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The Battered Women’s Directory as an Organizing Tool for 

the Shelter Movement 
 

Starting as a mimeographed pamphlet of 33 pages called “Working on Wife Abuse” the Battered 

Women’s Directory was authored, edited and published in Cambridge by Betsy Warrior from the 

mid-seventies to the mid-eighties.  It eventually expanded through nine editions to a 300-page 

book.  Even without a commercial distributor or advertising, thousands of copies of the Directory 

were circulated for almost a decade, many to public libraries where they were widely accessible 

and free. 

 

In the early days of feminist initiatives against wife abuse the Battered Women’s Directory 

helped organize and knit together efforts of women devising practical solutions to protect women 

from male violence nationally and internationally.  It served to put people in touch with each 

other and enabled them to direct battered women toward those who would offer help when none 

had been available before. Only as a consequence of meeting together, comparing experiences, 

analyzing political and social structures and identifying the role of male supremacy and 

patriarchal power were women equipped to start addressing the oppression which allowed 

violence and rape to occur with such lack of legal penalty. 

 

By providing guidelines, examples and suggestions on how to set up shelter protocols, hotlines, 

support groups and draft legislation to penalize abusers and safeguard victims, the Directory 

spread and bolstered the idea that violence against women was a problem that needed 

acknowledgement and solutions. The many articles contained in the Directory provided a 

groundwork like: Practical Information on Shelter Procedures; Checklist for Screening Crisis 

Calls; Shelter Welcome Sheets and Telephone Logs; Abuse Prevention Legislation; Guidelines 

for Support Groups; Wife Beating: Myth and Reality; Why Refuges?; Services that can be 

Provided for Battered Women Without a Shelter. It also dealt with issues encountered in a 

medical setting like “Medicine and Patriarchal Violence,” and articles on how to confront and 

counsel abusive men by anti-sexist men’s groups like Emerge and Raven, e.g. Bringing the War 

Home: Vets Who Batter and Counseling Men Who Abuse their Mates. 

 

Throughout the fifties, sixties, seventies and beyond there were numerous shelters, but only men 

were allowed access; starkly contradicting men’s later spurious claims of not having shelters for 

themselves.  Women who attempted to use those shelters were turned away with the 

admonishment that they would likely be subject to molestation, rape, assault or robbery if they 

were allowed in.  That apparently was all right (at least not worth the effort to change) with the 

entities that ran these refuges, whether it was the government or the Catholic Church.  So women 

driven out of their homes by male violence could only anticipate more male violence in publicly 

or parishioner funded premises for those with nowhere else to go – even though it was women 

taxpayers and parishioners as well who supported these facilities. Women who lived through 

those years well-remember seeking shelter in doorways and parked cars, desperate to evade a 

violent pursuer no matter the weather.  Relief from this deadly trap wasn’t provided until 

feminists, out of their own meager resources, without help from the power that be, indeed against 

great opposition, were able to establish underground networks, safe houses, refuges and services 

for our sisters fleeing male violence.  Still, despite having their own exclusive shelters and other 
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male monopolized spaces as diverse corporate boardrooms, political offices and military 

headquarters,  men try to breach the safety of women’s scant spaces and make them dangerous 

for women (*1, 2). 

 

(*1)  “Surveillance of women’s political consciousness is a key objective of the patriarchal 

backlash, which manifests itself through male demands for inclusion into women’s spaces. One 

need only look at all those organisations that have men within them to see how collusive and 

compromised such organisations become within a short space of time. Often these men take over 

the most critical elements within the organisation, often the control over finances and the 

publications section, imposing a male voice over the views and knowledge that women bring to 

the public. The claim that women’s place is in "his home" is an old strategy that mobilises 

notions of femininity; locates them in the private, and imposes an ideology of domesticity 

through which females are socialised to believe and accept that the narrow, male-privileging 

spaces called "home" are the most appropriate spaces for them to spend all their lives in, 

breeding and working for "him" and "his family." This claim is so powerful that millions of 

women continue to believe it, even when they have been able to leave the home and acquire an 

education and professional skills that they could use to become autonomous. Still, they return to 

that space where they become "real" women in backward patriarchal terms”.  Why Women’s 

Spaces are Critical to Feminist Autonomy, by Patricia McFadden, Isis, 28 May 2007.  

*2. http://thetyee.ca/News/2007/02/03/Nixon/ 

---------------------------------------------------------- 
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By: Charlotte Briggs, Jennifer Salmon 

Acquisition Information: 

Accession numbers: 84-M140, 89-M191 

The records of the Battered Women's Directory Project were given to the Schlesinger library in 

August 1984 and October 1989 by Betsy Warrior, project director. 

TERMS OF USE: 

Access. Of the letters retained, those containing sensitive personal information have been copied; 

names, street addresses, and cities have been deleted on the copies. The originals are closed to 

research until January 1, 2030. 

Preferred citation for publication: 

Battered Women's Directory Project Records, 1975-1982; item description, dates. 84-M140--89-

M191, folder #. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

SCOPE AND CONTENT 

    This collection originally consisted of about two cubic feet of papers of three main types: 

orders and requests for publications; letters, brochures, etc. conveying information about 

individuals or agencies wishing to be listed in the directory, or to update or correct a listing; and 

a smaller number of miscellaneous letters, some relating personal experiences with battering, 

others discussing projects pertaining to battered women. The orders/requests for publications 

came from three major groups: those running or about to start shelters for battered women; 

students (at every educational level) writing about wife abuse; and such other people as clergy, 

authors, physicians, legislators, and police and other government officials with an interest in the 

subject. 

    Nearly all of the first two types of letter or form have been discarded. Information for the 

directory was retained only if it did not bear the note "on index"; if it did, the information is 

available in one or another edition of the directory. Only a few of the more unusual requests have 

been retained (e.g., from the National Library of Medicine and from various Army officials). The 

great bulk of requests came from women (and a few men) involved in running shelters. It is clear 

from these communications that during the years covered (1975-1983) the issue of battered 

women was receiving widespread attention in most of the fifty states but that resources to meet 

the problem were generally meager. It is also clear that the directory, Working on Wife Abuse, 

and the other publications Betsy Warrior had produced were very useful in these people's work. 

The directory was later published as Battered Women's Directory (Cambridge, Mass.: B. 

Warrior, 1982). 

    Of the letters retained, those containing sensitive personal information have been copied; 

names, street addresses, and cities have been deleted on the copies. The originals are closed to 

research until January 1, 2030. These include correspondence from and about women prisoners 

in Georgia, Indiana, and Illinois. 

INVENTORY 

    1. Alaska- to 

    -Wisconsin 

    16. Foreign: Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Italy, Kenya, 

Mexico, Switzerland 
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