

standing over men, and that was not acceptable in the Bible.  

There is a known podcaster in the fundamentalist Christian faith, Dale Partridge, 

who once held a TED talk, although it was not on religion, who is quoted as recent as 

2020: “Ladies don’t argue with other men,” while his wife and podcast partner adds from 

a written script, “if you have an issue with something another man says, talk to your 

husband about it.” Their ministry, along with other ‘biblical literalists,’ or 

fundamentalists, label themselves as “counter-cultural.” The notion is that this is a way to 

explain and defend calling for women to be submissive to men, unlike those who live in 
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the “secular world.” Partridge has also stated the following, “men and women are equally 

valuable but different in their role” and “the safest place for a wife is to be in the effort of 

trying to walk out your biblical role.” These are very popular ideas that I found in the 

evangelical churches and families when I was growing up in Ohio and in my research.  

Due to this perceived rhetoric and countless experiences that I have had in the 

Bible belt, in the evangelical church, and in domestic violent situations, I came to the 

conclusion that a closer examination into this culture and phenomenon was necessary. 

My objective for this research was to examine the underlying messages women sustained 

from evangelical churches and families, how protestant women interpret these messages, 

and whether this contributes to staying in domestic abusive homes. This research will add 

to anthropological understandings of fundamentalist faith practices, as well as gender 

studies surrounding inequality that is reproduced in families, and the construction of 

gender ideologies. Specifically, then, this research will additionally build onto the 

concept acknowledged through anthropological research, that gender inequalities stem 

from social structures and institutionalized conceptions, by displaying that evangelical 

institutions and families reproduce concerning discourses and gendered guidelines which 

lead to gender disparities. 

Louisville KY- High IPV + High Religiosity 

In the state of Kentucky, 40 deaths are attributed to domestic violence offenses 

each year. On the report of the Fatality Review Committee (FRC) in Louisville, 18 of 

those deaths were in Louisville alone in the year of 2015-2016. According to most 

research, Louisville, KY ranges in the top 20 cities for intimate partner violence and the 
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top city for child abuse. In fact, 37.5% of women in Kentucky experience IPV (NCADV). 

When examining the alarming rates of child abuse the statistics show, “Kentucky 

programs sheltered 3,295 victims of abuse and their children between July 1, 2013 and 

June 30, 2014; 40% of these were children” (NCADV). Due to these stats, Louisville was 

a prime location for such anthropological studies on family and domestic violence.  

The statistics of high IPV were not the only reason I chose this location however. 

Since I am interested in the cultural influences of the evangelical community, it was also 

important to choose a place with high religiosity. Louisville was a particularly reasonable 

site for this criterion as well because 1 in 3 Louisvillians are southern Baptist. Southern 

Baptists fall under the evangelical protestant umbrella. There are 147 local congregations 

in Louisville and it also houses Southeast Christian Church, which is the 4th largest 

evangelical mega church in the U.S. According to the Pew Research Center (year), in 

Kentucky, 76% of Christians find the importance of religion in one’s life, to be “very 

important,” and 51% of Christians in Kentucky say that they use religion as the source of 

guidance on right and wrong. 

IPV and Intersections 

On average, a victim of domestic violence will leave and come back seven times 

before successfully getting out (Nguyen, Brian 2017). There are many arguments for why 

it is difficult for women to extricate themselves from the hands of their abusive partners. 

Like we saw in the news story above, it is sometimes suggested that one of the 

contributing reasons for women staying is related in part, to religious convictions. On 

NCADV’s website, under “Why do victims stay,” they list eleven possible reasons. One 
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reason is, “religious or cultural beliefs and practices may not support divorce or may 

dictate outdated gender roles and keep the victims trapped in the relationship.” If there is 

any hope in combating the very serious and growing epidemic of IPV2, a closer look into 

all potential contributing factors which may support increased incidences is warranted. 

Webster (2007) draws attention to the fact that a women’s environment can be an 

underlying factor which plays a role in contributing to violence inflicted on them. Strong 

fundamentalist homes and churches qualify as an encompassing environment.  

 This analysis will look at social/behavioral occurrences which intersect and add to 

one another. I will examine the lived social conditions in order to understand how the 

fundamentalist religious environment, uneven gender expectations, and access to power, 

become intertwined; therefore, making the negative effects of each even worse. This 

approach is applied by examining and targeting intersections between unequal gender 

guidelines, hierarchal structures to access to things such as power in fundamentalist 

homes, and domestic violence. My argument and my analysis is not based on one 

surrounding the claim that fundamentalist families have more violence or even cause 

violence. My stance is that there is an intersection between violence, gender norms, and 

power, and that evangelical communities are in fact a hot bed for harmful gendered 

hierarchy’s which is ultimately a risk to violence.  

 
2 During the Covid-19 pandemic, incidences have only increased. A recent study 

presented to the Council on Criminal Justice- National Commission on Criminal Justice 

and Covid-19, showed an 8.1% increase in the U.S. in domestic violence during the 

pandemic (Rodriguez 2021). In Louisville during the early months of the pandemic, the 

LMPD crime report data released that there was a 25% increase in unique reports in May 

2020 (Dillon 2020). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A Review of the Literature: Gender, Violence, and Religion 

 

This research pulls from theoretical foundations in Women’s Studies, Religion, 

and Anthropology. All of these disciplines are perfectly capable of being adequate in 

their own right. However, for my purposes, it is vital to display the connection and flow 

that theories under each framework offer when bridged together in order to holistically 

tackle this analysis. 

Anthropology of Gender 

The first concept which is key in grasping before diving into the context of this 

thesis, is that of the anthropological perspective of gender and gender roles. When it 

comes to examinations into gender, anthropology has offered more and more 

theoretical and ethnographic analyses since the early feminist movements in the 

1960s. Most recently, anthropologists have discussed that gender roles are created 

through culture. One clear way that gender ideologies are distributed is through 

discourse. Anthropologists have explored the cultural production of gender, arguing 

that culture and society shape the perception of gender, leading ultimately to 

consequences of a sexed body (Butler 2007, Erchak 1992).  Therefore, it is crucial to 

my overall project on domestic violence, as well as to the later reviews in this section 
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about discourse and power when examining religion and heterosexual relationships, to 

highlight the formation and contestation of gender ideologies.  

Feminist scholars and anthropologists have tackled topics of gender roles, 

gender identity, and the effects of a two-sexed3 patriarchal society on women 

(Apperlos 2015, Butler 2007). I draw upon these anthropological understandings of 

gender and how it is influenced, constructed, perceived, and used in order to interrogate 

how gender expectations can be indoctrinated in evangelical discourse. The interest in 

this notion is the possibility that it leads to consequences equating harmful weaponization 

of gender in evangelical hetero-normative marriages. Research has demonstrated how 

engrained the othering of women truly is, as well as the examination of the extreme 

risk that comes with the lack of availability to power in society (Judd 1994, Ortner 

1972). As I will later point out, inside of fundamentalist evangelical faith, 

communities receive messages that prescribe certain gender roles that contribute to a 

direct imbalance of power between men and women. 

A notable concept in the book Beyond the Second Sex: New Directions in the 

Anthropology of Gender by Sanday and Goodenough (1990) is the idea that gender 

ideologies and gender roles shape everyday interactions as well as influence the 

treatment of each perspective gender. Anthropologists have considered the specific 

ways in which society defines the rights and treatment of each gender (Strathern 

1990). This builds on past research which set out to understand how and why women 

 
3 There are more than two sexes, but due to normative heterosexuality, society and 

fundamentalists only recognize two. 
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are seen universally and cross-culturally as second-class citizens, inferior, and 

devalued, even though cross-culturally the gendered identities and language assigned 

to each is not similar (Ortner 1972). Ortner’s thesis was that universally women were 

seen as closer to nature due to their physical ability to have children (although this is 

not true for all women due to a variety of reasons) and that nature is devalued 

universally because it is located in the private sphere of the home, not the public 

sphere of society. 

Research has demonstrated that gendered identities and language, although 

they differ in certain ways, cross-culturally, are impactful. Therefore, language and 

beliefs of how each respective gender should behave can be argued as vectors in some 

societies for delivering this universal perception, in a multitude of variations. For 

example, David D. Gilmore investigates the cultural construction of masculinity in 

the southern Spanish region of Andalusia. Through examinations of their culturally 

specific rituals designed to define manhood, Gilmore (1990) clarifies a repeated 

concept one can see cross-culturally, “‘real manhood is different from simple 

anatomical maleness, that it is not a natural condition that comes about spontaneously 

through biological maturation but rather is a precarious or artificial state that boys 

must win against powerful odds’” (Brettell and Sargent 2017, 216). Manhood is not 

biological but an artificial state, one that is constructed, influenced, indoctrinated.  

Similarly, Callaway’s study in Northern Nigeria with Muslim Hausa people, 

displays that womanhood is closely knitted with one’s core identity of self which is 
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engrained and taught from early childhood. Callaway (1987) writes, “‘The transition 

to womanhood is often part of a more subtle and continuous process of enculturation 

and socialization’” (Brettell & Sargent 2017, 217). My auto-ethnography in this thesis 

will also engage with these findings. My central purpose is to highlight ways in which 

my role in life, relationships, and society were attached to a deep belief of what it 

meant to be a “girl” or “woman,” enculturated in me through evangelical 

socialization.  

According to anthropologists, gender is often assumed to be an automatic 

identity that comes with the sex your body is in, affording one with certain “natural” 

or engrained behaviors. What those perceived behaviors are and how they are defined, 

are dependent on one’s cultural environment (Brettell and Sargent 2017, Butler 2007, 

Sanday & Goodenough 1990). When it comes to the United States, Gerald M. 

Erchak’s summary of how our social identity is relayed through a set of expectations 

of gendered behavior showcases this assumption. He points out, “In the United States, 

highly aggressive behavior on the part of the woman in the office is often perceived 

as unseemly in some way while the identical behavior by a male co-worker might 

elicit neither notice nor comment. Boys who play with Barbie and Ken dolls are 

viewed with dismay by many parents, as are girls who prefer camouflage and G.I. Joe 

action figures” (Erchak 1992, 56). Erchaks’ scenarios provide a quick thought-

provoking example of interpretations and labels that society assigns to men and 

women in the U.S. 
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Gender is a spectrum and range; however, western culture is committed to 

only recognizing two sexes (Fausto-Sterling 1993). Expectations of how males or 

females should behave in society are controlled by social norms and reactions: 

“Within every culture, there are measures for the management of sexuality and gender 

expression, and sanctions for those who break the rules” (Ortner and Whitehead 1981, 

24-25). Erchak (1992) shows how this happens in both childhood and adulthood.  

Along with analyzing social norms projected on to gender through prescribing 

certain behaviors, anthropologists have additionally given significant attention to 

gendered language as influentially reifying gender roles and identities in society. In 

recent studies concerning language and gender, anthropologists put forward that 

gender is a fluctuating conception, culturally constructed by the collective, whom 

employ language to “do gender,” rather than being static and linear (Berguall et al. 

1996, Coates 1997, Hall and Bucholtz 1995, and West and Zimmerman 1987). We 

can often see identities of men and women constructed through unsuspecting 

dialogue. Societal gender inequalities, and performed dominant hierarchical positions 

can be strengthened through covert jokes in casual conversation (Brettell and Sargent 

2017). 

An analysis of culture creating gendered understandings, which then influence 

concepts and language, is delivered through Emily Martin’s (1991) exploration into 

cultural ideas of gender manifesting in the scientific field. Martin explains that 

biological conceptions are shaped through culture and that scientific language carries 
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incorporated gender stereotypes. She analyzes descriptions of feminized and 

masculinized language that is used when describing the egg and the sperm, 

particularly their roles in conception. She does this in order to outline the fact that 

women’s bodies are afforded negative images, creeping into even our medical 

language (Martin 1991). The main takeaway is that the scientific language and 

imagery Martin is critiquing, delivers the message that women are inherently 

dependent on men; however, she notes that this is not how conception actually takes 

place. The egg does not just wait passively for the sperm as we typically are taught. 

The sperm has poor motility and often the women’s body has to help it find the egg. 

In addition, the egg releases an enzyme to help the sperm penetrate it; the sperm 

cannot do this on its own.  

These notions of women being quiet and meek—like the egg is portrayed—

have been engrained in many Americans and they end up informing medical texts and 

conversations. This contributes to the creation of gender identities through reading 

such material. When examining social implications that arise from “sleeping 

metaphors” in widely read texts, Martin states the importance of recognizing them, 

“waking up such metaphors by becoming aware of their implications, will rob them of 

their power to naturalize our social conventions about gender” (Martin 1991, 501). 

Martin discussed the risk to women’s reproductive rights, brought forth through 

cultural influences assigning gender and ultimately “personhood” to the egg and 

sperm. I concur with Martin that how we understand gender, influences how we speak 
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of gender, and how we speak of gender has potential to lead to disturbing social 

consequences. Women’s loss of autonomy can become a valid concern in 

“traditional” heterosexual relationships. 

Fundamentalism & Gender Roles 

 The creation of gender roles through gendered messages is foregrounded in the 

discourses accepted and promoted by fundamentalist evangelical churches and their 

leaders. Fundamentalists are also known as Biblical literalists. The Bible is to be 

understood literally, including accepting the Bible’s assertions about men and women’s 

“innate” differences, and women’s ultimate role of being subordinate to the man 

(Appelros 2015). Fundamentalists hold the belief that each gender has a different purpose 

in life and argue that this should not be disrupted. They do not ascribe to the 

understanding that gender is socially constructed (Appelros 2015). 

In anthropology, less research has been conducted on Christianity as compared to 

other world religions (Robbins 2007). Recent investigation has indicated that the U.S. 

is becoming increasingly more religious, unlike what we see happening in Europe 

(Hattery and Smith 2020). More specifically, evangelical Christianity is growing in 

popularity. This is key to pay attention to given more defined gender roles may be 

produced through their discourses (Apperlos 2015, Bendroth 1994, Bradley 2018).  

An analysis of the evangelical discourse presented in Southern Baptist 

churches in Louisville, releates to Bartowski and Xu (2000), who proposed that 

religion serves as a form of cultural replacement and teaching, which performs as an 

even stronger influence on an individual than one’s cultural background. We should 
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keep in mind that religion and religiosity are as well influenced by lived experiences. 

One way to understand one’s influence from or devotion to their religion is through 

their religiosity. According to Austin et al. (2018): “Religiosity is often defined as the 

adherence to beliefs, doctrines, ethics, rituals, texts and practices associated with a 

higher power either alone or among organized groups” (2). One’s religiosity is 

important in forming a multitude of behaviors (Hattery and Smith 2020). This thesis 

examines the influence that the patriarchal dogma delivered through the social 

institution of fundamentalist evangelical beliefs as practiced by the churches and 

individuals I have included in my research have on women. 

Research has taken up the incidents of domestic violence reported as related to 

victims’ religious convictions; however, it lacks examination of the patriarchy that is 

promoted through certain religious discourses, which may make IPV seem natural, 

expected and even sacred (Knickmeyer et al. 2010). Past research seems to dictate 

that violence against women is found to be rooted in misogynistic thinking and 

uneven gendered power dynamics (Garcia and McManimon 2011). The look into 

evangelical religion then, is not to say religion causes abuse, but to argue that extreme 

fundamentalist religion is a capable vehicle for producing a language that allows more 

agency and power to men while simultaneously imposing oppressing and dangerous 

responsibilities on to women.   

Apperolos’ (2015) idea of conceptual oppression may be fitting here, since 

some fundamentalist women would disagree with the statement that they are 
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oppressed, but yet their autonomy and rights may be compromised through the 

patriarchal teachings of the church. McMullin et al. (2012) also show that in their 

ethnographic research, fundamentalist women accepted having to be submissive and 

even abused as “their lot” in life. Therefore, a demand for further research in how 

domestic violence is understood and handled in evangelical churches and families is 

needed. 

Having just pointed out that religion can serve as a cultural understanding and 

that fundamentalist raised women often accept messages conveyed through this lens, I 

want to now deepen the analysis by leaning into theoretical groundwork presented by 

Michel Foucault (1990). Foucault focuses on discourse and power. He had the view 

that we are formed through the powers that be, which surround us. His idea was not 

that power is fixed, but subversive and changing through different perspectives, 

institutions, and time. For Foucault power is not noticed or because it is fluid, it is 

seen as positive but in reality, could truly work against someone. Using Foucault’s 

framework, it is easy to connect how a discourse of what marriage is and how women 

should behave in a marriage under evangelical teachings, contribute to women from 

these institutions whom find themselves in abusive relationships, in staying.  

In Technologies of the Self (1988), Foucault observes that Christianity pushes 

specific discourses based on its history of what has been believed, not necessarily the 

real scriptures or practices. Evangelicalism creates a way of viewing the self that 

informs how one thinks and acts in the world, as well as how one should interpret 
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what one does or does not do. An example of evangelicalism pushing specific 

discourses is in their teachings, “Under the teachings of the Christian doctrine, 

religious leaders tend to approach intimate partner violence within marriages as a test 

of strength and liken the victim’s suffering to Jesus’s suffering. ‘Wives be subject to 

your husbands as you are to the Lord’ is a central message of this religious teaching” 

(Garcia and McManimon 2011, 59). Specifically, such discourse encourages 

followers to view their “failure” as individual failures and even deserving, which can 

be fixed only if the individuals humble themselves and work harder.  

Religious language portrays marriage to be sacred and if you end a marriage, 

you go against God. These ideas contribute to women tolerating and remaining in 

abusive environments (Knickmeyer et al. 2010, Levitt & Ware 2006, McMullin et al. 

2012, Nason-Clark 2009, Ware et al. 2003, Westernberg 2017). Westernberg (2017) 

states, “Language shapes our understanding and experience” (6). As such, 

evangelicals may see divorce as a personal or spiritual failure due to failing to listen to 

God when picking out their mate, for example. The only way to fix it would be to work 

harder, pray harder, and live better, rather than exit the situation: “Directly supporting 

male dominance, other religious leaders have counseled battered wives that God’s 

design for family life is characterized by strong male leadership and submissive 

female nurturance” (Garcia and McManimon 2011, 59). The solution is then to 

respect the Biblical teachings and the reality will change. The message here, is not to 
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leave when being ill-treated but to stay and work harder, for somehow you are failing 

and it is your duty to make a marriage work.  

Discourses championed by the church create model subjects, and I would 

argue, potentially allow for abusive relationships to be maintained. Women should be 

submissive, forgiving, sexually agreeable, the “perfect” wife, and always stand by 

their husbands. Men are the “head” of the household and closer to God (Appelros 

2015, Brock and Parker 2001, Knickmeyer et al. 2004, Nason-Clark 2009, Wang et 

al. 2009, Westenberg 2017). The fundamentalist church gives directions on how 

people should live their daily lives and what values they should possess (Margolis 

2020). Through the certain values the church promotes, the morals assigned by the 

church becomes an identity that the individual holds as their own, not realizing that 

the power governing their actions is outside of themselves and that of the institution 

they belong to. This parallels Foucault’s argument, discourse leading to power and 

control.  

This discourse is not only spread throughout the congregation, but through 

generations of those connected to the church. A common belief in these churches is 

that divorce is only approved of in the case of adultery or one leaving the faith and 

disserting the other spouse (Knickmeyer et al. 2016, Levitt and Ware 2006, McMullin 

et al. 2012, Nason-Clark 2009, Ware et al. 2003, Westernberg 2017). This does not 

allow for divorce under any other context, including that of abuse, to be understood as 

acceptable. Foucault (1972) suggests that people understand what is right and what is 
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wrong through those that are in power. If this is the case, women would see leaving 

an abusive spouse as wrong and even sinful if they fall under the churches power. The 

application of the Bible to educate and consequently support abuse, intersects with 

Foucault’s argument that language as discourse is structuring our perspectives and 

comprehension of the world (1972). The morality of the church becomes a culture in 

itself. To leave an abusive spouse is to question one’s entire identity. This is often 

traumatic and not an acceptable or realistic thought for many men and women 

(Appelros 2015). 

Feminist Studies 

 When it comes to feminist studies and gender, there are many internal debates and 

discussions among scholars (Beauvoir 1974, Butler 2007, Harris and Young 1981, 

Strathern 1988). For my purposes, I am concerned with conversations in feminist studies 

focused on the intersection among violence, gender, religion, and power. However, 

before presenting that literature, I will briefly outline some of the key debates among 

researchers surrounding feminism. Due to feminist scholars’ attention to sex, some 

Marxists argue that this neglects the divisions among women, such as class and race. 

Some feminists have argued that critiquing society only on terms of class, overlooks 

specific experiences of the sexes, and that Marxism is rooted in male ideologies 

(Strathern 1988).  

Similar to this conversation, there is also one about whether feminism should 

focus on the betterment for all sexes and specifically general injustices, like it often 

claims, or if feminism needs to solely focus on women and their unjust treatment 
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(Strathern 1988). Butler (2007) touches on debates in feminist framework that pursues 

the concept of the possibility of pre-patriarchal societies in order to argue for a possible 

future beyond the patriarchal societies we exist in currently. It should be noted that there 

are concerns surrounding the impact of colonization and the misunderstanding of the 

culture concept (Strathern 1988).  

 

Intersection Between Violence, Gender, Religion and Power. 

 

 Kelmendi (2013) emphasizes that the research of IPV on women has not been 

happening for all that long, due to societal influences not recognizing violence against 

women as being much of a concern. The lack of recognition in the U.S. of the severity, 

persistence of risks, and frequency of partner violence on women, further exposes women 

to the danger of being victimized (Cardarelli 1997). Kelmendi (2013) expresses that 

although increased research has since taken place, there is still a need for more facts 

concerning the growing epidemic. 

Anthropologists, sociologists, and feminist scholars alike, have applied analysis to 

intimate partner violence. Sociologists and feminists have contributed to the conversation 

by pursuing the concept of male entitlement beliefs as a proponent of gendered violence: 

“According to the concept of male entitlement, males within a patriarchal society believe 

that they are entitled to control the intimate relationship and the family” (Garcia & 

McManimon 2011, 59). Religion has been discovered to contribute to ideologies of male 

entitlement (Garcia and McManimon 2011). IPV is about “social control” and 

specifically the power and control one has over one’s partner (Cardarelli 1997).  
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 In continuing to build on Foucault’s framework of discourse and power, it is 

pertinent to display the transition from the discussion of evangelical discourses to the 

discussion of power which is held over women through this institution. The concepts of 

power and control are significant for interpreting intimate partner violence through a 

feminist lens (Garcia and McManimon 2011). This is important to note when examining 

fundamentalist discourses, since “Religious ideologies have placed women under the 

control of their husbands” (Garcia and Mcmanimon 2011, 20). Margolis (2020) explains 

commonalities among fundamentalist faith followers as limiting women’s access to 

education, access to using personal influence, access to the public sphere, access to 

knowledge and autonomy over their sexed body, and ultimately access to power.  

This sentiment is also held by Appelros (2015), “In Christian fundamentalist 

ideology, power is closely connected to what is perceived as God’s will” (464). Appelros 

discusses how religious proximity equals the degree of power in fundamentalist 

institutions, pointing out that women are kept at low religious proximity, affording them 

little to any access to actual power. If men are seen as closer to God in the church, since 

God was to be a man, and man has “natural” leading responsibilities and skills, he is 

afforded more religious proximity and consequently more power—both inside and 

outside of the church. It would be easy to draw a conclusion or argument, for those 

benefiting, that what a man says or even demands could be synonymous to what God 

wants or says: “Woman is created as the subordinate of man, and man is believed to 

reflect the glory of God, whereas woman reflects the glory of man” (Appelros 2015, 

465). This is advantageous for men and oppressive for women. The danger then is not 
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that women are thought of as submissive or even that women carry out submissive roles 

but that men’s actions and beliefs are passed as God’s will while simultaneously denying 

women control. 

Research has assumed that patriarchal influences contribute to gendered violence 

(Garcia and McManimon 2011, Wies and Haldane 2015). Violence towards women are 

seen in more elevated rates when societies display gender oppression through a 

patriarchal society (Morash 2006, Garcia and McManimon 2011, Wies and Haldane 

2015). In the 1970s, scholars used conflict theory to examine intimate partner violence, 

“A version of conflict theory in the spouse abuse literature holds that violence against 

women is the result of patriarchy, the institutionalization of male privilege that is 

maintained by the legally and socially supported right of men to use violence to enforce 

the subordination of women” (Cardarelli 1997, 41).  Following observations made by 

earlier feminist scholars, Garcia and McManimon (2011) concur that in societies with a 

patriarchal structure, more wealth and power is held by men. This allows for 

opportunities of violence against women, since men have control over the women around 

them.  

In dissecting feminist theories on violence against women toward one’s partner, 

Garcia and McManimon (2011) argue, “within traditional families they [men] head the 

household. The power and control concept declares that within a patriarchal society 

males are more likely to feel a sense of entitlement to assert their power over women and 

children” (43). As mentioned, fundamentalist discourses surrounding men and women’s 

roles in marriage tend to promote men as the heads of household. Appelros (2015) 
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contends that women may choose to follow a religion that can be seen as limiting their 

access to authority and power; regardless, there is always an underlying gender 

oppressive component even with this “choice”.  

 

                                 Method, Objectives and Design 

Due to high religiosity, and the predominantly elevated statistical representation 

of IPV, the primary context of this research was focused around the location of 

Louisville, KY. I draw on individuals’ experiences inside and outside of the region, and a 

discourse analysis of news articles, social media and virtual sermons in order to argue 

that there is an intersection between intimate partner violence and patriarchal ideologies 

presented through evangelical doctrine. My research took place during the COVID-19 

pandemic, so I had to abide by research restrictions, which limited my ability to actually 

be in Louisville. My research was consequently comprised of three main components in 

order to examine any connections between evangelical discourse and IPV: research into 

evangelical community settings, interviews with women and family groups, and 

interviews and discussions with women survivors of abuse who have Christian faith 

backgrounds. 

The first component of my research consisted of a brief auto-ethnography 

structured around my experiences growing up within this culture in southern Ohio. 

Although there are limits within an auto-ethnographic account, it is arguably a valuable 

method in capturing what is occurring on the individual level in broader areas of focus, 

through personal narrative. This allows for advantages that quantifiable data is not able to 

produce. A persuasive, clearer picture of what is important on the micro level is 
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beneficial to the larger group (Greenhalgh 2015). Analysis of sermons, news articles, 

social media, my conversations with survivors about evangelical teachings, and an 

interview with a local pastor in Kentucky, supported the execution of this part of my 

research. 

I analyzed virtual sermons that took place at four local churches in Louisville 

since I could not be there in-person due to COVID-19. I conducted semi-structured over 

the phone interviews with two women who had experienced extreme religious or 

domestic violence. Conducting my research in this way allowed me to acquire 

background information on how domestic violence was discussed, approached, and 

handled in evangelical environments. Here, drawing on my data, I seek to examine the 

discourses and rhetoric present, and my overall aim is to also delineate gender roles in 

evangelical doctrine. 

The second component of my research included two interviews. One was held 

with the Director of Crisis Response at a women’s center in Louisville and the second 

was with an academic scholar in Gender Studies. The scholar conducts research focused 

around gender roles in the family. Through these interviews, I explored: services offered 

to the public outside of local churches, main issues that women faced in their region, how 

professionals felt religion played a factor in domestic abuse, and the additional impacts of 

economics in these matters, particularly given the pandemic in 2020 and 2021. 

The final component of my research consisted of talking to women with either 

evangelical backgrounds or background experiences with domestic violence, and 

sometimes both. Both of the women interviewed came from outside states; however, both 



27 

 

were raised only two hours from Louisville. Due to the pandemic at the time that this 

research took place, it was not possible to gain introduction to women directly in 

Louisville. This is a sensitive subject and access to such individuals with these lived 

experiences would take physical interactions over time. Unfortunately, this was not an 

option. Rather, these interviews provided for relevant material to analyze so as to further 

shape a picture of what evangelical religion states about divorce and the messages 

women with these backgrounds received in regard to gender ideologies, individual 

experiences with IPV, and barriers that each personally resonated with. These interviews 

allowed for the opportunity to begin to assess similarities and differences surrounding 

how each person that was interviewed perceived levels of violence or abuse in relation to 

their religious upbringings and geographical location.  

To protect the anonymity of the participants involved in my study, their real 

names are withheld throughout this thesis and they are instead referred to as either their 

job title or survivors. For the Women’s Center in Louisville, my questions were sculpted 

around main issues faced in the region by women in these situations and services 

provided. For the women interviewed, the questions were structured around their 

religious upbringing, reflection of their past experiences, and inquiring about their 

knowledge of different levels of abuse. On average, all interviews lasted between 45 to 

60 minutes.  

In Chapter three I use self-reflection and personal experience to present my auto-

ethnographic account. This chapter produces a decent amount of qualitative data which 

allows for a direct connection through specific knowledge for a broader cultural and 
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social understanding. In chapter four, a discourse analysis is put forward. The analyzation 

of this data helps to uncover deeply held beliefs and behaviors which may be hard to 

unveil by other methods. Chapter five furthers understanding of experiences, behaviors, 

and opinions of subjects who were close to evangelical faith or partner violence. This 

Chapter explores in depth interviews collected. In Chapter six, I wrap up the findings 

presented in the qualitative data collected in order to reiterate the most important 

evidence and arguments explored. In conclusion, the data which I show in the following 

chapters was analyzed and broken down in order to conduct a crucial understanding of 

social factors and the influence of evangelical faith on instances of IPV. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

Kirstyn’s Story 

I am a thirty-year-old white American, from a middle-class family. I grew up in a 

lower socio-economic city in southern Ohio. My father was a youth pastor who later in 

my life was diagnosed with NPD (narcissistic personality disorder). I grew up in 

Pentecostal evangelical faith and experienced constant chaotic episodes of domestic 

violence, which was sometimes physically violent. Here, I document a series of life-

altering events through which I slowly learned and internalized evangelical’s patriarchal 

undertones that demanded a gender hierarchy, in which men and women are inherently 

different, each with separate value and purpose. “Men” and “women” are only accepted 

under fundamentalist teaching. I show through my own story how girls learn at a young 

age that their duty as women, when they are older, is to be obedient to men, only second 

to God, which can then contribute to multiple types of violence against women.  

Pamphlets & Therapy 

I thumb through the brochures that I requested from a women’s shelter in order to 

analyze their discourse for this project. I have read pamphlets about escaping abuse 

before, although in a much different setting. Now I am a student, analyzing data in order 

to write a paper. The first time I encountered this type of literature was when, seeking 

help, I anxiously walked into an office located on the grounds of a VA Hospital, with my 



30 

 

then four-year-old in toe. To learn how I got here, I would later understand through years 

of therapy that an investigation into my fundamentalist upbringing would be necessary. 

I will never forget the session it all connected. Through tears I stated aloud, “my 

body, my womanhood, it was sacred yet exploited.” I started working out that my 

feminine identity was a tool to be used, an object to be harnessed, objectified, and 

protected all at once. From being paraded around as the “pretty one” at church (my 

cousin was the “smart one”), to signing a promise of virginity to God in the back of my 

Bible, it was clear. Without being directly digested, but instead through casual comments, 

nuanced jokes, expectations, and decorated as faith and love, it subconsciously seeped in 

that my purpose, my identity, well, it lied between my legs. 

Early childhood in the church 

 Since as early as I can remember, I sat in pews and listened to pastors preach the 

gospel. As a little girl, one of my first memories was in my grandmother’s church. We 

put stickers on the sole of our shoes. I imagine the sticker read something about keeping 

Satan beneath us, although I cannot remember the exact wording. We all sang music and 

“stomped on the devil” to keep him down. This was fun as a child. We were a 

community. Everyone I knew was in the church. 

 I had three younger brothers and at ten, an older female cousin who we adopted 

due to my aunt’s battle with drug addiction. My father was a youth pastor with a spicy 

reputation for preaching in an unorthodox manner, with colorful language at times. For 

half of my childhood, I was raised in a traditional Pentecostal church. The other half, we 

attended a non-denominational church as Pentecostals. Culture in the secular world 
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slowly impacted church culture in ways that drove smaller congregations to larger ones. 

The effects of the secular world were argued to be an influence on some being less 

committed to traditional church values. This lead to less mainline churches and more 

non-denominational churches. In turn, this contributed to the rhetoric behind closed doors 

of the impacts that the secular world can have, on Christians.  

You can be whatever you want, IF you’re a boy: Limits to power 

 At around seven or eight I recall how happy I was to mimic my father by 

pretending to “preach.” In our rented Ohio home, I would stand up on the brick fireplace 

clutching my mother’s white leather Bible, uniquely designed with a zipper, and deliver a 

sermon to an imaginary audience. My father would come home from work and I would 

jump up again on the fireplace, reenacting for him what I had been practicing all day. He 

would beam with a large flattered smile. I felt so appreciated in that moment. That dream 

did not last for long.  

As I got older the discussions of whether or not a woman preacher was biblical 

became a clear and an often brought up point whenever I continued to express this 

childhood dream. As time went on and we attended a slightly more progressive church, 

this topic continued as an open debate. The main focus of the debate was the question of 

whether a woman should be over a man in that capacity. This confused me at first. Over 

time it became a fact that I myself repeated, but at first, at the initial mentioning of this 

“rule,” I was baffled. There seemed to be exceptions made for women youth pastors, 

Sunday school teachers, or leaders of women only ministry groups. I did not want to 

teach children or women, I wanted to be the boss, the one in charge, like my Dad. 
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However, I could not be an actual pastor at the church since that was not following 

scripture. 

 I slowly grew up and recognized that dream sliding into the background, as just 

the natural evolution of things. Still, I cannot shake the recollection of how casually slid 

into conversation was the mention of the scripture that stated, if a woman had a question 

during church, she was to ask her husband when she got home. With that understanding, 

it was noted, verbally, that we already were on amplified ground and should be so lucky. 

We definitely should not be asking for more.  

Separation of Church and State 

 Growing up in an extreme religious home, but not homeschooled, made for 

interesting and often times conflicting interactions in school. Sometimes my access to 

education was ultimately affected. As any child, I mimicked my parents and wanted to 

act like them. I carried my Bible with me to grade school. At times I became dismissive, 

judgmental, and defensive when met with outside opinions. Aside from wanting to be 

like my parents, I also wanted to be a good Christian. To be a good Christian in the 

evangelical faith, it was more than just believing in God. It was your duty to witness4 to 

everyone, to save them. I felt an extreme sense of responsibility for others’ salvation. I 

felt pained that their fate would be so dire if they did not learn that the way they lived 

was wrong. In my mind, I was helping them and being a good Christian by witnessing to 

them. The severe messaging that I received from the sermons at church stayed with me 

every waking second. My experience with the church did not just happen on Sundays. 

 
4 To witness in the evangelical church meant to proselytize, or recruit others to believe in 

God and the messages that the evangelical church preaches. 
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Ideologies were shaped our every conversation and interaction; the church was our 

identity. 

 My identity was intertwined with the church. At just nine years old, I held a 

prayer group that I created all on my own at recess. I passed out index cards and gave 

stickers each time a friend would attend. I went as far as banning Catholics and any other 

person who would not “convert” to being a Christian like me. I often wound up in trouble 

with teachers over this and would advocate proudly for my right to preach my religion in 

school.  These beliefs were so strong and engrained that I out casted my best friend at the 

time. Most of my youth I spent trying to convince my peers to come to church with me. I 

felt a powerful pull to put myself in situations I otherwise never would have wanted to be 

in, simply because what I was taught impacted me to the point of fear. Despite being a 

well-behaved child, one that cried if I received my name on the blackboard (usually for 

talking), I was at odds and proudly, with the administration. 

 Fast forward to my middle school years. In seventh grade, I made a scene in 

science class by storming out. On this particular day, the lesson plan involved teaching 

evolution. I copped an attitude and refused to do the assignment. I experienced my skin 

getting warm and hesitated, I hated to be noticed or to speak in front of groups. I had no 

choice I decided, and loudly interrupted “we didn’t come from monkeys and if they teach 

evolution then they should have to teach creationism!” I leapt from my seat and angrily 

sped out of the classroom. I spewed some sort of regurgitated notion I had heard from my 

father and the church a thousand times over, about the world turning to Satan and left in a 

fitful scene. 
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 At home, as in church, it was pounded into our heads that the world was against 

us and that the secular world was of Satan, trying to destroy traditional homes. The way 

that women were dressing, women demanding to be equal, gay people wanting to be 

married, and the fact that prayer was taken out of schools, were common dinner table 

exchanges. We were constantly bombarded with messages of the need to be hypervigilant 

in defending our faith. After the Columbine shooting, I was taken to “hell houses” with 

the youth group. These were like haunted houses except at them, scenes of real-life news 

stories were acted out, shaped to depict Christians as the victims. We were to imagine 

ourselves in a scenario where we were at gun point in school and asked if we believed in 

God, with the understanding that that meant we would be killed. Before the scenes, we 

walked through the houses and sat down listened to an hour-long message about this very 

scary and real reality and test of our faith. As an adult, I now know that the story told 

about the girl who “said yes” at Columbine was an exaggerated story used to sell books; 

however, it did not stop the church and my father from reenacting dramas based on the 

book, She Said Yes by Misty Bernall, with the youth groups. 

 After all of these messages of fear, I was convinced that the world was wrong and 

against us, while believing that to be safe. I had to practice exactly what my leaders told 

me was in the Bible. This included what it meant to be a woman of God. The 

consequences were a matter of damnation, and the whole world was trying to tempt us 

from our path after all.  

Women don’t burp: Gendered messages 
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 I was not told directly that women only cook and clean or that men are superior, 

but rather, I picked up on that rhetoric, if only at the minimum through humor. It was 

more nuanced in the way that it felt, as I watched, that I had a different childhood than 

my brothers. It was simple things. One example was that my brothers would fart and my 

dad would laugh and encourage the behavior; however, when I burped one night and 

awaited the expected laughter in the same way that was delivered to my brothers, it did 

not come. Instead, it was met with, “That’s not lady like! You’re grounded young lady!” 

This was then followed with a dragged-out argument. Even at a young age, I fired back in 

protest that the boys did not get grounded for such matters. To this my father responded 

that I was a girl and that it was not classy. Oftentimes in these scenarios I would be met 

with an accusation that it was “ungodly” and my dad’s favorite line, “no man would want 

a woman with that behavior.” How a woman should behave to attract a husband was a 

popular topic of conversation often heard in the church. As if this was my singular goal, 

or at least should be. I never recalled either of my parent’s plea for my brothers perceived 

bad behavior to be that no woman would want them. 

 There were as well the uneven gendered chores. After meals, the boys would be 

free to run out to play while my female cousin and I would be forced to stay behind and 

clean the kitchen with my Mom. The typical dialogue during our after meal clean ups 

surrounded my mother debating leaving my father. My cousin and I would encourage her 

to “just” leave. All he did, we pleaded, was yell and become verbally violent over small 

things, and at times physical. My mother would always repeat the same excuses. She 

stated that she could not get a divorce and that she could not leave due to the children. 
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My mother was raised in the Pentecostal church, just as she had raised us. Divorce would 

have been an extreme disappointment and a sin to her devout parents. Furthermore, like 

most women in the faith, she had married at 19 years old. It is common to go from under 

one man, your father, to another, your husband. This is the ultimate goal and what I saw 

the majority of my peers in the church and family do. She did not have a clue as to how 

to be on her own. 

 Another difference was in how my father spoke about relationships with the 

opposite sex to my brothers and me. He would make inappropriate sexist jokes to my 

brothers. One such remark was about always looking at the mother of the girl they were 

interested in. He’d say that if they didn’t have “fat” mothers this would ensure that they 

would stay “hot.” Concerning the opposite sex for me, I do not remember advice, 

regardless of how nasty or sexist, with the exception of how I needed to behave to attract 

a husband in the future. I do remember being cussed out for sitting too close to a boy at 

church. In a different event, I was caused to cry due to my father and mother forbidding 

me from wearing the new Victoria’s Secret “pink” pants which were all the rage in the 

late 1990’s early 2000’s. Their reasoning was that it made me look like a “whore” and 

that it caused boys to sin by looking, as it was “plastered” on the butt region of the pants. 

In fact, most of my many stipulations as I grew up, were framed around my gender and 

the responsibility that seemingly and biblically came with that. 

The curse of Eve: Access to knowledge of the sexed body 

 The birds and the bees, the “talk,” were as mythical to me as the happy family or 

Disney princesses I saw on the television. My mother never talked about menstruation 
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with me either. I learned about periods from the instruction booklet in the tampon box. 

This is not surprising given the purity culture and taboo of sex in the evangelical 

teachings. As a young preteen, it was frightening. I did have a few early interactions with 

the knowledge of the dreaded time of the month. My cousin was a few years older than 

me, inevitably having her “rite of passage” a few years before I did. When I noticed via 

an unflushed toilet, my mother flew into a fit of rage when I questioned her about my 

cousin supposedly having a nose bleed. My cousin was consequently punished. Later the 

next day, hiding behind the door from the garage to the outside patio, I eavesdropped on 

my mother and the neighbor’s conversation. I had a penchant for listening behind doors. 

In hushed tones my mother spoke of the previous day’s incident. Although I could not 

make out much, I vividly recall her frustrated and complaining about the “curse of Eve.” 

I later learned it was not just a humorous saying, but rather it was a deep-rooted belief in 

our faith that women deserved certain fates due to Eve’s poor choices in the Garden of 

Eden. This included needing to consult the man in decisions and leading. 

 Another prominent memory that shaped how I saw my body and sexuality was the 

dreadful day that my middle school made the mistake of conducting a sex-education talk 

in health class. Stumbling into health class one fateful afternoon, all of my classmates 

were at a giggle. They separated the boys and girls into different rooms. Gossiping 12-

year-olds are good at knowing things, and somehow, we all knew what was soon to be 

the topic of discussion. A plump, lively, energetic guest speaker took control of the room. 

She was so full of life and instantly had us all in a fabulous mood. She passed out 

descriptive brochures. We all began to giggle again and whisper, some turning red. After 
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a little, we began to feel comfortable and ask questions. She talked to us about 

masturbation, encouraging us to get mirrors and “meet our bodies.” I remember feeling 

euphoric, elated. The group of girls bonded and overall, it was wonderful, accepting and 

even a freeing experience. 

 In good spirits, I jumped into the passenger’s seat of my mom’s SUV after school. 

I was still beaming with excitement from my scandalous afternoon and plethora of newly 

acquired knowledge. I could not wait to talk to her. I was so happy to tell her what I had 

learned! My happiness was soon taken over with shame, guilt, and fear. As I unzipped 

my book bag and pulled out the brochure, my mom’s faced turned into an angry one. She 

lectured me for what seemed like forever as we sat in the parking lot. She expressed to 

me that masturbation was a sin. By the time I mentioned the part about “meeting my 

body” and using a mirror, she was toppled over in anger. She then explained that my 

interest in the topic was in fact sinful. She continued to threaten the consequence of hell 

while simultaneously bad mouthing the school and teachers.  

The next morning my father went into the school with me next to him and yelled 

at my principal. The message was clear, my body was not to be celebrated, looked at, in 

fact it was not even mine. My body was God’s. My body was an object of dangerous 

power and shame all in one. The more my body changed, the less I liked it and the more 

fearful I became of it. 

A promise broken: Obedience and sexual autonomy 

 I attended church camp only one time. The camp I went to was a Baptist camp. 

Baptists were our friendly rivals, much like Michigan and Ohio or the Red Sox and the 
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Yankees. Near my hometown, often you will find a Baptist church directly next to a 

Pentecostal one. The ideologies are practically identical with the exception of the belief 

in once saved always saved and that of the Holy Spirit or speaking in tongues. In fact, 

that was what most of my conversations were focused around at the camp. In between 

flag football and worship service, I spent my free time trying to debate and convert my 

religious neighbor.  

This was not the only type of conversation during my time spent there, however. 

Towards the end of the camp week, I gave in to pressures put on me from all of the other 

girls and pastors. They had been encouraging me to make a specific promise before I was 

to leave. The promise was of my virginity. While the pastor preached about purity and 

expectations of obedient daughters and young men to become providers and men of God, 

I pulled out that white leather Bible, the one with the zipper. I took the oath like the other 

girls had done. I wrote in the back of my mother’s Bible that I promised to stay a virgin 

until marriage and that my virginity was for God and my future husband in Christ. I 

remember it felt serious, this was an oath in the Bible, directly to God. 

My parents rarely allowed me any freedoms growing up. Phone calls were limited 

to five minutes on the house phone and in front of them. I was never allowed to go to 

sleepovers. Once I could drive, I was still only allowed to go to school and work. Once I 

was of age to drive, however, I quickly learned how to sneak in freedoms. I even 

convinced them to let me stay at a friend’s house a couple of times. As adolescent teens 

do, we snuck in boys. 
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In 2006 AOL and Yahoo Messenger were very popular. Saving messages with 

your crush and best friends was the thing to do at that time. Unfortunately for me, my 

parents found my saved IMs and printed them out, all of them. They called me into the 

kitchen and had me stand facing them as if they were a panel of judge’s sitting in front of 

me. It started with derogatory names hurled at me by my father. He then stated that he 

was disgusted and shocked that his daughter was “one of those girls.”  My mother looked 

as if she could kill me and just kept saying that if I was to die right then that I would burn 

in hell. They then handed me the printed-out conversations and made me read the details 

of my sexual experimentations directly to them. I was called every sexist and derogatory 

name in the book.  I had never and never would feel as shamed and gross as I did that 

night. I had not yet lost my virginity, but to them what I did was unforgivable. I kept 

being reminded of how I was somehow less worthy.  

Endure or Burn 

Throughout my youth I took in consistent messages of uneven gendered 

expectations surrounding my goals in life, my limitations, and how I should handle my 

sexuality. This taught me the essentials of what it meant to be a valuable and accepted 

woman. In my detailed accounts of specific and reoccurring childhood memories, one is 

able to view how evangelical discourse delivered during developmental stages resulted in 

internalized misogyny, loss of autonomy, and beliefs of women’s dependency on men. 

These incidents had a negative impact on how I saw myself and shaped my beliefs for 

what was gender appropriate behavior. Between elementary and middle-school, I went 

from wanting to be like my parents to repeating harmful sentiments and grew fearful of 
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my own body. By high school, my parents monitored my every move and I lived with 

constant shame and unrealistic expectations. 

Following these experiences, I would have a string of horrible relationships and 

sexual encounters. Oftentimes I would stay in toxic and even harmful relationships, some 

that put me in the hospital. I stayed out of fear of having to stay since I slept with them 

and now I had to make it work. In my mind, I was still sinning for not being married, but 

for every person I added to my “list,” it was worse. So out of this shame and guilt and 

notion that I would suffer for all eternity I clung to places and people who traumatized 

me. I endured abuse, rape, and STDs. Nothing was worse than the notion that I was 

failing in my obligations as a woman and would burn in hell.  

In my mid-twenties, I dropped any belief I had left in God. At 26, I found myself 

again in an abusive home. This time I was not staying for the fear of hell, at least not 

consciously. Something in me still told me however, that I needed to try harder, and the 

shame, well that never left. That is the power of indoctrination, limited access to 

knowledge and unrealistic and uneven expectations. In the next chapter, we explore 

discourses presented through evangelical church services and media, in order to grasp the 

ideas which contributed to the indoctrination and upbringing practices displayed in this 

section. 



42 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

“People know what they do; frequently they know why they do what they do; but what 

they don’t know is what what they do does.” –Michel Foucault, Madness and 

Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason 

 

Discourse analysis 

 I examined how meaning is produced through evangelical concepts by focusing 

on communication in social contexts. In addition to examining my own experiences in the 

church as a youth, through analyzing interviews, observations, media and literature, I was 

able to discern sets of viewpoints that allowed fundamentalist evangelicals to make sense 

of their world within their environment. Some of these are apparent in my own story too. 

Several themes emerged through paying attention to tones, structures, and larger chunks 

of dialogues or messages delivered through church sermons and other materials that I 

looked at in my research. The first theme was that of ‘prayer’ and its role in fixing 

everything as well as eliminating any acts which may be self-serving. The second was 

women’s sexuality and ultimately their responsibility to the family and in the home. And 

the third theme was instilling fear, as most interactions, teachings, and sermons had 

underlying tones of fear in order to evoke emotions and obedience, particularly on behalf 

of women. 
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Prayer 

 The pastors I observed, interviewed, and read from, engaged in discourses about 

directly communicating with God through prayer in order to make decisions and to be 

saved from unsavory situations. The following statement from a Louisville sermon took 

place on June 27, 2021 and represents a common discussion about the importance of 

prayer according to evangelical beliefs: “Prayer and communication with God helps to 

discern what is real and true. Godly wisdom only comes from above.” Furthermore, a 

longer but similar message is one delivered on June 20, 2021 at a different Louisville 

church fully displaying the implicature that one’s own feelings and thoughts are 

secondary to God’s and should be dismissed: 

We live in a time where everyone is like, I think this, I think this, I feel 

this, I feel this, and Gods saying, it doesn’t matter, do you understand? Do 

you see the heavens up there, see how it’s so much higher from the earth? 

That’s the way my thoughts are. So why do we spend all day looking 

inside and trying to figure out what we feel and what we think, if God tells 

us right there, his thoughts are not the same as ours. So, we should be 

searching the word of God for the thoughts of God. 

 

This message revealed that to be a man or woman of faith, you are to take the Bible as 

direct orders from God and to trust in a power outside of you to guide you in the matters 

of life. The survivors of violence who I interviewed were given the same types of 

messages by church leaders and those around them, and so was I. This may seem 

harmless, but I suggest we also can see here how marriage can be negatively impacted by 

the evangelical beliefs and practices that promote uneven power dynamics within the 

home. Prayer can be seen as solving the problem or providing answers, but this is not 

always the solution, especially for women. I would like to also note that the survivors I 
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interviewed recalled that when they felt they should have been leaving their abusive 

relationships, they instead were overwhelmed in thinking they were failing and needing 

to fix their perpetrator and work harder to keep the family (or relationship) together. 

 The president of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Paige Patterson, 

was quoted in 2000 as stating he would never advocate a woman to leave an abusive 

husband unless it was extreme abuse, and even then, he recommended only separation: 

“Minor non-injurious abuse which happens in so many marriages- and which does not 

make the wife fear for her safety- might spur a woman to ‘pray [her husband] through 

this’ rather than leave” (Roach 2018). Patterson told a story in where he encouraged a 

woman who had come to him about abuse to pray for her husband every night at bedtime. 

He warned her that the husband may get worse when he sees her praying, but told her to 

do it anyways. In his story, he explains that she comes into church the next week with 

two black eyes. 

The most remarkable part of this story was when he went on to say that he was 

happy because her husband had come to church with her that day. He uses this story in 

order to minister and advocate that through prayer and dedication, God can turn damaged 

souls into success stories. He swore that they are now happy and that the husband was 

saved that day. Patterson doubled down and said, “You must not forget the power of 

prayer. At some point [your father in heaven] will intervene. Pray that God brings him to 

an intersection of his life.” However, can this be said to the victims who never left and 

died at the hands of their abusers? Such comments demonstrate why in evangelical 

communities, the knowledge that divorce is a failure is so dominant. Clearly one did not 
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work or pray hard enough, since the only available and consumable interpretation is that 

God delivers if you do your part. 

Sexuality/Responsibility of Woman 

 Gender roles and purity culture are a part of every little girls “training” in a 

fundamentalist upbringing (Margolis 2020). Your worth is derivative of your purity. This 

is displayed in church literature that is often forced on the girls to read. As a woman, 

inside of the fundamentalist evangelical faith, the concept of sex is extremely 

transactional. In order to be treated with decency and kindness from your spouse, you are 

taught to trade sex. Prior to marriage, your worth is found in your sexual purity, and then 

after marriage, through sexual proclivity.  

These following three passages are from Ethridge and Arterburn (2004), who 

wrote a widely used purity culture book, which is often substituted for a teenage girl’s 

“sex talk” in the evangelical community: First, “Your life will line up with your lip. If 

you claim to be a follower of Christ, you won’t disregard his many teachings on sexual 

immorality, lustful thoughts, immodest dress, and inappropriate talk” (30). Second, “If 

you want to avoid causing your brothers to stumble and fall, you’ll dress modestly” (32). 

And third, “We asked Nate, a college student, to comment on this and he said, Guys 

wouldn’t try so hard [to pursue girls sexually] if girls didn’t dress like that’s what they 

want” (32). These sorts of messages effect a young girl’s sense of self-worth and applies 

unfair pressure to her for upholding not only her behavior but those of the men and boys 

around her. 
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Much like Foucault (1988) outlines, these teachings become accepted as true and 

create an uneven social relationship through power imbalances, which in this case are 

based on gender. We can see this ideology displayed in the evangelical survivors’ 

exchange here, 

Everything was my responsibility, and if bad choices were being made it 

was my responsibility to stop it. The way that I dressed could cause my 

brothers in Christ to sin, the way that I acted could cause them to sin. But 

not even just that, there was a very fine tight rope to walk because you had 

to be feminine and attractive enough for them to want you and to be 

attracted to you but not so much that you were seen as being loose or 

flirtatious or being a whore or a player or anything like that. I wasn’t 

allowed to go on dates by myself ever until I was out of my mother’s 

house. I was only allowed group dates even with guys my mother set me 

up with. And it wasn’t so he wouldn’t do anything but so there would be a 

group there to hold us both accountable so I didn’t ‘cause him to sin.’ 

Another thing about that is I was taught at a very young age how to speak 

to men and how to treat them, so they felt good about themselves. If I was 

critical of a guy I was seeing or potentially going to start seeing then that 

was, even if what they were doing was worthy of criticism, if I criticized 

them then I was the problem. You had to treat the men in your life like, 

handle them with kid’s gloves, and make sure you didn’t hurt their ego, 

because then their reactions would be your fault. Like no wonder he 

lashed out at you like that because you embarrassed him or whatever. 

 

The lens presented here not only links women’s worth and their sexuality, but it creates a 

world where they feel responsible for the actions of those (i.e., men in the evangelical 

church since heterosexuality is only accepted) who may harm them. 

Evoking emotion 

 Emotion is an important component in the analysis of identity formation among 

evangelicals and beliefs about the world and how it should work, particularly when it 

comes to men and women’s roles within it. When viewing sermons, I noticed that pastors 
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when they preach to the congregations use particular body language, music, and 

metaphors and analogies. They as well come across as extremely relatable.  

I found messages of fear in the sermons through a mix of language and evocation 

of emotion through other means. Take for example from a Louisville sermon that took 

place on 6/27/21. The pastor was making the following statement as distant piano began 

playing emotionally in the background, “the world is so full of wickedness.” Later in that 

same sermon, the pastor riled up his members and exclaimed, “persecution is coming this 

way. Even in this great nation the faith that you and I have today will in one way or 

another become illegal!” It was clear in his tone and raising of his voice that these 

messages should be fearfully taken to heart. 

Every sermon I watched had these commonalities. Even when the message was 

not straight forward, there were specific effects used in the communication and 

deliverance of every church sermon. They all talked while dramatic or emotional 

sounding music played, spoke with elevated and emotional afflictions in their voice, and 

prayed personal prayers out loud, saying things such as, “Lord you know my heart.” 

Before sermons started, the church would hold praise and worship where the group 

leading it would “witness” and pre-preach with anecdotal stories as the music played. 

Often, the group leaders would tell a simple story. One told a story about a deaf dog that 

wandered and needed help from him. He turned that story into an analogy for his own 

salvation and being deaf and blind and wandering, needing God to save him at one point.  

The mega churches whose sermons I watched used humor and poorly executed 

pop cultural references in order to engage with the audience. Most pastors would try to 
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relate to the congregation through admitting some sort of personal error then encourage 

others to participate. It often felt like a performance, all which attempted to pull on your 

heart strings. This discourse I found was not limited to inside the church walls. The same 

rhetoric is found with younger evangelical audiences on social media platforms like 

TikTok. One quick search with the hashtag evangelicals and you will be ensconced in a 

world of young fundamentalist church goers spreading the same emotionally charged 

messages and even dramatic fear-based acting scenes. I heard phrases like “wake up” 

used as one acted out the rapture and saw captions such as “turn from your ways” and 

“we’re trying to save you” plastered on videos with solemn music playing. 

The women survivors I interviewed as well as the women at the women’s center 

that the Director of Crisis Response spoke of, all expressed a fear of damnation while 

simultaneously struggling with internal wars of whether or not they were correct in 

leaving. Through the interviews conducted we see this was due to fear induced dogmas 

delivered to them from fundamentalist churches. The notable and key point to take from 

the analysis of emotionally evoking discourses being commonplace in evangelical 

communication is that it is what embedded the values, beliefs and assumptions. Much 

like a smell locks in a core memory, the theatrical emotionally triggering delivery of the 

messages, anchor the indoctrination and make it that much more powerful. We will see 

this in the interviews conducted with the survivors. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Interviews 

Although I did not manage to interview as many people as I would have liked to, 

due to the pandemic, there were patterns among the interviews that I did conduct that 

spoke to the connection among evangelical religious teachings, gender, and violence. The 

professor who I interviewed, provided an overview of gender and family, which allowed 

me to see that when the gender roles within the family become threatened, this could lead 

to an increased risk of domestic violence. The director for crisis response at a local 

Louisville women’s center that I interviewed, shined a light on all of the typical 

challenges that women in the area face when leaving a domestic violent home. She 

expressed one of those to be the rampant fundamentalist faith influences in the area. As I 

will show in the next section through my interviews with those mentioned, as well as 

with survivors and the pastor, ideas about home life in the modern world, that are coupled 

with expectations inside of traditional faith families, and potential risks of increased 

violence, are revealed.  

Brief overview of academic interview 

 The professor conducts research on how gender ideologies inform decisions about 

relationships as well as how inequality is reproduced in families. This interview provided 

an informative background with respect to gender roles. The professor explained that the 
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most challenging battle for people was when they could not live the lives that they 

wanted, or live their lives in ways which are consistent with their beliefs.  

She unfolded in detail that there are structural, financial, and cultural supports that 

prevented both the more conservative homes and the egalitarian leaning homes access to 

their ideal realities. What was especially notable to me was the response of the traditional 

families versus the egalitarian families when the gender roles they felt were necessary, 

were unable to be lived out. The professor stated during our conversation, 

So, the conservative beliefs, what we see in those belief systems if folks 

are unable to live out their conservative beliefs, those traditional beliefs, 

those beliefs that women are really supposed to not be in the workplace, 

that’s when we see in our contemporary culture, at least in the United 

States, but it’s not just in the United States, we see men more likely to use 

physical violence to maintain power. And what we found in the couples 

that were sort of more egalitarian, over time they did have increased levels 

of disagreements. They weren’t physical disagreements, they were more 

likely to have increased regular verbal arguments. 

 

Taking into consideration the aforementioned lack of structural and cultural 

supports, which may negatively affect the goal of running a more traditional home, the 

pastor I interviewed felt that the traditional family was threatened by the secular world. 

The pastor expressed that a woman needed to dress and cook how her husband requested, 

as this is an obedient wife. When I asked if he felt that the secular world had changed 

interactions between a wife and husband, he excitedly declared that he in fact felt like it 

had, very much so. I am calling attention to this since the consequence of gender roles not 

being played out the way evangelicals believe they should in the home is clearly, 

according to this interview with the professor and her s research, an indication of 

increased probability for violence in the home. The pastor vented in the interview about 
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“women’s lib” and agreed that it affected the “obedient” factor. He exclaimed, “I think it 

has caused women to be like, hey I’m just as good, and have an equal say as you do, I 

don’t have to listen to you. It’s disrespectful to your husband!” The pastor did speak 

about how abuse was not the answer to these issues. Good intensions, however, do not 

always prevent the reality of risk.  

Brief overview of local women’s center interview 

 I interviewed the director of crisis response at a local Louisville women’s center. 

The director also happened to be a Reverend in the Christian faith. She was from a more 

progressive church and pointed out that the norm in that area were fundamentalist 

churches. Anyone can utilize the services at the women’s center regardless of their 

religious beliefs or practices. The director explained to me that they hold the belief 

according to statistics, that spirituality is something that can help in the healing process. 

Due to this she elaborated, “we have a list of community partners, churches, mosques, 

temples, that of people we have sort of vetted. This is to make sure they are not going to 

have a theology that says you should stay married to your abuser no matter what. We 

don’t want to send people to those places, but we will absolutely connect them to safe 

faith leaders.” As a non-profit, the center has no faith-based affiliation. 

 Throughout the interview, we discussed their funders, how they received new 

clients, their shelter capacity and restrictions, the spike in IPV cases during COVID, the 

groups they offered, and the range of reasons that victims called into the center. We also 

spoke about the main issues that women in the region faced. The first issue was that of 

affordable housing. She explained that Kentucky has strict regulations, which made 
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qualifying for housing difficult. This reminded me of one of the survivor’s accounts I 

gathered during my research. She had mentioned that she became homeless after filing 

charges against her abuser since the government housing in southern Ohio ended her 

participation in the program if a domestic charge was filed while you lived in state-

funded housing. The director expressed that restrictions like these caused many to return 

to their abuser, who may be able to provide shelter. She additionally explained that there 

were economic factors. Kentucky is a poorer state, which provided a steeper hill to climb 

for those living below the poverty line. She contended that the vicious cycle that leads 

victims to use substances to cope is one of the main issues in this region. 

 When it comes to social issues that women face locally, the director argues,  

Part of the issue is that in this area there are a lot of what we would call 

mega churches, which tend to have more conservative fundamentalist 

theology. We have had a lot of clients who sought counsel from pastors at 

those locations and who were told, ‘that’s your husbands right, he’s not 

doing anything that scripture doesn’t give him permission to do,’ ‘you 

should be a better wife, more obedient, more subservient,’ ‘You shouldn’t 

leave, divorce is a sin,’ we’ve had a lot of people come to us with that.  

 

She goes on to say, “they’re in this internal war, ‘I don’t want to endure this but I 

don’t want to go to hell, I feel trapped, what do I do?’ So, you kind of have to 

undo some of that.” 

 When I inquired about how often she felt fundamentalist faith played a factor in 

those seeking help at the center, she said that although she could not give me an exact 

statistic, she would personally estimate about 70% of clients had listened to fundamental 

theology at some point, which influenced them in these matters. Lastly, when I asked if 

she personally felt that fundamentalist evangelical rhetoric played a factor in domestic 
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abuse she replied, “Yes, I think they do. I think that those types of theologies are rooted 

in oppression, even if people can’t see that, even if people don’t understand that. They 

themselves are founded on the idea that power and control matters the most, and there’s 

no way to not do ongoing damage with that type of foundation. Even if you don’t realize 

you’re doing it, it’s happening.” I couldn’t agree more with her words since I witnessed 

first-hand power dynamics in the church presented through leaders and family members 

who seemingly came from a loving place. Often there were stories surrounding me of 

abuse, and explanations of staying credited to deeply held beliefs at the churches core. 

Common themes in survivor accounts and pastor interview 

There were notable common themes among the pastor and both survivor 

interviews, as well as with my own account. All parties agreed that the church never 

came out and said, yes, abuse was okay. It was, however, clear that the church promoted 

power differences between the two genders recognized by the church. The survivors and 

pastor expressed that even though abuse was not advocated for at the pulpit, the church 

strongly advocated that men are the head of the household, second only to God, are in 

charge of making the rules, and are superior to their wives and women in general.  

An additional theme coupled with this understanding that men were the authority 

figures, was that women are required to be obedient to men; the pastor stated boldly in 

his interview: “it [the Bible] says to the woman, be obedient to your husband.” This is 

key to note, as this verse and quote from the pastor emphasizes the power imbalances that 

exist in the home and the limited access to power for women. This can potentially lead to 
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domestic violence either because men are to have power over women, as prescribed by 

the church, or because these roles are breaking down in today’s society. 

I found that counseling is recommended if the women who do come forward to 

the church with domestic complaints. The is to be strictly Christian counseling and often 

under a fellow church member or elder who has zero counseling or psychology 

credentials. Survivors and the director at the women’s center showed that the women 

were often re-traumatized or victimized by the so-called church therapists or counselors. 

The pastor was the acting counselor of his congregation in such matters, for instance, and 

I just recalled that he expressed he would not encourage divorce to the woman if it was 

“just harsh words and a push.”  

Part of why the pastor was concerned, as well as why women may remain in an 

abusive relationship, is because of how things looked for the congregation. Care was 

taken to keep a particular image of the family within the church; this was talked about in 

most of the interviews I conducted. Both survivors told me that they felt their church 

pushed these issues under the rug until it became an issue, which then bled into the 

church and its public-facing image. The pastor also exclaimed that his concern was with 

creating a strong family in order to have a strong congregation, and ultimately supported 

the desired outcome of less drama being brought into the church, which may encourage a 

woman to stay with an abusive spouse. 

When comparing and contrasting survivor accounts and their respectable 

denominations, I found that my experiences as with the other evangelical survivor, had 

far more extreme gender differences mentioned than the Catholic survivor, as I will show 
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in the next paragraphs. This finding supports my expectation of fundamentalist faith 

practices holding heavy harmful patriarchal ideologies. 

First, I would like to present the similarities between the evangelical survivors 

and the Catholic survivor. Both churches encouraged women to get married young. My 

mother and the two survivors I interviewed were 19 when they were “married off.” All 

expressed that they felt they had to either marry or stay in the home in which they were 

raised. This was coupled with the feeling that they didn’t want to “fail” as women, so 

they were married. This was also displayed in my account when I stayed in toxic 

environments for fear of adding more men to an unspoken “list”. Those of evangelical 

and Catholic faiths felt pressure to not break up the family and that they would be 

shunned if they chose divorce. Women were to be the caretakers and “fixers”; this was 

normalized in both faiths through messaging from the church. Both faiths advocated that 

the men were in charge and set the rules. Talks of requirements for heaven or hell tied to 

not breaking vows of marriage were also delivered to both. If pregnant, it was understood 

that you needed to get married, according to either denomination.  

Finally, the severity of violent behavior was more acceptable and seen as less 

violent to each woman when they were still practicing their religion. In both interviews, 

women pointed out that they now understood and recognized abuse in totally different 

ways than before. What they recognize as severe violence was not something they would 

have ever had categorized as violent when in their faith practices. “Just” pushing, 

throwing, and especially financial abuse, were the biggest violations pointed out in regard 

to what would be excused when still religious. Both survivors wanted me to know that 
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looking back these were the first signs of the extreme violence which would inevitably 

come, and how they wished they knew those were actual abusive behaviors. 

There were differences as well. Evangelical survivors presented far more 

recollections of purity culture and talks of modesty being pushed on them during their 

childhood. In fact, several harmful and abusive stories, as well as molestation from older 

church boys, were near identical to my evangelical experiences and the survivor 

interviewed. Common phrasing used in evangelical households were, “how you dress or 

behave can cause your brothers to sin” and “parents must break your willful daughters 

spirit.” Daughters were often called “whores.”  

Another commonality shared among evangelicals growing up was that the 

woman’s identity was formed around having a husband; marriage was the basis of nearly 

every conversation. The evangelical survivor additionally spoke of the thin line she felt 

that she was forced to walk between needing to be wanted but then careful not to be a 

“whore,” which was a line I spoke of in my own account earlier in the thesis. Openly 

being taught not to hold boys or men accountable, while also told the responsibility fell to 

the women even when being violated, was a similar thread in evangelical survivor stories.  

The Catholic survivor did mention the brief reminders of heaven or hell when it 

came to the church or their family discussing potential action of divorce taking place. 

Evangelicals, however, were bombarded with deeper and more viscerally provoking 

descriptions of hell and consequence. Both the evangelical survivor and I were taken to 

hell houses, told we had or could have “demons” inside of them instead of being treated 

for anxiety and ADHD, and heard constant chatter of the “enemy” in regard to the outside 
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world, as well as everyday encounters with discussions of the devil, evil, hell, and the 

“Second Coming5.” Fear tactics were heavily emphasized in the evangelical interview 

and ethnography.  

Analysis of interviews 

There are multiple factors conveyed through the interviews in this section with the 

professor and director of a crisis response team, which explain what puts a person at risk 

for finding themselves staying in or returning to a domestically violent home. In 

interviewing the pastor, the two survivors, and recounting my experience, I was able to 

gather that fundamentalist Christian homes, created an adequate environment in which 

most if not all of these factors could thrive. This included: housing and financial 

concerns, through pushing daughters to marry young and depend on a man for shelter and 

money, uneven power dynamics through being subservient and taking orders from men, 

to include choices of what to wear, eat, and when to speak, restricted access to education 

on topics of sex, pregnancy and drugs or alcohol, which can lead to vicious cycles, male 

entitlement ideologies, and damaged self-esteem through degradation which contributes 

to creating an easily exploitable area for predators. 

 
5 A Christian held belief that Jesus will return to earth from heaven. 



58 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion and Implications 

 This analysis closely examined the evangelical culture and gendered messages 

that women sustained through these institutions when socialized in or among them. There 

is no doubt that discourses concerning the relationship between gender and power have 

penetrated the consciousness of evangelical raised women to a substantial degree. 

Messages of eternal reward or damnation based on sets of behavioral and gendered 

guidelines were continually delivered through emphatic dialogue.  

 The research had some limitations. One being limited access to ethnographic 

research due to pandemic restrictions. Another was my personal relationship with the 

demographics and religious background. Native anthropology allows for strengths but 

also potential bias’. Future research on this topic should focus on more participants from 

both evangelical backgrounds and those from other religious sects, in order to conduct a 

comparison of discourses and experiences. The broader significance for this work is that 

the analysis offers a holistic and satisfying examination of potential contributing factors 

which may play a role in intimate partner violence. This research carries the potential to 

lead to more appropriate insights about the effects of evangelical discourses on gender 

disparities.  
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Overall, the research findings suggest that gender roles encouraged in evangelical 

discourses, coerce women to remain in violent homes. This was visible by many 

participants voicing their later awareness of the underlying misogynistic messages they 

received through their churches and families, which they argued isolated and harmed 

them. Several participants explicitly highlighted the sense of shame, pressure, and 

responsibility that such discourses created. These findings supported the proposed 

argument of dangerous uneven power dynamics and social control over women in these 

religious frameworks. 
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