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A VIABLE ALTERNATIVE 
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an abusive relationship only pl'gstin'i:ed inClx'eased danger, aince sIll! was 

expected to live with her assailant while proceeding against him in the 

courts. Possible sources of abel tel' were explored; the- only emergency 

housing provided for a woman with children WAS' a night or twa in a run

down hotel provided by Emergency Social Sel'vice. Nearly every call from 

a woman who had been abused would begin with" you're going to think 

:r'm crazy", or "you're not going to believe this". In previous calls 

for help'or attempts to get support she had most often been discounted 

for t»!nm~Ql'nting or told she was to blsme lor t.he violence. It was clear 

that she needed a safe shelter, time, and people who would believe her, 

validate her e~perience,. and trust her so that she could begin to trust 

herself to make decisions for herself and family. 

Women's A·dvocates incorporated as a Minnesota non-profit corporation 

in Apl'il 1972 and began l'eaching out to the community fol' financial SUPP01~ 

through letters and eventually a newsletter. As individual donations 

were l'eceived a small office-apartment was rented providing a bedroom 

for housing and office space for the phone service. Volunteers be~n 

housing women in their own homeB. By continuing the phone service and 

beginning to meet the need fol' shelter, ·Wonten's Advoca.tes was able to 

document the problem of woman abuse in St. Paul and demonstrate that 

emel'gency housing created an alternative for women living in violent homes. 

The documentation and demonstl'ation of an altel'native were crucial 

in the search for .funding over the next two years. In 197q Women's 

Advocates received grant-in-aid money for salaries from the State Welfare 

Department, fo11cwed by private foundation money fol' a downpaymcnt on 

a hOllse and 1ts rehabilitation. Pl'ogram money then became available 

from private foundations and the local mental health bo~rd. 

.\ 
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Nh(m we op,ened tIle ,house, in Dc toLer of ,1974 there W(?l'e not enough 

beds nnd there was no food. We were confident that w<;Jmen working to

gether had the resources to solve any upcoming problems. No preconceived 

policies or procedures had been set (Jut. 1I0USE! policies and procedures 

have been continually developed through decision making processes involving 

residents, staff, ex-residents and other members of Women's Advocates 

work groups. We had begun operating a shelter based on the belief that 

women could define a space and a program that would meet their needs. 

Three and one half years of experience have strengthened that belief. 

In our shelter 'and other shelters acrOSS the country programs for bat .. 

tered women gain strength and clarity through processes in which residents, 

staff'Rnd boards coopprate to constantly red"fine their p,'ograms. 

Advocacy for an individual woman is the process of helping her reach 

goals she'Betermines for herself. The success of our shelter dependS 

on that ~rocess. I~hen a woman has the opportunity to make her own decisions 

about her life she gradually begins to see herself differently. She 

feels sane, capable and wOl,thwhile, She sees herself as someqne Who 

dCHH.'l'V('.t;; I:u he Il"NJ '-till \11('] 1; wi I'h iJ T'j gill" 1'u lint UU llPill pn •. 

Our wOl:'k with community agencies focuses on ways in which they can 

provide sel'vices that will facilitate a woman's opportunity to make her 

own decisions. The welfare department is one example. 1'll1en we first 

opC'ned,' women had to [lay US rOrlln ami honrd !Jilt of tl,~j;' rMn poc:kC!ts, 

leaving'little money for personal needs and none to find sultable housing 

after the shelter. I~ork between Women's Advocates and the welfare dep

artment has resulted in the creation 'of a vendor system for emergency 

housing. ' Tho ctlUl,ty 'I<IW pays a p<>r di",", for l'oom and board, for a family, 

leaving the WOIIB n with the financial resources 'to decide when she wants 

to leave th~ shelter and where she wants t!' live. We also worked with 
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the wplfore c)P[JU1'tmnl1t to develop ("onsj,stcnt pro(tcdul'CS so that tJ1C ',",oman 

has t'ontrol over "ho kno"s her whereabouts. Frequently, a search for 

a father for the purpose of collecting child support me8ns a new .seige 

I,f 111:/;01111 rill' II W""~III li11(1 ),,'r 1')111111'1<11. 

So far, I have mentIoned children only' in connection with ,their mothers. , 

l~hen "e first opened loe considp.red children to be the moth,er' s reS-

'ponsibility and we focused on helping her. We soon learned that children 

share the JlllIther's reUr, :insecurity and lacl' of self-esteem. I~e made 

efforts to help children as We carried on our program loith mothers and 

gradually decided that We needed child udvuC'ut(!s. I~e now have two staff 

positions for child advocates. Though most of the chil~ren who come to 

the house have not been the direct targets of abuse, the fact that they 

experi<:nee tho affects of violence toward their mothel's makes them vict:lms 

and lIJ~ans they have ,'pec;i,al needs. l'he child advocutcs have worked with 

the public schools, head start, and child care coordinators at the city, 

county, and stat'e .lev"ls to see tl,at tIle special ne<!s of cllildren are 

met 1I0t only while thay ul'e at the sh<:lt(!r but after thcy leave us well. 

Other community agencies we have important relationships with are 

the police, Family Service, COIl"nunity Plullnlng Organlzution, Legal 

Assistance, and the county mental health center. We depend on the city 

police to provide protection for us and they depend on us as a referral 

source for women in domestics they respond to. Women's Advocates shares 

a chemical dependency counselor with Family ~ervices. The COlllmunity 

Planning Organization provides a resourCe library on lJUtter<:d WOlllen and 

cooperates Idth us in conunilnity (~ducation efforts. I~orkers at the Ramsey 

r.(llmty Nplltnl H(1nlth r.PII1·(lp 111'fflr WII,IlIfll1 1·0 (lur nUPI'Ol't W'OUPR nil() Wp fum 

them as a referl'al source for "omen whq want on-going counseling. Legal 

Assistance has worked out a system IOhereby a woman who has been physically 

abused can be Seen on an emergency basis. We are also involved in 
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, . I' ](>I'·s]lItlJre to f",dl:itn!'" ('tluc'at' Jug (Jill' t'lIiIUlltJllJty, U!J( OIJ~ ... 1 

of legislation which would prot"ct battered women wherever 
they are and 

provide funding Ior shelters. 

Thn"f',h wC"rro nnw J:viil'T"n y tH1flJlOI't',,<1 II)' )'lIhJ,lI' flllllln; tlll"I'OIIIII'y 

, and a grant through our state's 
mental health board. the welfare department, 

shelter legislation our budget is not met. 
\~e must continually prove 

seek. neW sources at the same ,tilJ'le. 
our need to pl'esent :funding sources and 

d are in the limelight. There 
even though programs for ba ttere women 

h eady to open shelters 
are groups of women allover the country w 0 are l' ' 

We all need :funding that will b~ stable and 
IOhen funding is available. 

some O
ther social concern captures the public eye. 

will continUe when 
d is the difficulty in ob

The most pressing funding problem we've face 

building, equipment ,and furnishings'. Through
taining capital funds for 

have had to rely largely,on private donations for 
out our existence ""e 

capital investments. 
Private donations were the only way we were able 

to construct a fence to improve' our neighbor realtions. 

ne,·,ghborhood is impo.rtant to mention 
Our realtionship with our 

h ,Our arrival in the neighborhood 
because it bas been relatively smoot • 

d room and board facility and located 
\~cnt unheralded. We are license: as'·8 

within an area already zoned to p"rmit room and boarding houses. In the 

S
<nce our arrival we have received complaints 

three and one half years ~ 

'Io,·se of ,('hiJdren and elliJ,dr"n in their yards. 
:fl'om neichbors nbnut :the 

We }Iilve tiJkC'11 RliCh (,lIlfljJlililllH !i('J,jollnly iJtll) IIPI',fI1'-iillf'd Bulll' iOIlH 10 rhe 

Angry men have confined their threats and harrasment to the 
problems: 

O
'ur' relationship with the police helps provide the im

house itself and 

mediate response we nc"d to prevent threats from becoll'oming assaults. 
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Oul' success with oUr neighbors and with agl'!llcics is a visible, 

objective quantity. The succcss 9f the program for women who use it 

is more clufiive. TIlP.l·c ilre obj('ctlve woys we, mPilsure o,ur sll('cess. Wumcn 

who stay at the house, experience safety from abuse and fear. That is 

success. Some wOlllen who haVe stayed at the house ma:i,ntain contact ,~.ith 

. us and we hear, about: others so we Jmow what changes they've made. We 

want to knol~ more about: what happens to women and their children once, 

they have left: the shelter but tracing families when they leave takes 

time and money that: we don't' have. Subjective'measures are al,so important 

to us. The way a woman looks a:id what she tells us about 110W she feels 

are the day to?ayfeed back that tells us whether Or not' the house helps 

her'meet her needs. We have been ('al"eful not to define the "fiU('I"('ssfu] 

client". Each'woman knolOs be;st what she needs to do for herself and 

her children and only she knol\'s if she has succee,ded. 

I have talked a lot about p~'ovid:ing an Oppol"tunity for women to, take. 

control over their 'lives. I want to (el"ase any implication that that 

will solve the problem. It is not true that she is responsible and· 

if she I~ould only act the pr.oblem I~ould be solved. At Women's Advocates 

we have llClurd fl'om ,ulld/or hOIlSfid womC!1l whq WCl"C! bC!;Jtcn by attorllcyS, 

doctors, busincss :men, elected officials and police officers as well as 

~'omen j)(>aten by men who are Jaborlll"s Or undel"employecj. One researcher 

estimates that '50% of the women in the United States experience physical 

abuse. As a society we have an obligation to look not just at the 

individuals involved in Violent families but at the ways our institutions 

SUppol't violence against wom~n as an acceptable part of :famlly life. 

Until we have made s~me real changes in our ~ultural' view of the family, 

shelters are a necessary and immediate altel'native to living in a violent 

hOIllE!. Women ancj their children have a right to such ,an alternative • 
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