
Incest, Religion & Culture
During a typical year, national statistics indicate that 67 percent of all sex assaults are perpetrated on victims under the age of eighteen.  In about 34 percent of the cases the offender is a family member; the number increases to 50 percent when the child is under the age of six (Snyder, 2000). The younger the child, the less likely the case will end in an arrest (Snyder, 2000:13).
Nationally, about half of all sexual assaults remain unreported. Without open and comprehensive reporting, offenders can victimize with impunity. The research for this particular paper began because a local police detective was frustrated at how often a non-offending parent and child’s cultural or spiritual background justified non-reporting. The detective found that a number of Hispanic Catholic mothers were ambivalent about reporting family incest, believing instead that faith and reason would prevail over enforcement. What had happened in their family was God’s will and if any punishment was to be exacted, God was to do it…now or in the here-after.  
Secrecy allows an offender to continue his crimes unhindered. This fatalistic religious line of thinking that ensures security also guarantees that the needs of the victim remain secondary to the sanctity and privacy of the family. If the truth remains behind closed doors, the mother, who is left in the middle, does not need to confront the untenable position to either protect her husband or her daughter. Protecting her daughter means rejecting her husband.  Protecting her husband means rejecting her daughter. Regardless of her stance, other family members, friends and acquaintances will all have an opinion. For the mother, any choice is likely to alienate her from her extended family and her most important source of support in a time of crisis. 
This paper examines how religion and culture mesh to create serious barriers that prevent victims and non-offending parents from seeking the intense professional intervention they need.  Evidence is found to show that religion and culture, as social forces, collude with an offender to justify and perpetuate incestuous behavior and that misinterpreted biblical dogma that portrays the female as seductress is a tool that successfully labels a victim as a co-offender.  The focus of the paper is not to suggest that incest is more prevalent in the Hispanic culture or Catholic religion, but merely how the two forces bolster a world view that perpetuates underlying negative assumptions about women. Much of what is written here can apply to many segments of our population. 


The first section will cover the academic literature on incest and the roles and characteristics of those impacted. The second section will briefly cover the more predominant traits of the Hispanic culture, especially as it pertains to the individual’s life in the family. Last, basic tenets of Catholicism are covered. Information regarding incest and the Hispanic culture will be integrated with the religious component to help explain the phenomenon at hand. 
Incest
There are many books and articles written on the dynamics of incest. The following description is only a brief overview of the subject. This synopsis provides the groundwork from which the later discussions become relevant. 
Incest is defined as the act of sexual touching or penetration between an adult and a minor who are members of the same family. While some researchers extend or restrict the definition of incest to include or exclude siblings, extended family members, and close friends of the family, this paper restricts the focus to father-daughter contact (including step-father) (see Russell, 1999; Tierney & Corwin, 1983; Stanko, 1985; Russell, 1984) 

Finkelhor believes that a third of all child sexual assault is committed by a family member (in Johnson, 1992) and that “having a step-father is one of the strongest risk factors [associated with incest], more than doubling a girl’s vulnerability” (Finkelhor, 1984:24).  Daughters of step-fathers are seven times more likely to be abused than by a biological father (Russell, 1999).  Over one-third of incest survivors report that the abuse continued for over two years.  Typically, the child’s first victimization occurred between the ages of four to six, or ten to twelve years. The average offender was forty (Russell, 1999; Herman, 1981, Finkelhor in Manlowe, 1995). 
In families where incest occurs, the marital relationship is dysfunctional even though it appears quite normal to outsiders. The household is authoritarian and dominated by the father. Sex roles are stereotyped (Martens, 1988, Johnson 1992). Family matters remain forbidden topics outside the home. Half the survivors reported witnessing domestic violence between their mother and father, but for outsiders the father appeared deferential and conventional (Herman, 1981). Fathers, who are skilled at hiding their alter-egos can be well-liked by neighbors, coworkers, and church members. If incest comes to light, they have a cadre of supporters who already believe that any such allegation must surely be a lie.
Mothers are minimally employable and therefore dependent on their husband’s income for survival. In Herman’s study of 40 women who suffered incest, 78 percent reported that their father was the sole financial support for the family. Mothers had not obtained or maintained skills to make it on their own. 

After years of dysfunction, mothers and daughters tend to grow apart. The conflict between the mother and father exposes the mother’s own medical and psychological issues that leave her unavailable to her daughter. Over half the mothers were disabled by depression, alcoholism, or psychosis. It isn’t uncommon for the mother to be hospitalized and absent for the home. If a mother is unable to care for herself, how can she remain protective and present for her daughter? 
With a mother and daughter estranged, a father can convince his wife that the daughter is a liar and a manipulator. He can convince the daughter that the mother doesn’t care. If the incest becomes known, the mother may not know who to believe and her daughter may not trust the mother enough to reveal the full story. The mother has lost any trust she may have had in her marriage, her relationship with the daughter is already strained, she is blamed by everyone for allowing it to happen, and she doesn’t know who to trust or how she is going to survive without her husband’s financial support. The tremendous stress on the mother is now compounded by the daughter’s trauma.

As the marriage deteriorates, the children are pushed and pulled between warring factions. A welcome change from the struggle often begins as nurturing attention by the father. Since the attention was initially welcome, the daughter may feel some responsibility that it progressed from cuddling and hugs to sexual contact. She is not mature enough to realize how her naiveté, fear, dependence, and need for attention is preyed upon by someone she trusts and loves.  “It is regarded as axiomatic that parents have more power then children. This is an inescapable biological fact; young children are completely dependent on their parents….for survival” (Herman, 1981:3).  Nearly half the victims tell no one about the incest because they feared punishment, abandonment, rejection, shame, or they felt a need to protect the offender or another party (Russell, 1999).  The child is often bribed with money, gifts, or favor, and is then made to feel like co-conspirators if they take what is offered (Allen, 1996; Johnson, 1992, Herman, 1981). The issue that a child can give consent is ridiculous. “Because the child does not have the power to withhold consent, she does not have the power to grant it.” (Herman, 1981:27).
The victim feels shame at two levels; lack of self worth and lack of social worth (Fontes, 2005:156). As a “co-conspirator,” her thought processes lead her to believe that she must have done something to allow it to happen or she is being punished because she is a sinful person. The sexual contact, even though coerced, has taken away her value as a righteous or good woman; she is forever changed because her virginity is lost. The loss of self respect due to molestation during childhood is often associated with repeated victimization in adulthood (Herman, 1981).
Explanations

It goes beyond the scope of this paper to fully list or analyze the theoretical literature that surrounds child sexual abuse. Theories are devised for universal application, and while each theory has a number of valuable components, there remain a number of behaviors that are not explained. Though this review is not exhaustive, there are a number of theories that seem to present more frequently in the literature. They are mentioned in the next section. These explanations are important to consider because it provides some conceptual model from which to work. Point and counterpoint for each theory will be briefly mentioned. The evidence uncovered in this paper touches on all these theories but no grand theoretical explanation is proposed. 
The Colluding Mother

One of the first theories, coined by medical doctors, argued that the mother was a colluding agent in the incest because she was cold and unresponsive to her husband’s sexual needs. Because the wife refused to fulfill her wifely duties, her husband sought out the daughter to take her place. 

“Maternal absence, in one form or another, is always found in the background of the incest romance…Women’s literature on incest generally treats the theme of maternal absence tragically. Men’s literature trivializes it or treats it comically. And clinical literature tends to treat it judgmentally” (Herman, 1981:44). 

Given this premise, it is supposedly logical that a father will fulfill his sexual needs in any way he fancies. The theory fails to explain why another adult wasn’t what he wanted. This explanation fails to address the power differential between a father and daughter or  how insensitive the father must be to the inherent trauma sexual assault imposes on the child, all in the name of getting his needs met. 
In subsequent years, mental health practitioners subscribed to the collusive mother and seductive daughter perspectives. Freud’s initial study of hysteria led him first to hypothesize that sexual abuse in the home was the cause of women’s psychological trauma (i.e., hysteria). Given the widespread diagnosis of hysteria among women, he found it disconcerting to realize how prevalent sexual abuse was in his society. After publishing his findings, his claim was widely refuted. Freud later retracted his conclusions because he could not bring himself to accept that incestuous behavior was so widespread. It has also been suggested that he had his own concerns about his incestuous leanings toward his own daughter, and that retrospectively he suspected his father had similar urges. 
Kinsey’s extensive research on human sexuality led him to argue that it was the mother’s horrified reaction after learning about the sexual abuse that caused the daughter’s trauma, not the incest itself. He argued that if the mother’s response conveyed that the sexual contact was not harmful but normal, the daughter would react similarly. Kinsey fails to explain why the incest taboo is nearly universal and why children are so traumatized even when the mother does not know, and therefore does not react. (Russell, 1999; Herman, 1981; Rossetti, 1996) 

Product of Patriarchy
A second theory explains that incest is just another component of domestic violence and that the mother is powerless to protect herself or her children from her violent husband.  In a larger context, the societal norm of patriarchy extends rights to the man of the household to do whatever he wants, physically and sexually, to his wife and children with relative impunity. It’s also argued, that many offenders and their spouses come from a long line of intergenerational male abusers where dysfunction has become the norm. “As long as fathers rule but do not nurture, as long as mothers nurture but do not rule, the conditions favoring the development of father-daughter incest will prevail” (Herman, 1981: 206).

This theory fails to explain how economic and social forces outside the home promote similar gender-role thinking in women. Why are women accepting their fate to play second fiddle to the men in their lives?  Why do women believe that their secondary role is an appropriate one? It fails to explain why sibling or mother-child sexual abuse occurs. And it does not explain why most children from abusive homes do not grow up to be abusers.
Offending as Pathology

Another theory suggests that the incest offender is disturbed and pathological, and that the event is isolated to that offender’s mental condition. The theory fails to explain how the offender is able to function well within the community and work environment while this pathological behavior runs rampant at home.  How is one able to so aptly compartmentalize their deviant behavior if it fact, it is a pathology?  Why do sex offenders typically test “normal” for other mental health conditions? 
Integrated Model 
Finkelhor established four preconditions for sexual abuse that incorporates most of the above concepts. What’s slightly different about his approach, is that it provides a linear model where each step precedes the other, and all four steps must exist before the abuse will occur (Finkelhor, 1984:56-57). First, the offender must be motivated to offend.  This motivation may originate from a traumatized past, psychological pathology, or a need to exert his masculinity through power and dominance.  His arousal for children has been reinforced, often through pornography or fantasy. He has inadequate social skills to relate with female adults and his marriage is suffering for it. He uses sex to meet all his emotional needs. The second precondition is the ability to overcome any internal inhibitions. Alcohol, mental illness, his own abuse history, lack of empathy, a worldview of patriarchal prerogatives and weak sanctions eliminate internal barriers. Third, an offender must overcome external inhibitors. If the mother is ill or absent, abused and isolated, she is unable to supervise the activities of the family. Should the wife become aware of the incest, the father can keep her from reporting by playing on the illusion that the family unit is sacred and that the wife’s central obligation is to keep the family intact. The last precondition is overcoming the child’s resistance.  This can be done with a child who is naïve, emotionally insecure, or neglected. Absent these vulnerabilities, he can always resort to coercion. Children are socially powerless and exploiting their vulnerabilities can be easy for someone who has discarded all inhibitions. 
In this explanation Finklehor is not reducing the explanation to one or two principles. He is suggesting that the causes are multiple and reliant on interpersonal context for the opportunity to manifest. This explanation reads more like a compilation of case histories that exhibit similar threads throughout. As such, it would be difficult to test this theory and use it for purposes of prediction. 
Description of Family Dynamics 


The following section describes how family roles and behaviors might present to outside observation.  It is helpful to have insight from each family member’s perspective in order to understand how each might react when confronted with reality of the incestuous past. 

Mother’s perspective
Often mothers came from violent homes of origin where everything that went wrong was the woman’s fault. She has left her dysfunctional family of origin in search of security and nurturing. She may herself be a past victim of sexual abuse. She learned in her childhood home to follow the stereotyped roles of mother and wife. They subsequently find themselves in marriages that aren’t much different. 
It is easy for the husband to drive a wedge between the mother and the children by repeatedly making the wife the object of ridicule and abuse. Children are likely to align with the stronger parent for a sense of security and control that’s inherently lost in a volatile environment. They tend to align with the more powerful partner, especially when that partner can provide some nurturing during the child’s most vulnerable years. The mother tries to establish a relationship with her daughter but grows to feel more like a rival when her husband showers attention on the daughter to the exclusion of the mother. The mother is left feeling rejected and jealous and is likely to withdraw from both (Martens, 1988; Johnson, 1992).
The mother experiences great guilt at not being able to respond effectively to the dysfunction in her family, and this fact only adds to her list of past failures. She fears being a single parent, wondering what skills she has that might make her employable. She has felt isolated for most of her life, with minimal social or familial support. Her situation has resulted in physical and mental ailments that leave her defensive, repressed, withdrawn, angry, and confused.  Her frequent abuse in the marriage has left her with a reasonable and explainable fear of her husband who remains the undisputed head of household (Martens, 1988; Fontes, 2005).

Often, when the mother is confronted with the fact that her husband has molested her daughter, she may react with disbelief more than denial. While she may believe her daughter, she is typically unable to hear the details.  She does not know what to do with this information once she learns it. The one person in whom the daughter is left confiding may well be the one person most unable to hear it. 
The mother may still love her husband and wonder how she will survive alone. She realizes that her daughter will leave home in a few years to start her own life, and when that happens, she wonders what she will be left with. She may be more willing to send the daughter away as a means to protect her from further abuse, rather than ultimately lose everything she now has with her husband (companionship, security, familiar residence, income). Unfortunately, while this solution might reduce the mother’s stress, it is one of the worst outcomes for the daughter.  The daughter is torn from everything she believes secure and, for all intents and purposes, banished from the home by the non-offending parent as punishment for disclosing. 
If the mother confronts her husband directly, she may think that is enough to make him stop. However, research indicates that if a disclosure is not made public, the father will go on to sexually abuse another (Johnson, 1992).  Neither the family’s knowledge of the abuse nor the threat to go to the authorities is enough to alter the offender’s behavior. The mother may be reluctant to go public without evidence and put off the inevitable until the evidence can no longer be ignored.  Research indicates that the angrier the mothers become, the more likely they are to protect the child from further victimization (Johnson, 1992). 
Traditional women’s roles place responsibility on the wife and mother to uphold family honor and stability (Mullender, 2002). But the process of disclosure inevitably breaks both prescriptions because as a mother and wife she must choose to either align with her husband or her daughter.  She must often make this decision alone. The extended family may be of limited support, being subject to the offender’s spin on the events and his ability to project himself as victim, especially if he is arrested and goes to jail (Orr, 1995). 

While feeling a failure for the shattered marital relationship, she also believes she has failed as a mother because she didn’t know about the abuse and/or didn’t adequately protect her daughter. She, and everyone around her, asks “how could she have let this happen?”  Did she know and not act? Did she somehow foster the abuse? Was she completely in the dark? No matter how these questions are answered, she is still held culpable at some level because it happened. 
“A mother’s awareness or denial of the incest has to be seen within a social context, for to know is to have the responsibility to act, and to act means knowing what to do and how to do it” (Johnson, 1992:108).  
She believes at some level that only inadequate parents have to seek help from the police (Fontes, 2005).  Now that they find that their child is traumatized, they know their marriage is severed and their income and security is lost. Their trust has been betrayed on many fronts and they have little to look forward to except a long arduous recovery. 
“One of the most important things I learned from the mothers who spoke with me 
was their intense need to talk to someone who was interested in them, their feelings, and how the disclosure of the incest event was affecting them. They needed to know that they were not alone…mothers want to talk about it to make some sense of it, to find some meaning in it” (Johnson, 1992: 118-119).  
“Beneath what may appear to be the mother’s disbelief or denial is the reality of 
what they will have to do, and this means making hard choices…mothers may find it more difficult to move from disbelief and denial toward belief and acceptance and subsequent action without the support and assistance of professional outsiders (Johnson, 1992:28).  

Because of the overwhelming vulnerability of the entire family, “Women need ‘total life support’ services for the mother as she and the family move through the crisis following disclosure” (including financial assistance, employment options, child care, housing, legal assistance, etc). (Johnson, 1992:122).  “The entrance into the family of an outside professional with legal authority is always a crisis-ridden event, but it may be the best insurance that the incest will not continue” (Johnson, 1992: 21-22).   
“..[The] disclosure of the  incest secret initiates a profound crisis for the family…usually...the abuse has been going on for a number of years and has become an integral part of family life. Disclosure disrupts whatever fragile equilibrium has been maintained, jeopardizes the functioning of all family members, increases the likelihood of violent and desperate behavior, and places everyone, but particularly the daughter, at risk for retaliation” (Herman, 1981: 131).   
Research shows several reasons why some mothers are more willing to react protectively immediately following the disclosure. They include (Johnson, 1992:5):

· the marriage was failing anyway, and this was the last straw

· the mother had adequate outside resources and support outside of family networks
· the mother’s empathy for her daughter and anger for her husband was greater than her need for him

But overall, mothers are more likely to sustain their protection if they receive support from outside professionals. Since they often remain highly vulnerable until support systems are in place, they are more subject to the husband’s defensiveness and rationalizations making professional support a key factor in recovery.
Daughter’s perspective

A daughter is well aware of the dysfunctional relationship between her mother and father. She is a witness to her mother’s emotional and/or physical battering and the subsequent financial and emotional dependence, and she wonders how someone who seems so helpless would be able to defend her against the same offender? This may be especially true of immigrant women who are even more isolated by virtue of living in a strange culture and not speaking the language. The daughter is left asking how her mother is to protect her if she can’t even read the newspaper or answer the door.  
In Herman’s study of 40 incest survivors, “Most of our informants remembered their mothers as weak and powerless, finding their only dignity in martyrdom” (Herman, 1981:79).  In describing her parents, the daughter is often more complimentary of her father than her mother, using descriptors such as powerful, intelligent, gifted, and likable (Herman, 1981:82).

When mothers were absent (because of hospitalization or withdrawal from the family) due to depression, addiction or psychosis, it was easy for the child to sympathize with her father about feelings of abandonment because she felt it too. Any attention she got from her father was welcome (Herman, 1981).  Because the daughter may have welcomed this attention, or was subsequently rewarded for her silence, she equates compliance with consent and culpability. 
Most daughters don’t disclose until their teen years and many thought their mothers either knew or should have known (Herman, 1981). The father plays the mother and daughter off of each other, so that when the incest gets disclosed, the daughter is often more angry at her mother than she is at her father (Russell, 1999).  However, even with all of her alienation and ambivalence, “…a primary prediction of a girl’s recovery from incest is whether her mother believes her disclosure” (Elliot & Carnes in Fontes, 2005:21).  Of primary importance is rebuilding the daughter’s relationship with her mother. If the daughter cannot be bolstered by the mother, recovery is hindered for both.

Daughters often suffer from low self esteem. They become guilt-ridden, no matter which way they turn. When they fail to disclose they feel guilt for colluding; if they disclose, they feel guilt for breaking up the family. They see themselves as forever “tainted goods” because they have participated in a shameful and taboo act. The father has successfully convinced his daughter that she acted seductively and was a willing partner in violating a forbidden social boundary. Accepting bribes or rewards only crystallizes her sense of guilt. 
As the daughters mature, their actions may seem either precocious or infantile for their chronological age. Regardless, they become aware that their sexual power over men is really the only social power they wield. While therapy is highly recommended for the victim, most confrontations with family members turn out badly for the victim. While therapy may help the daughter change her view of self and the world, more often than not she is still left to maneuver around the family and its relatively unchanged dynamic (Herman, 1981).

During the years of abuse, daughters are alienated from most family members and their outside support. There is a good chance that she endured the abuse believing her sacrifice would spare her siblings a similar fate. Years later, it is not uncommon for the victim to learn that her siblings were also abused and that the siblings had been similarly manipulated into silence. 
She loses her trust, especially of men and she feels lonely, different and apart. She feels like an outsider from friends and family, who are often put off by the disclosure and unable to fully hear, or relate to her victimization. She believes she is no longer normal, and never will be.  She may show signs of depression, suicide, anger, promiscuity, phobias, and exhibit sudden changes in eating or sleeping patterns. She may be hyper-hygienic because she feels she has been dirtied and can’t be cleansed. Her promiscuity is often tied to her need to find security and protection and a means to sever her ties with her family, especially her father (Martens, 1988; Fontes, 2005; Herman, 1981). From Herman’s 40 survivors, she found that “Though all the daughters eventually succeeded in escaping from their families, they felt, even at this time of the interview (while in their 20’s and 30’s) that they would never be safe with their fathers, and that they would have to defend themselves as long as their fathers lived” (Herman, 1981:95).
 Father’s perspective
Fathers are rigid and moralistic when it comes to controlling and evaluating other family members’ behavior.  Interpersonal relationships remain superficial. Fathers often adhere to strict fundamental religious interpretations clearly defining gender roles that favor men over women. Fathers consider themselves the head of the household; they demand obedience from women and children who are predestined by God and society to satisfy a man’s needs. His authority is absolute (Martens, 1988).  
Women remain secluded in the home. A man’s domain is the outside world. At home fathers demand preferential treatment – they don’t do housework or child care, they expect order and obedience, and they are entitled to uninterrupted periods of leisure. Unlike his wife, he is free to take advantage of any opportunities for self-betterment, such as advanced education or training. This standard of partnership is not extended to the wife.
“Implicit [in the psychiatric literature] is a set of normative assumptions regarding the father’s prerogatives and the mother’s obligations within the family…the father’s wish, indeed his right, to continue to receive female nurturance, whatever the circumstances, is accepted without question” (Herman, 1981:46).

Fathers have low self awareness. Their fantasies fuel their existing preoccupation with sex. They are often substance abusers who try to explain away their behavior as a result of a blackout or a lowering of inhibitions.  “Because the perpetrators typically have little understanding as to why they are sexually assaulting children, they usually are unable to stop after the first assault. Abusive behavior continues until a crisis of some kind prevents further abuse” (Martens, 1988:8). 
Fathers resent any change in the family dynamics. As his daughter enters adolescence, he is likely to be highly jealous of her time away from home, especially when it’s spent with boys. He realizes he will no longer be in charge in the same way, and what control and sexual exclusivity he has enjoyed is waning. To regain some control he may try to curtail her social contacts (Herman, 1981). “…His distress will be extreme. Desertion, suicidal gestures, and homicidal threats are not uncommon during this time” (Herman, 1981: 144). 

Conclusion

No family member can escape the damage incest causes, even if they aren’t the direct victim. Siblings and extended family members are subject to the detritus this unconscionable crime leaves in its wake. Recovery is clearly based on extended and comprehensive support for both the victim and the non-offending parent, which often involves services that embrace the many needs of both. 
Hispanic Family Culture

Hispanics are defined as individuals whose family originates in Mexico, Central or South America, and the Caribbean. Latinos are similarly defined, only they are not believed to have any Spanish-European ancestry. Because of the heavy European influence through colonization, Latinos and Hispanics are almost exclusively Catholic. In fact, 90 percent of the Spanish speaking world is Roman Catholic (Clutter & Nieto, unk year). 
Most Anglos do not differentiate country of origin and Hispanics and Latinos share similar discrimination. The notion of a common adversary often makes a diverse group much more cohesive.  In the United States, one-half of Mexican-Americans are here through immigration (Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2000).  For many, their flight from an oppressive government has led them to face new barriers in the United States. Even if they held professional titles in their country of origin, language and the lack of standardized credentials leave them unable to compete for better paying jobs. In a strange land, most women believe their only viable support is from their husband. 
Hispanics value family closeness and solidarity. Their preferred support network is family, not friends. They are guided by familial obligations which value the group well-being over the individual. They count on extended family to show children attention and affection (Fontes, 2005). “In many Latino and Asian American families, children are taught to sacrifice themselves for the good of the family. If they believe disclosing is a selfish act that will destroy the family, they will not speak” (Fontes, 2005:88). If parents are asked to rank child rearing values, Hispanics rate honesty, respectfulness and obedience at the top while Anglo mothers select assertiveness, independence, and creativity (Roosa et al, 2000). 

Hispanics find their communal solidarity is based first on extended family, followed by race, then nationality. When family is absent, the church acts as a surrogate (Gonzales, 1996). Extended family is an adaptive survival mechanism for families with high demands and low resources. While the need for extended family ties decreases as social & economic status increases, the wealthier strata is not where many Hispanic immigrants are found (Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2000; Roosa, 2000).

Men are the visible faces that represent the family to the outside world. Women are either viewed as inferior and needing to be cared for, or exalted so that anything outside the home is beneath them (Tamez, 1989).  They remain vulnerable as single women. Mothers marry young and stay at home. Women hold the key to family honor. When necessary, they self sacrifice and suffer for their children (Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez; 2000).  

Hispanic women are confronted with many economic, political, and logistical barriers to their autonomy. Their earning power is minimal, in part because men do not want their wives working outside the home. Their first priority should be to protect the sanctity and cohesiveness of the family, rear the children to respect their elders, and uphold the reputation of the family against any outside influences. If a woman’s role keeps her behind closed doors, how is she to know about available resources, to find sustainable income, and to recognize her and her daughter’s social potential. Who is she to trust if her experiences limit her to family and home?
Religion
The preceding sections have briefly touched on some key components that help define incest from other acts of sexual assault, as well as defining an underlying value system that guides Hispanic family culture. The final section discusses the heart of the issue, by showing how religion can perpetuate the thinking that allows offenders to victimize and survivors to remain silent. These dynamics are particularly relevant for professionals who must respond to reported incest within the Hispanic Catholic community.

Worldview

Tenets of the Church are taught by ordained clergy. Ruling elites are men and a patriarchal worldview persists. Messages are autocratic and behaviors are mandated and ritualized. What clergy say is the word of God and parishioners are not to question either. Within the household, the word of the man takes on the role of unquestioned patriarch. The parallel between God and maleness becomes blurred. Womanhood in relation is a second-class status requiring constraint and control.  
“Largely as a result of [foundational narrative of Original Sin], Christian theology has tended to define sin in terms of disobedience, rebellion, willfulness, and sensuality, and hence the virtues it has extolled include obedience, submission to authority, selflessness, and sacrificial love…Such a theology of quiescence has worked to the advantage of ruling elites, abusive parents, partners, and elders, and all those whose violence depends in part on the passivity and pliability of another” (Ray, 1998:23-24).

In the following section, some underlying assumptions regarding a Christian worldview are listed. These themes are intertwined in clerical sermons that cite biblical stories, morals, and doctrine. Similar jargon has assumed great familiarity among laypersons. They remain doctrines of the Christian belief system that continue, for all intents and purposes, unquestioned. 
· Religion is fatalistic. People often use the phrase, “if God is willing,” when referring to the future. “People with this culturally fatalistic view will often respond quite passively in the face of a discovery of sexual abuse” (Fontes, 2005:143). 
· God is male (Boehm et al, 1999). The male is the reference point. He was created first, in God’s image (Winkelmann, 2004:64). Woman as an offshoot defied God, bringing evil into the world. 
· Fear the omnipotent God. By fearing God, you are guided into proper behavior (Ray, 1998).  Never bring forth the “wrath of God.”
· Focus on obedience…likened to man’s obedience to God and Jesus’ obedience to his “father.” If you are properly obedient, you obey God, the father. 

· Evil is caused by humans but allowed by God as God won’t intervene in free will; This allows people to establish good out of evil in order to better the world. Good can be seen because it can be compared with evil. 
· Suffering is a test of one’s faith, a punishment for selfishness; and part of the overall plan for the good of the world. Hardships are to be endured. (Mulender, et al (2002).
· God brings justice, now or later. We must all atone for our sins. 
Women’s Role in Theology 
References to women in the Bible are far different from the references made to men. Women are valued because of their sexuality and the purity of this sexuality is the key to her status. She is in control of all things sexual, so if anything goes awry, she is to blame. Woman’s first act as man’s companion was to let evil into the world at the Garden of Eden. Because of Eve’s fall to temptation, she and all women who follow are punished for this original sin (Manlowe, 1995). The qualities of a good Christian is not dissimilar from that of a righteous woman. Both should sacrifice for others, submit to a male deity, rely on external authority for direction, distrust of one’s own experience, and believe that a male savior will redeem them (Manlowe, 1995:60).
In the Catholic faith, the ultimate vision of femininity is the Virgin Mary. This completely unattainable ideal is the measure to which all women are compared. The Virgin Mary conceives outside of carnal knowledge, she sacrifices lifelong for her son, and she never waivers in her belief in God. How can any woman think well of herself if all comparisons are made between her and an immortalized deity? No matter what a woman might do, she can never be Mary and because of that, she can never measure up.  
Given the pretext that women are the reason for sin, and that sexuality is the undoing of mankind, it is not hard to view the teachings of the bible as misogynistic. There has been some interesting debate around the fact that Jesus’ equal and kind treatment of women is not translated into the New Testament. Apparently, equality was unacceptable to his disciples, who instead wrote that women are evil and manipulative and should be controlled.  “Resisting Christian misogyny includes exposing the politics behind the burdensome religious rhetoric that portrays women as dangerously appetitive and virtuous only insofar as they are self-depriving” (Manlowe, 1995:133).  


Manlowe (1995) provides a useful taxonomy for describing the intersection of women’s religious roles with the Catholic worldview. Women are taught the following beliefs:
· There are promised blessings for self sacrifice

· Redemption can only occur if you surrender to God
· Retain hope in a just future through divine intervention

· Work to heal from the original sin of being human. All women should suffer for what Eve did. 

· Women are inferior. Male dominance is ordained by God 
· You have a cross to bear. Self sacrifice gives meaning to abuse and loss
· Given that God is just, if you suffer, it’s because you must have sinned. Suffering teaches humility

· There is virtue in repentance and forgiveness 
· Women must remain sexually pure; if violated, it is her fault. “Virginity is viewed as a spiritual commitment more important than the young Catholic woman’s life” (Young, 1989: 474).  Through resisting, women help men to be good (Young, 1989: 478). In several stories of the Bible, a woman is exalted if she chooses death over rape. 

These beliefs get translated into women’s everyday experiences. They are used to explain her victimization and to isolate her from secular support. By accepting the blame for her own victimization, she at least finds a reason for the abuse. Some of the “tapes” a victim hears in her head might reflect the following thoughts. Using Manlove’s taxonomy, those thoughts are structured and linked directly to scripture. 
· She is just as bad as the offender, otherwise she wouldn’t have been abused (because God is just, if you suffer, you must have sinned)
· She can’t control her sexual appetite so it must be controlled for her (women must remain sexually pure; all women should suffer for what Eve did)
· She needs to find some meaning behind the pain and to find enough purity that her higher power can help her heal (virtue in repentance and forgiveness)
· She must pray for protection. Serenity will come if she surrenders her will to God (redemption only through surrender to God).
· Victims often focus on Christ over God, because Christ is a self-sacrificing and loving martyr. They can personally relate to his fate as an innocent co-sufferer.  For them to attain salvation, they must emulate Christ’s strength and purity by willingly suffering, as Christ did (Ray, 1998:10). Christ sacrificed for us, so for a young daughter it is reasonable for her to believe she must sacrifice in order to save her mother or her sibling from the truth (there are promised blessings for self-sacrifice). 
· She is unwilling to blame God because “for many, God is all they have” (Winkelmann, 2004:89) (retain hope in God for a just future) 
Ultimately, however, given some distance from the event, many victims report that they experience a loss of faith in God, in justice, and in mankind. Many survivors turn away from the church in adulthood because it provided nothing but blame for the victim at the time support was most needed. “Sexually violating a child who needs your love, as all children do, by promising her more love if she surrenders her power often is the dynamic of the crime…when one’s spirituality or recovery program includes surrendering one’s will to a Higher Power, one repeats the model one knew as a child victim of incest. Such a model is ultimately disempowering” (Manlowe, 1995:129-130)
Religious leaders in history have subjugated and vanquished women in their original writings and translations of the Bible. For example, St. Augustine wrote that man has free choice and God won’t intervene when it involves man’s will on another.  If you suffer, it’s because you have strayed from righteousness. In his own life, Augustine was beaten as child and his prayers for salvation went unanswered. To cope with his own trauma, he concluded that his punishment was his own fault and that it was deserved because as humans, we are all sinners. He believed that children are born sinful and punishment is God’s will and thus deserved, whether the reason is understood at the time, or not. Turning the blame on oneself removes responsibility from an offender on to a victim. This is the perfect environment for a sexual predator to work.   
There have been a number of biblical or religious characterizations of women that set them up as pawns to be exalted or condemned (Manlowe, 21995; Bidegain, 1989; Herman, 1981). Nearly all the stories center on a woman’s virginity; this is the only thing that sets forth her personal and social worth. The following list identifies a few such characters. 
· Maria Goretti fought off her sexual attacker and was killed. She died saving her virginity and they built a shrine to honor her for it. 
· Virgin Mary as a virgin mother is the ideal woman. All women should strive to be like Mary.
· Saint Dympna’s mother died when she was young. Her father wanted to take her as his wife so she flees her home. He relentlessly pursues and finds her, but she still refuses his advances and he has her beheaded at the age of fifteen. She is exalted because she maintained her virginity at the cost of her life.
· (Genesis 34) Dinah was raped by prince Schechem. He then wanted her as his wife. Dinah’s father and brothers were angry that she had been “defiled,” but the prince’s father asked for favor that she be presented to Schechem as his bride. In exchange he would give over his own daughters and they would become “one people.” The male family members of Dinah agreed, but they did so only so they could slay the family of Schechem for “treating their sister like a harlot.” The incongruity in this story is that virgin women were revered and fought for, yet all others were treated like chattel. 
· (2 Samuel 13) Ammon lusted after his virgin sister, Tamar. He contrived a way to be alone with her. He asked her to lie with him but she refused, speaking of the great shame that would befall her if it were to happen. Ignoring her pleas, he raped her and then turned her away in disgust. Absalom, another brother, learned of the rape and he told Tamar to keep silent. She should not tell because Ammon was her brother. Years later Absalom killed Ammon for his crime. Justice could only be meted out, male to male.  
· (Ester 1): King Ahasuerus ordered his wife, Queen Vashti to come to his side when she was busy entertaining and she refused. He grew enraged and removed her as queen making sure that he set an example for all men that they should not tolerate any disobedience on the part of their wives, and at all cost should remain lord and master of their home. To take her place he sought to select a new queen from a cast of “beautiful young virgins.” He chose Esther as his new Queen. 
· (Corinthian 11-14) Men should not wear a cover (hat) because he is made in the image of God, but woman must veil her head. Woman was created for man, not the reverse.

· (Ephesians 5:22-25). Wives are to be subject to their husbands for the husband is the head of the wife. This section describes a tiered hierarchy that runs from God to man to woman. But when this passage is quoted, there is often no mention that man is to love their wife as they love their own lives. 
· Eve was convinced by the serpent to go against the commands of God by eating from a forbidden tree. As she ate she offered some to her husband, leading him astray. Her actions led evil into the lives of mankind.  
Theodicy


The term is used to identify a philosophical position that answers the Christian oxymoron, “How can an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good God allow the evil that causes so much hurt?”  Theodicy is the “vindication of the justice of God, especially in ordaining or permitting natural and moral evil” (Webster, 1947).  The dilemma of theodicy is asking whether God can stop suffering if he is omnipotent, or does God will unjust suffering (Reuther, 1998). The existence of deep suffering in Christian theology “…[assumes] that even undeserved, unjust, dehumanizing suffering must have a positive purpose, or else the goodness of God will somehow [be] compromised” (Ray, 1998: 62).  Theodicy is the process of absolving God’s responsibility in allowing evil to exist (Winkelmann, 2004:6).  

A believer facing this dilemma can follow what Rankka conceptualizes as a ten-item typology (in Winkelmann, 2004: 107-114). These statements are typically used to explain evil’s existence, especially for those who are undeservedly victimized:
· People suffer because they are caught between good and evil. God helps those who chose the right path.
· Humans have free will and if you suffer it’s because you’ve strayed.
· God tracks individual and collective sin and punishes it because of the Original Sin.
· People must be willing to suffer as part of God’s plan for salvation. Bear your cross and be strengthened. God will rescue you. If you prevail, you overcome evil. 

· People suffer because man has abused free will, and the experience of evil sets the standards for morality.
· Suffering is soul-making and provides the learning needed to help others.
· Just keep faith because the larger questions are unanswerable.
· Humans must help themselves.
· When humans suffer, God suffers. Victims can feel strength and solidarity with God when they suffer.
· The marginalized suffer, which causes them to rise up for all those oppressed, so it provides a means of attaining justice for all.

It is not hard to understand why the theological messages delivered to women are so devastatingly restrictive. How much more compelling can an argument be, than to tell a victim that their suffering is divinely ordained? What appears to be their loss of control over what has happened to them is really a message from God that if they just got greater control over themselves (by restricting their behavior and emotions, by foregoing their own wants or needs for another, and by sacrificing their very will) their suffering would stop.  
A victim’s loss of control cannot feel any more sanctioned than through these reiterated rationalizations for human suffering. Most incest survivors believed that suffering in silence was part of their feminine or maternal duty. Their sexual abuse was a matter of God’s will - a test from God to see how well they can bear their cross (Fontes, 2005:114).

Men as offenders, justify their behavior by defining women as the source of original sin, and that women are innately seductive (Winkelmann, 2004:115-116).  Woman as temptress must be the one to control any sexual activity because men cannot (Fontes, 2005).  If she is in control of any sex that happens, any sex outside of marriage is a sin, even if it’s forced. Because she is ascribed this control (by virtue of being female), it must be true that rape victims have allowed themselves to be damaged, and her victimization may even make her unworthy to be a bride (Fontes, 2005).  In the tales of the female martyrs, she should have died rather than been raped. And, even still, when it is all over, the victim is urged to forgive the offender because true faith requires forgiveness (Johnson, 1992). Addressing women’s culpability, Gillett asks an interesting question; “I often wondered why it was that men who couldn’t control their own bodies got to control everything else” (in Kroeger & Beck, 1997:107).  

Stories of marriage in the Bible show it to be a social alliance where women are the objects of exchange. Women’s femininity can be redeemed if it is owned by one male. In the Bible, there are 12 Biblical dictates to avoid incest with female relatives, but “the wording of the law makes it clear that incest violations are not offenses against the women taken for sexual use but against the men in whom the rights of ownership, use, and exchange are vested” (Manlowe, 1995:62). What is prohibited is the sexual use of those women who, in one manner or another, already belong to other relatives. “Every man is thus expressly forbidden to take the daughters of his kinsmen, but only by implication is he forbidden to take his own daughters” (Herman, 1981:61).  

Liberation Theology

Liberation theology originated in the Latin American countries in the 1960’s as a means to fight the economic class disparity that is promoted and sustained by social institutions, especially the Church. It attempts to address the “massive historical suffering caused primarily by the predatory economic and political practices of First World governments & institutions, in collusion with the ruling elites in Third World countries.” (Ray, 1998:72). Image of a beaten and downtrodden Christ has helped to generate fatalism among the disenfranchised, rewarding them for their resignation and passivity. Women especially, are rewarded with martyr-like satisfaction in suffering and victimization (Ray, 1998). 

The principles focus on class inequality rather than on gender inequality and women join for religious reasons, not feminist ones (Drogus, 2000). However, the concepts forged by liberation theology are germane to both. It requires a re-interpretation of Scripture that does not favor the elite. It should not be acceptable to hear from the clergy that the poor will always be with us and that suffering is good. Such teaching promotes the belief that it is God’s will for the masses to be poor and for the rich to grow richer and that this stratification should be accepted with grace. 

Some believe that to empower women in one sphere will empower them in another. Class supersedes gender because the norm in these countries is for the woman to support the husband rather than one another.  The Church is one area that men allow women to take on roles of some responsibility. Outside of that sphere, her authority is questioned unless there are men on her side cooperating with her efforts. So in many cases, to fight for greater gender equality is to go against the husband. Women are then left deciding whether to abandon their family and domestic roles for self-fulfillment and justice.  The only way they can succeed in both venues is to find a way to motivate men to change their roles as well (Drogus, 2000:95-100). 

Critical thinking around the current teachings in the Catholic Church is the essence of liberation theology. It is no longer acceptable to take what is taught within the Church as the real message of the Bible. Humble and passive submission may very well be a message from Jesus that the church has convoluted to quiet unrest and to retain power in the hands of the elite (which includes the clergy). As an example, the following quotes demonstrate that once accepted tenets are now being questioned:

“The life of Jesus is the Christian model par excellence. And so we women of 
Latin America never tires of reminding the community that Jesus’ attitude toward women was never discriminatory” (Bidegain, 1989:31).

Jesus died because he was committed to compassion and justice and an oppressive regime felt compelled to eliminate him. He was actually “struggling against suffering” (Ray, 1998: 93). 
“I understood we had been given a God and a faith packaged according to the ambitions of men, who had set themselves up as leaders (the clergy) of the Roman Catholic Church – totally in contrast to the Way of Jesus” (testimonials in Verhoeven, 1989). 


In the Old Testament, God in concept is genderless. Jews don’t like to gender 

God because it resembles idolatry (Ruether, 1998). 

Literal and allegoric translations of the Bible are fraught with biased perspectives. If the Bible were re-interpreted with knowledge of the translator’s bigotries, would the messages sound much different?  Would this set the stage for re-structuring women’s place in secular and spiritual world? Some of these differing messages might read:
God manifests in others who offer hope and help (Winkelmann, 2004:82)

Atonement requires genuine apology and a change in behavior (Manlowe, 1995;    Ray, 1998). 
Divine mercy is defined by justice, which demands that debts be paid… “otherwise the gravity of sin is treated lightly, and human responsibility for evil becomes a farce.” (Ray, 1998:10).

Reframe sin as the act of the individual and evil the framework that supports it 
(Ray, 1998:30)

Can’t forgive and forget. Remembering is the only road to recovery (Loades, 
1998).

These statements are not a proposal to stop believing, but to change our framework of faith to critically review what was intended in the original Bible and what has been interpreted by secular men.

Police Reaction

Academic researchers have looked at the quality of interaction survivors (and non-offending family members) perceive during their interaction with the police. Russell’s research in San Francisco of 930 residents found that only two percent of incest cases were reported to police. In other research, reporting may produce greater strain among Hispanics. Hispanics see professionals as cold and aloof and they are less likely to disclose if there are no signs of personal caring. They recommend interviewing the child alone, but to elicit support from another family or trusted community member to let the child know it’s ok to speak openly (Fontes, 2005: 88).  It is important to recognize that explicit sexual talk is difficult and if you must ask for greater details it is important to explain why. Otherwise it appears that you weren’t listening well enough to read between the lines (Fontes, 2005). 


The following list identifies information you should know as a police officer, and to pass along to the non-offending parent.  This helps the mother realize that you are educated about these matters, and that you are concerned for her welfare as well as her daughter. The first section covers general guidelines to be used when interviewing a victim and the non-offending parent.  The final section discusses more specific ideas that may be used when interviewing victims and their family within the Hispanic/Catholic community. 
Regarding the Mother alone
· At the point of disclosure, mom may be immobilized and she needs guidelines, not options. (Herman, 1981:137). 
· Find ways to make mom strong; the stronger she is, less likely to take dad back. She needs help from support groups and sponsors as well as help with day to day tasks (Herman, 1981:161)

· Note that disclosure provides the opportunity to confront old problems in new ways. There is a big difference in outcome if the disclosure goes public. If it remains private, the abuse will continue. Assure the mother that a direct confrontation with the father will not protect the daughter or her siblings from further abuse (Johnson, 1992:18).

· Convene influential family members, provide child care, and facilitate access to resources (e.g., education, employment, housing) (Dumka et al, 2000, 220-221).   

· “One of the most important things I learned from the mothers who spoke with me was their intense need to talk to someone who was interested in them, their feelings, and how the disclosure of the incest event was affecting them. They needed to know that they were not alone”(Johnson, 1992:118). 

· To minimize resistance to treatment, affirm parents’ expertise about their family and that therapy can’t be successful without them. 

· Because father may act suicidal or homicidal, it is critical for the daughter to know that whatever he does, it isn’t her fault (Herman, 1981). Recognize this as a safety issue for all family members.

Regarding the Mother’s Oversight of the Child

· Let the mother know that often an abused child is considered “fair game.” In fact the offender and other family members may believe she can not be violated because she has already been violated. The daughter may not be able to read the signs of manipulation and may be re-victimized (Fontes, 2005).

· Serious medical and mental health issues may surface for the survivor. Herman’s study of 40 survivors revealed that 38% attempted suicide; 20% became drug-alcohol dependent; and 60% suffered from major depression (Herman, 1981)
· The child may exhibit compulsive reenactment of the trauma by harming others, committing acts of self destruction, or being re-victimized (Van der Kolk et al, 1996).
· Often the degree of trauma is based on the age differential between the offender and the victim, her age when the abuse started, the seriousness of abuse and its duration (van der Kolk, 1996; Russell, 1999; Herman, 1981).        

· Victims often develop a traumatic attachment to those who abuse them (Stockholm Syndrome).  “Central components of these increased attachment bonds in responses to threat include captivity, a lack of permeability, and absence of outside support” (van der Kolk, 1996: 200) 
· The mother needs to know that her relationship with her daughter “is restored when the daughter feels that she has access to her mother, when she can turn to her mother with her problems, and especially when she is sure that her mother will take immediate protective action if her father attempts to renew sexual contact or harasses her in any way” (Herman, 1981:148-9). 
· Don’t vilify the offender; at time of disclosure he may be the only person the victim thinks cared about her (Martens, 1988; Herman, 1981). 

· Use culturally prevalent theme of mothers self-sacrifice for family…support parents’ need to view themselves as leading their family into new patterns and that treatment would be problem solving. 
The central theme for this paper is how religion plays into the disclosure and recovery of victims and their family members.  While several recommendations above are particularly useful when dealing with Hispanic members of the community, they don’t address the barriers that culture and religion poses to those who are disclosing.  The following list provides some guidelines in that area.
Regarding the Hispanic/Catholic Perspective
· The Hispanic culture values the group’s well being over the individual. Emphasize that the family group contains future generations that will wear the trauma of this event for years to come if it remains unresolved. 
· The Hispanic culture values obedience. There are many ways of interpreting obedience. Are you demonstrating obedience when you allow a criminal to rule the household, only because he is male? The laws of the land are based on a moral structure that mirrors the Judeo-Christian ethic of valuing life and not taking things of value from another. 
· There is virtue in forgiveness, but only if the person needing to be forgiven is genuinely repentant and the penitence is behaviorally demonstrated over time. An offender’s change in behavior only comes from public disclosure and accountability. Silence is tacit approval for the behavior.
· Jesus’ message was not to suffer for suffering sake but that suffering might be necessary to ensure that injustices in the world are stopped. 

· Jesus did not support the discrimination against women that was common during that age, and remained over time because those in power made sure it remained in all our social institutions.

· The suffering of a small child is not God’s will. It is the will of the offender that imposes this trauma on a helpless child. God supports free will and it is your will that will protect your daughter. 

· If something positive should be made from something negative, it is that you will create a lasting bond with God for protecting one of his children.

· If sacrifice and suffering is reflective of the divine, why is it only focused on the feminine? Why are men not called on to do the same?

· If men cannot control their sexual urges why are they in control of everything else? (Gillett, 1996: 107).

Conclusion

This paper is an attempt to explain the barriers Hispanic Catholic families have in disclosing cases of incest. Sexual abuse on children is a difficult topic for all concerned. When social systems outside the home reinforce the silence around the trauma that has occurred within, it is much harder to establish a route to closure. If we look at the barriers to reporting, they are significant. They must all be addressed in one fashion or another. If something tangible can’t be provided, at least recognition by the police and non-offending parent that these barriers exist and that there is a social rather than divine reason for them:
· Economic and Power differentials based on gender
· Society based on patriarchy
· Religious interpretations regarding women’s roles around suffering
· A culture that values family welfare over the individual’s
· A culture that values obedience 
· Discrimination by race and gender
Once disclosure occurs, there is a need to provide wrap-around services for the non-offending parent. She must be bolstered in her decision to report so that pressures from the offender and extended family members do not affect her resolve to hold the offender accountable. This support is critical in removing at least some of the risk of victim re-traumatization. Some recommendations listed in this paper are a start in that direction.
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