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Twenty years ago, few people wanted to talk about violence against women as a national 
epidemic—let alone do something about it.  No one denied kicking a wife in the stomach or 
punching her in the face was repugnant, but most people turned a blind eye and hardly 
anyone ever intervened. No one even called it crime. They said it was a “family affair.” 

That was the background when I introduced the Violence Against Women Act.  My staff and 
I believed that the only way to change this culture was to expose it. The best disinfectant 
was sunlight. Make people look these vicious crimes straight in the eye.  

We held public hearings to let the nation know what we knew because I was absolutely 
convinced that the basic decency of the American people would demand a change. We 
called in health professionals who testified to the potentially lethal nature of this violence 
and the long-term psychological effects. We called in advocates who testified to the 
desperate need for funding for shelters and educational programs. But what gave life to 
what we were trying to do were the survivors who had the courage to testify. 

On September 13, 1994, the bill passed, clearing the United States House of 
Representatives and the United States Senate. 

And with each reauthorization, we’ve worked to improve it and include more protections 
for women, children, and minorities. Yearly domestic violence rates have dropped 64% 
from 1993-2010. It’s estimated that America has saved $12.6 billion in averted social costs 
and medical costs and lost productivity—in just the first six years since VAWA passed. And 
equally as importantly, we’ve improved our system of justice. 

Along the way we changed the culture from a refusal to intervene to a responsibility to act. 

But there is so much more to do. 

We will not succeed until there is an accepted notion in American society, under no 
circumstance aside from self-defense, can a man raise his hand against a woman. When 
violence against women is no longer accepted as society’s secret and when we all 
understand that even one case is too many, that’s when it will change for the better. 
 
 


