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“Between Death and Life…” Combating Domestic Violence Against Women in Provincial Russian City 
 This paper is focused on the issues of domestic violence against women that are argued to be not only legal but also social, cultural and political problems. The activity of non-governmental organization – Crisis Center for Women – and inter-agency co-operation as well as the attitudes of abused women towards their life situation are analyzed.

Domestic violence against women exists all over the world and concerns all aspects of a woman’s life. It is immoral, it damages physical and mental health of a woman, causes abandonment and emotional disturbances of children, destroys family and fosters violent relations in society as a whole. In today’s Russia family violence exists on a large scale and in different forms. According to the official statistics, about 30-40% of all violent crimes occur within the family. Cases of bodily injuries and homicides have grown up to a degree of social phenomenon and are on a first place among the other crimes. The legal system in today’s Russia undergoes significant changes along with changes in social and cultural life, along with growing attention of mass media and international community towards a tragedy of domestic violence.  However, while it has become a public issue, domestic violence against women yet has not been properly dealt with by the system of justice neither it is recognized by public opinion. That is why a problem of social and legal protection of women from domestic violence is important topic for research and action. 
Family violence against women is closely linked with a context of cultural, social-economic and political relations. Gender relations which involve masculine domination, place women into a situation of economic and emotional dependency, make them to be a property of a man. In such conditions, violence against women is interpreted as a private issue legitimated by tradition. According to a Russian saying, [if he] beats [it] means [he] loves.  In a society with these attitudes, violence against women becomes legitimized not only in its physical but also emotional, social and economic forms through threats, isolation, exploitation and discrimination – all being founded upon the system of power and subjugation. Due to the activity of international women’s organizations during the last ten years understanding of human rights problem has been developed throughout the world and in Russia. The idea of the state responsibility for resolving domestic violence issue has become more clear. Social transformation in Russia resulted growing pluralism of family roles, values and attitudes but the patriarchal family is still in power. It is patriarchal division of roles, that causes domination of gender stereotypes in modern society and supports such social phenomenon as domestic violence.  

In Saratov there is a crisis center for women “I am a Woman” which is non-governmental organization, a member of Association of crisis centers for women. It works to defend women's civil, economic, and cultural rights. It provides legal assistance to women who have been victims of domestic violence and sexual assault. Lawyers, psychologists and social workers work in the center. The group recently conducted an educational project to analyze the issues of domestic and sexual violence together with police and social workers and devise a strategy for meeting the needs of abused women. The Center “I am a Woman” also runs a crisis hot-line for women, and assists abused women in court and in dealings with the police;  the group publishes pamphlets with facts on domestic violence and information on legal rights for abused women. It also recruits and trains volunteers to work on the hotline and assist women in courts. Working as a volunteer in this center, I have a possibility to interview clients and staff, analyze documents and participate in inter-disciplinary group discussions on the problems of abused women. From an insider’s view point it seen that such programs are the only islands in Russia’s society which are struggling for the women’s safety and rights. Consequently, the effectiveness of such work is limited to the extent of a small-scale non-governmental organization in a big industrial city in the social, legal, economic and cultural context of a wider society. 

The paper contains comparative analysis of Russia’s legislation conducted in 2000, shows its advantages and limitations, considers problems of inter-agency co-operation in preventing family violence, working with abused women and offenders. Even though today there are considerable achievements in terms of inter-agency and inter-sector understanding among those working with women’s issues, it is still fare from real collaboration.  Women still are victimized and objectified in mass media and mass culture. The women-clients of crisis center often do not admit their rights being violated, they are not aware of their rights and regard the problem as purely psychological. Social work with the issue of domestic violence against women is to be developed upon a feminist perspective.  
 The research methods include interviews with clients and personnel of crisis center, comparative analysis of legislative Russian and international documents. I have referred to the published results of the national and international research conducted by the Moscow Gender Studies Center, and statistics of Saratov Police Department.
