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Reifying Culture: Training Volunteers at a Domestic Violence Agency 
By Aisha A. Rios
     During my second year of graduate 
school, I participated in a training program 
for prospective volunteers at a Domestic 
Violence Agency in a major Mid-Atlantic 
city (hereafter known as DVA).  The DVA 
provides emergency shelter, transitional 
housing, legal advocacy, and helps operate a 
state-based hotline.  During the program, the 
training coordinator presented a range of 
information regarding domestic violence, 
including varying cultural responses to such 
violence.  Despite the programs’ intentions 
to deconstruct cultural stereotypes, I argue 
that it created reified understandings of 
cultural groups, functioning to maintain 
differences between and minimize variation 
within groups.  Anthropologists and other 
scholars have drawn attention to the way 
reified understandings of race, gender, 
socioeconomic class, and sexuality held by 
actors working in advocacy programs 
(Adelman 2004; Schow 2006), courtrooms 
(Allard 2005) and government institutions, 
such as welfare offices (Davis 2006), have 
shaped advocacy and policy responses to 
domestic violence in a way that negatively 
impacts victims.  It is from this position of 
concern that I problematize the reification of 
cultural groups during my training at DVA.   
     All individuals with an interest in 
volunteering at the DVA shelter or the 
hotline were required to participate in forty 
hours of training conducted over a period of 
several weeks.  The particular training I 
attended was divided over sixteen days with 
two and a half hour sessions over a five-
week period.  Two of the sixteen training 
days were devoted to the impact cultural 
issues have on the way women experience, 
understand, and respond to domestic 
violence.  The training coordinator began 
with a discussion of stereotypes and how 
they can be problematic when advocating 
for victims. The trainer asked the trainees to 

compose a list of common stereotypes of 
“African American,” “Asian American,” 
“White/Caucasian,” “Disabled,” and 
“Lesbian/Bisexual” women.  After sharing 
what we wrote down, she led a discussion 
on how such stereotypes could negatively 
influence our volunteer work with victims.  
During this discussion, the goal was to break 
down stereotypes or to at least make sure we 
were aware of them and how they might 
negatively influence our ability to deal with 
victims.  I found this discussion to be 
effective to this end and very helpful; 
however, immediately after this exercise our 
attention was directed to a section of the 
training manual providing fixed descriptions 
of cultural groups.  The list of groups 
presented included, “African Americans,” 
“Latinas,” “Asians,” “American Indian,” 
“Alaskan Natives,” and 
“Lesbian/Bisexual/Trans”.  Under each 
heading were a few paragraphs describing 
the ways members of each group respond to 
domestic violence differently.  Notably 
absent from this list was the group 
“White/Caucasian”.    
 
Descriptors from the DVA Training Manual 
included: 
“African American women are more likely 
to resist physically against their batterers.” 
 
Among Latinas, “cultural expectations 
around women’s roles as mothers and wives 
may make responding to abuse difficult.”   
 
For Asians, “several authors stress the value 
placed on family and cohesion of the family 
unit as an inhibitor to leaving an abusive 
relationship.” 
     I later discovered that the information 
was obtained from a literature review 
included in a research study conducted in 
Seattle, Washington, funded by and 
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submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice 
(Senturia et al 2000).  The purpose of the 
research study was to evaluate access to and 
quality of domestic violence services for 
ethnic and sexual minorities in Seattle and to 
investigate how cultural issues affect 
experiences of domestic violence and the 
utilization of domestic violence services. 
The researchers specifically stated in the 
report that their findings were specific to the 
Seattle area; however, this information was 
presented in the training manual as 
information unto itself.   This is problematic 
because the heterogeneity and variation 
within these groups, which was explicitly 
noted in the original study, was not given 
due attention in the training manual.  Thus, 
statements about these cultural groups could 
easily be interpreted by trainees in a 
generalized manner, which would have the 
opposite intended effect of the discussion 
conducted immediately before these 
descriptors were presented.  The trainer did 
make qualifying statements during the 
training to deter a generalized interpretation 
of the information and did not go into great 
detail explaining her modifications.  Her 
adjustments to information were 
supplementary and not as detailed as the 
information presented in the training 
manual.  For that reason, despite her verbal 
disclaimers, a central point that the training 
communicated was that categorical 
differences exist between those cultural 
groups, that such differences can be 
generalized, and have a distinct effect on the 
way victims respond to domestic violence.  
The problem here is not that there are no 
differences between the way domestic 
violence affects victims depending on their 
race, gender, socioeconomic class, and 
sexuality, but that fixed descriptions do not 
correspond to the reality of their 
experiences. 
     Anthropologists as well as other social 
scientists and scholars have spent much time 

critiquing reified representations of culture 
(Rosaldo 1988; Merry 2003; Sokoloff and 
Dupont 2005), gender (Mohanty 1991; Scott 
1986), race (Hyatt 1995; Mullings 1994), 
and socioeconomic class (Goode and 
Maskovsky 2001; Susser 1996).  The DVA 
training coordinator definitely verbalized an 
understanding during the training that fixed 
understandings of race, gender, 
socioeconomic class, and sexuality were 
inaccurate and that such understandings 
could negatively impact how DVA 
volunteers respond to and deal with victims.  
I also believe the DVA training 
coordinator’s verbal disclaimers to the 
training manual were supportive of the end 
goal of producing tolerant and 
understanding volunteers, despite the more 
reified descriptions of cultural groups in the 
manual.  However, at the end of the day, the 
information provided to trainees was not 
simply that women’s experiences, 
understandings, and responses to violence 
were shaped by their race, gender, 
socioeconomic class, and sexuality, but 
rather a fixed understanding of what these 
differences were.  In order to prevent the 
reification of cultural difference, I would 
recommend that the DVA training manual 
be revised to include a description of the 
original study from which the cultural group 
characteristics were drawn from and expand 
the overall time available during the training 
to discuss stereotypes, heterogeneity in 
cultural groups, and how these issues relate 
to domestic violence. 
     More attention to the production of 
knowledge, dissemination of information, 
and advocacy work conducted by staff at 
domestic violence advocacy programs and 
shelters provides an important arena for 
further anthropological research.  
Anthropologist Madelaine Adelman (2004) 
uses the term “cultural competency” to 
describe the training of staff and volunteers 
of domestic violence programs that focuses 
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on cultural difference and how these 
differences affect experiences of and 
responses to domestic violence.  Adelman 
expresses concern however “with the 
incorporation of cultural competency or of 
any rigid notion of how a certain delimited 
population is purported to act, in domestic 
violence interventions—or academic 
analyses” (Adelman, 132).  Her unease with 
the use of “cultural competency” in 
domestic violence programs parallels my 
own concern with the DVA training 
program.  Nevertheless, how the reification 
of cultural groups that I observed will affect 
the way trainees view and ultimately impact 
victims utilizing DVA services is still 
uncertain.  Future ethnographic research at 
similar sites however, would provide 
valuable information to broaden the scope of 
the emerging anthropology of domestic 
violence and could simultaneously provide 
useful information for actors working in 
domestic violence advocacy programs and 
shelters.   
 
Aisha A. Rios is a PhD student at Temple 
University in Philadelphia who is 
researching the production of knowledge 
and practice among domestic violence 
activists and the impact their work is having 
on domestic violence survivors. 
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