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PRAISE FOR TRUTH AND REPAIR


“Through masterful storytelling, Judith Herman charts the course from trauma to justice and compels us to follow it. An inspiring and practical call to action, Truth and Repair celebrates survivors’ wisdom and their power to heal themselves and the world we live in.”


—Anita Hill


“Three decades after the publication of her foundational Trauma and Recovery, Herman brilliantly confronts us with another vital, but much ignored, aspect of recovery: social justice. Justice is an essential component for healing the godforsaken sense of humiliation and abandonment so central in traumatizing experiences. When justice is denied, trauma’s imprint is likely to fester in the form of helpless rage. A magnificent and inspiring contribution with profound implications for the healing professions and for society at large.”


—Bessel van der Kolk, MD, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller The Body Keeps the Score


“Herman has written some of the most seminal, life-changing books on violence against women. Here in her new book, Truth and Repair, she does something even more radical. She listens to the survivors themselves and skillfully shapes their voices and wisdom into a practical and truly enlightened road map for our future. Every word rang true and essential.”


—V (formerly Eve Ensler), playwright of The Vagina Monologues


“For thirty years, every single book written about the impact of trauma has stood on the shoulders of Herman’s groundbreaking book Trauma and Recovery. Now, thirty years later, we receive a bookend to that masterpiece, examining how survivors of gender-based violence seek justice and healing. Truth and Repair is a deeply researched and thought-provoking book offering hope and healing for victims of violence, many of whom have felt betrayed, ignored, or retraumatized by existing larger societal institutions.”


—Michelle Bowdler, author of Is Rape a Crime?


“Herman’s earlier studies of abuse of women and children recast our understanding of trauma. Now, in Truth and Repair, she comes full circle in describing how initially powerless victims can, through innovative social arrangements, achieve hard-won survivor justice. In the process, we learn much about what justice really means for traumatized people. Herman’s perspective is deeply humane and grounded in historical and political reality. Her work stands alone in its arc and originality.”


—Robert Jay Lifton, MD, Columbia University
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INTRODUCTION


When I first wrote the forgotten history of trauma, in Trauma and Recovery, I argued that the suffering of traumatized people is a matter not only of individual psychology but also, always, of social justice. Because the violence at the source of trauma aims at domination and oppression, even to recognize trauma, to name it, requires the historical context of broad social movements for human rights: for secular democracy, for the abolition of slavery, for women’s liberation, for an end to war. Posttraumatic stress disorder was recognized as a legitimate diagnosis in the United States only after Vietnam veterans threw their medals over the White House fence and testified that, even safely returned home, in their minds they were forever in Vietnam. Sexual violence was recognized as a worldwide plague only after women found their voices in the women’s liberation movement and testified to the hidden everyday crimes of rape, battery, and incest.


If traumatic disorders are afflictions of the powerless, then empowerment must be a central principle of recovery. If trauma shames and isolates, then recovery must take place in community. These are the central therapeutic insights of my work, and I believe they have held up well across cultures and over time.


In Trauma and Recovery, I traced the course of recovery from trauma roughly in three stages. In the first stage, the survivor must focus on the complex and demanding task of establishing safety in the present, with the goal of protection from further violence. Safety allows the survivor to recover from the terror that reduced her to abject submission and to regain a sense of agency. A sense of having some control and choice in daily life is in turn a prerequisite for further recovery. This is why even well-intentioned interventions by police and agents of the justice system can cause further harm when they take power and control away from the survivor and why legal interventions that respect and empower survivors are a just and healing way to make amends for the harms they have suffered.


In the second stage of recovery, the survivor can revisit the past in order to grieve and make meaning of the trauma. She will never be the same person she was before the traumatic events in her life, but out of her grief she can forge a new identity that neither denies her past nor allows it to define her entirely. Tracing the recovery of survivors over time, a large body of research has now documented facts that make intuitive sense: social support is a powerful predictor of good recovery, while social isolation is toxic. People cannot feel safe alone, and they cannot mourn and make meaning alone.


Mourning the past may seem endless, but it does come to an end. In the third stage, the survivor can refocus on the present and future, expanding and deepening her relationships with a wider community and her sense of possibility in life.1 Some extraordinary survivors, recognizing that their suffering is part of a much larger social problem, are able to transform the meaning of their trauma by making their stories a gift to others and by joining with others to seek a better world. They develop what my colleague and friend Robert Jay Lifton has called a “survivor mission.”2 Over the years, it has been my privilege to be a witness and ally of the many patients who have passed through these stages of recovery to reclaim their lives.


In recent years, I have begun to contemplate the idea of a fourth and final stage of recovery, and that is justice. If trauma is truly a social problem, and indeed it is, then recovery cannot be simply a private, individual matter. The wounds of trauma are not merely those caused by the perpetrators of violence and exploitation; the actions or inactions of bystanders—all those who are complicit in or who prefer not to know about the abuse or who blame the victims—often cause even deeper wounds. These wounds are part of the social ecology of violence, in which crimes against subordinated and marginalized people are rationalized, tolerated, or rendered invisible. If trauma originates in a fundamental injustice, then full healing must require repair through some measure of justice from the larger community.


In the course of their recovery, survivors inevitably confront many complicated questions about justice: Can they dare to tell their stories in public, and if so, can their truth be recognized by the community? Can the harm be repaired, and if so, what would that require? How can survivors and offenders go on living in the same community? What would it mean to hold offenders accountable? Is reconciliation something to be desired, and if so, how can it be achieved? How can the community provide public safety and prevent future harm?


To try to answer these questions, I have, once more, listened to survivors. This book is about envisioning a better way of justice for all. I propose that survivors of violence, who know in their bones the truths that many others would prefer not to know, can lead the way to a new understanding of justice. The first step is simply to ask survivors what would make things right—or as right as possible—for them. This sounds like such a reasonable thing to do, but in practice, it is hardly ever done. Listening, therefore, turns out to be a radical act.


In this book I try to show what justice means to many survivors—­and, through their ideas, to envision how very different our justice systems might be if their needs and wishes were truly taken into account. I have focused in particular on survivors of violence against women and children for two reasons: (1) because we now know that this may be the most prevalent and enduring human rights violation in the world,3 and (2) because these survivors are the people whom I have worked with the most throughout my professional career.


I came of age during the women’s liberation movement, which taught me the radical act of listening. This was my great good fortune. As the author Grace Paley has written, women who took part in the movement in those years were supported by “the buoyancy, the noise, the saltiness” of that great Second Wave,4 and indeed, I have relied on that support ever since. A few months before I began my psychiatric residency, in 1970, I joined a consciousness-raising group. My friend and college classmate Kathie Sarachild, who had been a civil rights worker in the Deep South, had seen there the power of people gathering to tell their own stories. She named consciousness raising as a method of both political organizing and scientific inquiry. In a book of essays called Feminist Revolution, published by a group called New York Redstockings, Kathie wrote, “We would be the first to dare to do and say the undareable, what women really felt and wanted.”5


The confidential space of the psychotherapy office had many similarities with the free space of the women’s movement, and as my patients revealed their secrets, I listened with a new awareness of women’s condition. My first two patients on the inpatient service where I began my training were women who had made serious suicide attempts. Both disclosed histories of father-daughter incest. It was not hard to see the connection between their despair and their early initiation into the life of a sexual object. I wrote in my journal, “In patriarchy the father maintains the right to sex with his daughter in the same way that the feudal lord maintains the jus primae noctis with his subjects.” Incest seemed to me like a paradigm of women’s sexual oppression.


After completing my residency, I went to work in a women’s free storefront clinic in Somerville, Massachusetts, a city on the outskirts of Boston that was then a bastion of the mostly Irish American white working class. The clinic was one of the many “counter-institutions,” like rape crisis centers and battered women’s shelters, that activists in the women’s movement created during the early 1970s. There I saw more women with incest histories. I began to investigate this further, in collaboration with my friend and colleague Lisa Hirschman, who had just received her doctorate in psychology. Within a short time we had collected twenty cases just by asking a few other therapists we knew. At that time, a major psychiatry textbook estimated the prevalence of incest as one case per million.6 These eminent authorities were wrong by four orders of magnitude, willfully blinded to the widespread prevalence of child abuse. We would never have dared to contradict these authorities alone, but with the energy and passion of the women’s movement behind us, and with the honor of having been entrusted with our patients’ secrets, we could become public witnesses to the reality of women’s condition. We decided to publish our findings.


In 1975, Lisa and I submitted our paper to a new women’s studies journal.7 A year elapsed between the paper’s acceptance and its publication. During that year, the paper was copied and passed from hand to hand, like samizdat, and soon we started getting letters from women all over the country, saying, “I thought I was the only one,” or “I thought no one would believe me,” or “I thought it was my fault. ” By listening to women and daring to publish what we found, we had become catalysts for a transformative moment, when crimes long hidden were revealed. As clinicians, we were also privileged to witness the liberation that comes when the burdens of shame and fear are lifted. As our patients told their stories and were met with compassion rather than scorn, their despair gave way to renewed hope, and their isolation to a renewed sense of community.


In 1981 I published my first book, Father-Daughter Incest, elaborating upon the significance of these discoveries. It followed a train of books published in the 1970s by Second Wave feminists that laid bare the dimensions of violence against ­women.8 My work, throughout my professional career, has been built on those initial revelations of that revolutionary moment.9


In that same year, I was invited to join the psychiatry department of Cambridge Hospital, a public “safety-net” hospital that served the poor and marginalized. It had recently become a teaching hospital for Harvard Medical School, and at the time this new psychiatry department had the energy and creativity of a start-up. The faculty members were interested in developing community models of psychiatric care and were making original contributions to the field. Though the leadership group was all male, they were willing to include a couple of females who seemed to have some moxie. This was surely the only place within the Harvard ecosystem where I could have found the freedom to bring the knowledge and wisdom gained in the women’s movement into the largely clueless world of academic psychiatry.


My colleague Mary Harvey, a community psychologist who had studied exemplary rape crisis programs at the National Institute of Mental Health, and I began with a small grant from the City of Cambridge to develop mental health services for crime victims. Over time, we built this into the Victims of Violence (VoV) Program, a center that provided clinical care and advocacy for patients, training in trauma treatment for mental health professionals, and crisis response following incidents of violence that affected whole communities.


At the VoV Program, once again many of our patients were women (and some men) burdened with the enduring consequences of childhood abuse and sexual and domestic violence. We also saw refugees who were seeking asylum from political persecution. During the early 1980s, I also took part in a trauma study group, organized by my friend Bessel van der Kolk, that brought together clinicians and researchers working with combat veterans, abused children, and survivors of rape and domestic violence. It became clear to me that just as oppression is oppression, trauma is trauma, whether in the public domain of war and politics or the supposedly private domain of sex, reproduction, and family life. On the basis of these insights, I wrote Trauma and Recovery, published in 1992.


The VoV Program has now trained some two hundred psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers; many have gone on to make their own original contributions to the trauma field. Over the years we have witnessed the dialectic of trauma unfolding, times when advances in understanding were powered by the alliances between the survivors who told their stories and the professionals who bore witness, followed by times of social backlash and professional constriction. Now, with the inspiration of a new wave of worldwide consciousness-raising movements proclaiming the truth of women’s lives, Black lives, and the lived experiences of those who have been dishonored and scorned, I have returned to talk once more with the kind of trauma survivors whose testimony has shaped my intellectual and professional life.


In what follows, I draw on work in philosophy, social science, history, law, and psychology and on interviews with professionals who work directly with survivors as attorneys, judges, advocates, educators, and, of course, mental health professionals. But at its heart my book is based on the testimony of survivors themselves, for I argue that they are the experts on what some have begun to call survivors’ justice or healing justice. Emboldened by the grassroots freedom movements, an increasing number of survivors have published their own first-person accounts. In addition, I have conducted unstructured, in-depth interviews with many survivors from diverse backgrounds who heard about my project through my various professional social networks and who were willing to talk with me. These remarkable women and men are people with a survivor mission: they have been able to create new purpose in life from their trauma by sharing their stories. Some have devoted their lives to efforts to prevent violence, as teachers, writers, artists, attorneys, community organizers, clergy, and victim advocates. Some were willing to be identified by name; others chose pseudonyms for this purpose. I quote from their interviews throughout the book.


One of the survivors who spoke with me is a young woman named Sarah Super, a community organizer living in Minneapolis. Her story illustrates both the best that the conventional justice system offers and a vision of justice that goes far beyond it. Sarah first got in touch with me a few years ago to invite me to a groundbreaking ceremony for a memorial for sexual assault survivors. She had read Trauma and Recovery and was inspired by a chapter in which I compared rape and combat as violent initiation rites for young men and women. I wrote about the importance of the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, DC, as a place of public recognition, pilgrimage, and healing for Vietnam veterans and contrasted this with the fact that there was no memorial anywhere for rape victims. Sarah decided that she wanted to get her city to build one. And she did.


Sarah had endured a terrifying assault by an ex-boyfriend, who broke into her apartment at night and raped her at knifepoint. Afterward, she managed to flee, screamed, and was taken in by neighbors. In this rare instance, the justice system functioned exactly the way it is supposed to do. “The police were there within minutes,” she said. “I was treated really well. I lived on a beautiful street, very white, very affluent. I was the perfect victim.” Alec, the rapist, fled and was arrested after a highway chase. “He was also treated really well,” Sarah reflected. “I often thought of how they took him into custody without harm.” She wondered what would have happened to him if he were Black.


Alec eventually pled guilty and was sentenced to twelve years in prison. Sarah felt that the severity of the sentence validated the severity of the crime because he had threatened her life and also because she believed he was still dangerous and she was still afraid of him: “He may want to punish me for holding him accountable,” she said, “since he punished me for breaking up with him.” She felt well supported by her victim advocate and the district attorney who prosecuted her case, and at the sentencing, she had a chance to tell her story, and she felt heard: “When I read my victim impact statement,” Sarah reported, “[the judge] took her glasses off and really listened.”


What, then, was missing? What else was needed for justice to be done? For Sarah, one of the most hurtful parts of the whole experience was the way that the rape divided the supposedly liberal community to which both she and Alec belonged. His parents, who had often welcomed her into their home, apparently considered Alec to be the real victim since he was facing criminal charges, and they started a “Care Hub” to organize community support for him, including money for his defense and a letter-writing campaign testifying to his “good character.” Meantime, Sarah heard nothing from them. She felt erased. A few weeks after the rape, Sarah chose to identify herself in the Minneapolis press as the victim of his crime. She was hurt once again by how few people she knew said anything to her in response. “I felt the silence that surrounds sexual violence,” she said. “I saw how that silence isolates survivors, protects perpetrators, and allows for the community to support rape culture as ignorant, passive bystanders.”


This is what happens with crimes of sexual violence. They divide communities as they lay bare the underlying power dynamics of dominance and subordination. In the aftermath of the rape, Sarah said, everyday sexism became intolerable to her. But when she began dating again, she could see how deeply ingrained it was in the culture. She talked with the men she dated about their sexual attitudes and experiences. All of them had been to bachelor parties at strip clubs and had used pornography as a regular part of their lives. She was the first person who ever asked them about some of the ways they participated in rape culture, she said. They had never thought about it before. They didn’t see any need to think about it. “Justice involves cultural change,” she said. “Healing would depend on a world where initiation rites for young men don’t involve degrading women.”


Though Sarah had not heard from many friends and colleagues whom she had expected to be supportive, she had heard from many, many strangers who shared their stories. “I learned I had been surrounded by survivors of sexual violence without knowing it,” she said. This is ultimately what made her determined to create a memorial where the reality of sexual violence could be publicly recognized. Sarah recounts, “I wrote to my city council member (for the first time ever), who pointed me to my Park Board Commissioner (whom I didn’t know), who invited me to speak for three minutes during an upcoming Park Board Meeting.”


As a skillful organizer, Sarah invited the many survivors who had written to her to join her as she read her three-­minute statement to the Park Board. As a result of her leadership and the outpouring of stories that occurred at a moment of societal reckoning about sexual abuses of power, the Memorial to Survivors of Sexual Violence has now been built in a Minneapolis park. It was dedicated on October 10, 2020. Tarana Burke, the Black community organizer who founded the #MeToo movement, and V (formerly known as Eve Ensler), the white playwright who wrote The Vagina Monologues, spoke at the dedication. Sarah envisions the monument as a place for public education and “community truth-telling” events. One of the mosaics from the memorial, by the artist Lori Greene, illustrates the cover of this book.


Honoring survivors with public recognition is a kind of justice very different from conventional notions of what justice means. But this kind of recognition means a great deal to survivors, as it helps to heal their broken relationship with their communities—which I argue is essential to survivors’ justice. As we’ve learned most recently from the bitter reckoning with our country’s numerous monuments to the Confederacy, memorials do matter. They are enduring public proclamations that tell us whom our society honors and respects. Sometimes directly, more often by omission, they also tell us who is to be dishonored and disrespected, who is to be invisible.


Many monuments to the Confederacy were established after the Civil War, during the period of reaction that instituted a century of lynch law and Jim Crow. It was a profound moment, therefore, when the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, founded by Black attorney Bryan Stevenson and the Equal Justice Initiative, was dedicated in Montgomery, Alabama, in 2018. Informally known as the National Lynching Memorial, it honors four thousand victims of white supremacist atrocities by name, and it challenges each of the communities where they were murdered to acknowledge its own unspoken history. In the same way, a monument to victims of sexual assault is a public vindication of survivors that challenges the unspoken entitlements of male supremacy. The public recognition of hidden wrongs in many ways represents a first step toward equal justice.


Sarah Super’s story illustrates the kind of public affirmation for survivors that is lacking even in the best of what the conventional justice system has to offer. But in reality, the great majority of survivors never find justice, even in conventional terms. Sarah was treated with respect and professionalism by police officers, a prosecutor, and a judge. Most sexual assault survivors never encounter any of these public servants, or if they do, they dearly wish they had not. Police often interrogate them as though they were suspects rather than victims. Prosecutors don’t want to be bothered with cases that might be difficult to win because of common prejudices that juries might share. Judges often share these prejudices as well. Survivors who have had encounters with the justice system often speak of them as a “second rape.” Members of other subordinated or marginalized groups suffer similar injustices. As we have learned from the movement for Black lives, police violence against people of color, up to and including murder, is basically a crime of impunity. It is time that we seek something better.


The book is divided into three parts. Part One lays out the underlying theory that justice depends on the social organization of power. In Chapters 1 and 2, I contrast two fundamentally different types of power relationship, one based on dominance and subordination and the other based on mutuality and reciprocity. The first is the archetype of tyranny; the second, the archetype of equality. Both types of power relationship are found worldwide and throughout history, and both are found on every scale of human interaction and social structure, from the intimate realms of love and family, to the political realms of the nation-state, to the international realms of organized religion, business, and crime. The first is found in histories of war, conquest, enslavement, and genocide; the second is found in the evolution of human attachment and care and in the histories of human aspirations for liberty, peace, and justice. I develop the idea that justice is a moral concept that requires a moral community for its enactment, and I argue that relationships of dominance and subordination are incompatible with justice, which must be based on principles of trust and fairness that are found only in relationships of mutuality.


In Chapter 3, I explore the worldwide hegemony of patriarchy as an example of how the rules and methods of tyranny can be deeply embedded in the organization of social relationships. I detail some of the ways that the hidden violence of patriarchy is perpetuated not only in culture and custom but also in the structures of law, law enforcement, and justice itself. I use the example of patriarchy because this is the example I know best, both personally and professionally. By extension, I hope this analysis can be applied to other situations where the dominance of one group over another is deeply embedded over centuries, as in the legacies of caste, slavery, colonialism, and religious persecution. For the same reasons, most of the research and testimony I cite comes from the United States; by extension I hope similar methods of analysis can be extended to other countries.


Part Two elaborates the visions of justice that emerge from the testimonies of my informants. I outline the fundamental contrast between what so many survivors say they want, which is truth and repair, and what our justice system actually provides, which is punishment and monetary damages. Chapter 4 is about public acknowledgment of the truth as the necessary beginning of justice. Every survivor I interviewed for this book, and I daresay every survivor with whom I have ever worked, has wished above all for acknowledgment and vindication. Survivors want the truth to be recognized and the crime to be denounced by those in their communities who matter to them. But this means that survivors must actually matter to their wider communities. It also means that their credibility must be judged without prejudice.


When members of subordinated groups come forward to seek justice, it quickly becomes clear just how little they do matter and how little credit is given to their testimony. For example, after the popular entertainer R. Kelly was recently found guilty of sex trafficking and racketeering, distinguished law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw observed that this famous predator had been able to get away with abusing numerous victims over decades “for the simple reason that people in the overlapping worlds of entertainment, law, and media have been trained to see Black girls and women as dispensable.” She added, “If the interplay of racism and misogyny that facilitates the abuse of Black women and girls continues to be taken for granted as background noise, the opportunity to correct the wider historical wrongs that this shameful saga represents will pass.”10 Justice requires not only the criminal conviction of one particularly notorious predator but also, and especially, the correction of those wider historical wrongs.


In Chapters 5 and 6, I elaborate on a vision of justice that centers on repairing the harm to survivors and correcting wider historical wrongs rather than on punishing perpetrators. After acknowledgment of the harm that has been done, the first step toward repairing a damaged relationship is apology. This is the subject of Chapter 5. Here I contrast genuine and insincere apologies. Genuine apologies, though rare, can be extraordinarily healing, while insincere apologies compound the harm. Genuine apologies can often lead to forgiveness and reconciliation, but I argue that social pressure for forgiveness can also become an easy path for bystanders and a trap that compounds injustice for survivors. Chapter 6 explores visions of what accountability for offenders might look like if punishment were not the metric of justice. I review the alternative theories and practices of the restorative justice movement, considering both its creative promise and its limitations. I also review some recent efforts within existing civil law to hold accountable institutions that have enabled widespread criminal exploitation of women and children.


Part Three develops further the idea of justice as healing for victims, perpetrators, and the larger society. Chapter 7 explores the issue of restitution for survivors, beginning with the existing concepts of monetary damages for individuals but expanding the frame to consider the kinds of community organization that will be needed to create truly reparative services within the practices of law and law enforcement.


The last two chapters try to imagine how to prevent future harm. If punishment and sequestration of offenders is not to be the metric of justice, then other ways must be found to provide for community safety and to reintegrate offenders into their communities. Chapter 8 reviews what little is known about offenders and offender rehabilitation. I consider the evidence for the effectiveness of offender treatment, which at present is mainly limited to that small minority who have run afoul of the law and been mandated to treatment by the courts. I also underscore the difference between treatments that are based on the understanding of these crimes as abuses of power and those that lack any underlying social theory. Finally, in Chapter 9, I consider the promise of the college campus as a laboratory for developing new models for preventing gender-based violence, using the frames of both public health and social justice. The book concludes with a visionary Survivors’ Agenda.


Listening to trauma survivors and bearing witness to their stories has been the foundation of my professional life for the past fifty years. But this book has also caused me to wander into realms of knowledge and thought, in law and history and political philosophy, far from my own areas of expertise. Think of this book, then, as a beginner’s attempt to reimagine justice, based on the testimony of survivors. It will be for others in the future, if indeed our flawed human species has a future on this earth, to build on these ideas.





A NOTE ABOUT METHODOLOGY


The testimonies I have gathered came from twenty-six women and four men who are survivors of childhood sexual abuse, sexual assault, sex trafficking, sexual harassment, and/or domestic violence. To find them, I simply put out the word through my various professional networks that I was seeking to talk with survivors about their views of justice. I make no pretense that this group is representative of survivors in general. The group I recruited was quite diverse in terms of ethnicity, sexual orientation, and class and geographic background, but on average they were more highly educated than the general population, with many, like myself, in academia or in the professions. They ranged in age from twenty-two to sixty, with most people in their thirties or forties. I did not interview anyone who had been a patient at the Victims of Violence Program. (That would constitute a violation of professional boundaries.) I also did not interview anyone under twenty-one or anyone who was in crisis after a recent assault; all my informants had had some time to recover and reflect on what justice might mean to them.


My group of informants was atypical, also, in that over half had reported the crimes and made attempts to hold offenders accountable through the criminal and/or civil justice systems, a much higher rate of reporting and participation than average for victims of these crimes. Six (20 percent) had actually taken part in proceedings that resulted in criminal conviction of the offender. If conviction is considered the metric of success, this represents a much higher rate of success than the justice system generally delivers.


My interviewing method was unstructured, meaning that I simply allowed the conversation to unfold as my informants shared their stories. I asked what would make things right—or as right as possible—for them and what they thought the consequences should be for the offenders and bystanders. Since victims are so frequently stereotyped as vengeful, I did ask specifically about angry and vindictive feelings. I also asked for their views on forgiveness. For those who had had encounters with the formal structures of justice, I asked why they reported the crimes and what their experiences had been. Most of the interviews were recorded and transcribed; sometimes I just took notes. All of my informants gave written informed consent.


I began this project twenty years ago during a fellowship year at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Studies. I wrote up some preliminary findings in a paper that was published in a special issue of the journal Violence Against Women on restorative justice in 2005.1 Then life intervened, in the form of illnesses and a move to an assisted-living community, followed by widowhood and then grandmotherhood. For all these reasons, the project was put on the shelf. In the last three years I have finally been able to return to it. I conducted some additional interviews, including reinterviewing three survivors with whom I had first spoken twenty years earlier, to learn how their views had evolved. During the pandemic, while I was pretty much in solitary confinement, the time finally seemed right to begin writing this book.




PART ONE


POWER




1


THE RULES OF TYRANNY


In founding a democratic republic upon law and establishing a system of checks and balances, the Founding Fathers sought to avoid the evil that they, like the ancient philosophers, called tyranny. They had in mind the usurpation of power by a single individual or group, or the circumvention of law by rulers for their own benefit. Much of the succeeding political debate in the United States has concerned the problem of tyranny within American society: over slaves and women, for example.


—Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny1


The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “tyranny” as “cruel and unfair treatment by people with power over others.” Dictionary.com defines it as “arbitrary or unrestrained exercise of power; despotic abuse of authority.” The Cambridge English Dictionary speaks of “government by a ruler or small group of people who have unlimited power over the people in their country or state and use it unfairly and cruelly.” Common to all three definitions is the idea of power exercised without limits. Tyranny is the anti­thesis of the Enlightenment concepts of liberty, equality, human rights, and the rule of law. I argue in this book that tyranny is also the antithesis of justice.
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