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Rural Librarians and Domestic Abuse 
by Sara R. Benson*

Domestic violence has long been a 
problem in rural areas where access 
to transportation, shelters, and other 
services is often limited. And yet, 
there often is access to a local public 
library, where safety, resources, and 
security reside in the form of private 
computers, informational books, and, 
of course, librarians. This article sug-
gests that rural librarians can serve as 
a point of access to services for domes-
tic violence victims.

Domestic violence occurs more 
frequently in rural than urban areas 
at a rate of 22.9% (rural) compared 
to 15.5% (urban).1 Furthermore, the 
percentage of women killed by their 
male intimate partner is higher in 
rural compared to urban areas.2 Addi-
tionally, women in rural locations suf-
fer more profoundly due to a lack of 
community-based services. Domestic 
violence shelters provide victims with 
critical services, such as legal, eco-
nomic, and emotional support.  Yet, 
shelters are usually located in more 
populated city centers. “In Illinois, 
for instance, a state where 74 out of 
the 102 counties are rural,3 fewer 
than half of the counties have desig-
nated domestic violence shelters.”4 In 
contrast, “rural libraries, unlike rural 
domestic violence shelters, are rela-
tively abundant.”5

Rural librarians can provide impor-
tant assistance to domestic violence 
victims, provided that they do not run 
afoul of rules on the unauthorized 
practice of law. Here, a bit of back-
ground is necessary on the unauthor-
ized practice of law rules. Generally, 
unauthorized practice rules protect 
consumers of legal services from 
receiving ill-informed legal advice 
and protect the status of lawyers as a 
profession.6 However, with the lack 
of legal services available to the many 

working class families, new relaxed 
rules for limited licenses to practice 
law are beginning to develop. For 
instance, the Washington State Bar 
recently established two limited legal 
licenses—one focused on real estate 
closings and the other focused on 
family law matters.7 Due to a similar 
need for legal services in the area of 
domestic violence, legal advocates 
trained in helping domestic violence 
victims in most states can participate 
in the legal system without violating 
rules on the unauthorized practice 
of law. For instance, in Illinois, legal 
advocates can help victims prepare 
forms for court, accompany victims to 
court, and even sit at counsel table to 
support the victim during hearings.8 

One option, then, is for rural librar-
ians to attend the training necessary 
to become a domestic violence advo-
cate.  In Illinois, legal advocates for 
domestic abuse victims are required 
to undergo a minimum of 40 hours of 
training.9  Most likely, this is asking a 
bit too much. In an age where funding 
is tight and resources need to go fur-
ther, asking librarians to spend more 
time in training that is unrelated to 
librarianship would be likely fruitless. 
And yet, with some training and col-
laboration between rural libraries and 
police, as well as the State Bar Associa-
tion, miracles can happen for domes-
tic violence victims in rural areas. 
One such program was established in 
Surrey, England, through the Surrey 
County Council Libraries. The Sur-
rey County Council Libraries have 
“forged links between the library ser-
vice with the police, borough and dis-
trict councils, Crimestoppers and the 
Surrey and Sussex Probation Service” 
as well as working to increase “aware-
ness of domestic abuse amongst 
County Council staff.”10

Similarly, in the United States, rural 
librarians (with some training) could 
understand how best to assist victims 
to access resources. The librarian, for 
example, could direct the victim to 
legal assistance and shelter websites, 
help fi nd books and pamphlets of inter-
est to the victim, and potentially, even 
provide programming for the children 

if the victim needs time to think about 
his or her options while doing so. 
Next, the librarian could help facili-
tate travel between the library and the 
shelter (especially if the nearest shel-
ter is the next county over) and work 
with police to provide transportation 
across county lines. Finally, the librar-
ian could help engage with the shelter 
staff via telephone and arrange for the 
arrival of the victim and his/her chil-
dren at the shelter.

If the State Bar is able to provide ser-
vices to rural individuals at the library 
itself, like a program run through the 
Library Liaison Project in ten counties 
in rural Eastern Michigan,11 attorneys 
could provide legal advice to the vic-
tim at the library. Similarly, the attor-
ney, if able, could represent the victim 
in court in order to obtain an order of 
protection and, if necessary, a divorce.  
In the Library Liaison Project, the legal 
service provider also “developed infor-
mation kiosks at each library site, with 
informational brochures, pro se mate-
rials and forms, and informational 
materials on recurring legal prob-
lems.”12 This kind of informational 
outreach could be tailored to domestic 
abuse victims in rural libraries.

The possibilities for assisting rural 
victims of domestic abuse at rural pub-
lic libraries are endless. They are lim-
ited only by rules on the unauthorized 
practice of law and the time, energy, 
and talent rural that librarians are 
willing to extend to this vulnerable 
community. 
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far been done in the United States 
and Australia (see DeKeseredy, et 
al., 2016). The literature reviewed by 
DeKeseredy and Hall-Sanchez (2018), 
DeKeseredy, et al. (2016), Edwards 
(2015), and Wendt (2016) points to 
the following determinants:

• Violent rural men are protected by 
a “good ol’ boys” network consisting 
of criminal justice officials;

• Geographic and social isolation;
• A strong “rural patriarchy” (Webs-

dale, 1998); 
• Widespread acceptance of woman 

abuse and community norms pro-
hibiting women from seeking social 
support;

• Fewer social support services for 
rural women as compared to urban 
and suburban women;

• High rates of male pornography 
consumption; and

• Inadequate (if any) public transpor-
tation.

In-depth reviews of the broader liter-
ature on violence against women show 
that the most cited authors in the fi eld 
are based in psychology, psychiatry, 
nursing, and medicine (DeKeseredy, 
2016; Jordan, 2009). These disciplines 
tend to focus more on individuals 
and do not address the ways in which 
broader social, cultural, political, 
and economic forces shape violence 
against women and societal reactions 
to its many shapes and forms. On the 
other hand, most of the research on 
non-lethal IPV against rural women is 
sociological, informed mainly by femi-
nist ways of knowing, and relies pri-
marily on qualitative methods, such 
as in-depth interviews. It seems, then, 

that many of the researchers who 
study the harms covered in this article 
believe “[w]e cannot lose sight of indi-
viduals, but the challenge we confront 
is to disentangle the complex relation-
ships between individuals and society, 
including our own roles in this dialec-
tic” (Renzetti, 1997, p. vii). 

What Don’t We Know?
Violence against rural women no 

longer remains at the social scien-
tifi c margins, but there is still “a lot 
of work to do” (Jensen, 2007). There 
is still much that those who study 
the gendered nature of rural life do 
not know about some highly injuri-
ous male patriarchal practices that 
exist on what British radical feminist 
Liz Kelly (1987, 1988) refers to as 
the “continuum of sexual violence,” 
ranging from nonphysical acts such 
as obscene phone calls to physical 
acts like rape or beating someone up. 
Although the idea of the continuum 
is often used to portray moving from 
the least serious to the most serious, 
to feminist scholars like Kelly (1988) 
and to many female survivors of male 
abuse, all these behaviors are serious 
and have a “basic common charac-
ter” (p. 76). Since none is automati-
cally considered more hurtful than 
another and since they all are types 
of “abuse, intimidation, coercion, 
intrusion, threat, and force” used to 
control and dominate women (Kelly, 
1988, p. 76), they recommend that 
researchers not create a hierarchy of 
abuse or violence.

Violence against women, regard-
less of where they live, is multidimen-
sional in nature and includes a broad 
range of brutal acts that do not cause 
physical harm but still hurt women 

(and often their children) economi-
cally, psychologically, and spiritually. 
Some of these behaviors involve using 
technology. Until recently, most of 
the research on the “dark side” of the 
Internet and other new technologies 
either ignored or overlooked the fact 
that various electronic devices are now 
tools used by many men to exert con-
trol and power over their current or 
former female partners (DeKeseredy, 
Dragiewicz & Schwartz, 2017; DeKe-
seredy & Schwartz, 2016; Navarro, 
Clevenger & Marcum, 2016). Global 
communications technologies are not 
limited to urban areas, but we do not 
know the exact extent of the online 
victimization of women in rural areas 
in both the Global North and Global 
South (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 
2018). Yet, given that research on 
image-based sexual abuse and other 
electronic means of victimization 
(e.g., stalking) is in its infancy, we also 
do not have accurate estimates of 
these problems in many of the more 
densely populated areas in the Global 
North and Global South.

There is a major shortage of stud-
ies of male perpetrators. The research 
community is now at the point where 
it can confi dently state that a sub-
stantial number of women experi-
ence various types of woman abuse. 
Therefore, it is time to use different 
methods to determine what drives 
rural men to be violent and this will 
enable researchers to test some of the 
theories developed by me and oth-
ers, which have yet to be tested using 
quantitative techniques.

Also needed is research on the IPV 
experiences of rural immigrants and 
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