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Praise for Violent Partners


“In Violent Partners, Linda Mills continues to ask dangerous questions—about women’s propensity to violence; about the murky powers stirring partnership; about the ways in which the flaws and failures of the women’s movement’s response may have unintentionally sustained some of our collective risk. In addition, she bravely confronts her own complicity in the violence that has shaped her life.”

—Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, author of Random Family



 


“Authoritative, reasonable, and easy to grasp.”

—Library Journal


 


“Disturbingly lucid, pertinent, and crucial, Violent Partners is written with an unprecedented honesty, and scrambles the master codes by which we have traditionally identified perpetrators and victims. Linda Mills provides the only reliable road map to transforming the pervasive pull of abuse in our society.”

—Avital Ronell, author of Crack Wars and The Telephone Book



 


“Violent Partners proposes real-world solutions to one of the most serious social problems facing America.”

—Hon. Paul G. Cassell, former U.S. District Court Judge;
 Professor of Law and crime victims’ advocate at the
 S.J. Quinney College of Law at the University of Utah


 


“Mills has written a book that speaks to all concerned with intimate violence . . . A wonderful exposition of the personal and the political.”

—Hon. Dennis Davis, Judge of the High Court, Cape Town, South Africa


 


“Linda Mills draws on deep wells of personal experience to overturn accepted notions concerning intimate abuse. She explores provocative new understandings of the red hot topic of abuse between the sexes. Violent Partners is a must read for anyone interested in this vital subject.”

—Steven Englund, author of Man Slaughter



 


“Linda Mills courageously challenges the conventional wisdoms around domestic violence and presents a new vision for ending the cycle of abuse.”

—Heather Strang, Director, Centre for Restorative Justice, Australian National University


 


“Linda Mills is the indispensable guide to solving the problems of domestic violence. No one can enter the policy debate on these issues in an informed way without reading her eye-opening and rigorous analyses.”

—Lawrence W. Sherman, Wolfson Professor of Criminology, Cambridge University


 


“Tears flow as I absorb the gift of Linda Mills’s narrative and feel the possibilities of shifting our cultural addiction to violence.”

—Kay Pranis, Peacemaking Circle Trainer and Facilitator


 


“Violent Partners has lessons for each of us in rethinking violence contexts and admitting our individual contributions to the aggressions that befall us in our daily lives. An excellent read for any audience!”

—Wendy C. Hamblet, North Carolina A&T State University, Metapsychology Online Reviews


 


“In her essential new book Violent Partners, Mills takes issue with the orthodoxy of domestic violence services. . . . Mills argues convincingly that a less threatening, less divisive, less judgmental approach to this kind of violence could lead to far greater use of support services at a much earlier stage, with far greater effectiveness, thereby avoiding immense human suffering and saving lives.”

—Ally Fogg, guardian.co.uk



 


“An excellent read featuring numerous case studies, research and analysis, and stories that lead the reader on a journey from ignoring domestic violence issues to where we are today—to an alternative way of attempting to end the cycle of abuse.”

—Judge Matthew Sciarrino, New York Law Journal



 


“Brave. . . . Progressive feminists [like] Mills are trying to open America’s mind to new ideas and innovative approaches.”

—Kathleen Parker, The Washington Post Writers Group
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TO PETER AND RONNIE


My profound gratitude for our dynamic and for your love







Author ’s Note

Many of the people I interviewed for this book have asked me to use their real names; others have wanted to remain anonymous, and so their names have been changed to protect their privacy. The notes provide supplemental information about these people and how I came to hear their stories.

The language in this book often relies on traditional terms such as “domestic violence,” “battered women’s movement,” “battered women,” “batterers,” “victims,” and “perpetrators,” which have certain political connotations, while also using language that resonates more closely with my own political inclinations, including such terms as “abuse between intimates,” “a person who has been violent,” and “a person who has been victimized.” While I am inclined to reject the terms that reduce people to a single quality such as “batterer” or “victim,” and the gender assumptions associated with those labels, I also felt that recounting the history of the movement to address domestic violence in a language familiar to those who participated in it was respectful and important. My choices are never meant to insult or hurt those who do or do not resonate with terms from either category. In time, I hope we can move away from essentializing perspectives—a move that is consistent with my efforts to end the cycle of abuse.






Introduction

Little more than a generation ago, domestic violence was considered a private matter. Some people felt that a man’s home was his castle and that it was no one’s business what went on there. Others assumed that the violence in most marriages was either provoked (and therefore deserved) or rare (and therefore something to be endured, like terrible weather). Why intervene? Since so few women ever chose to prosecute, trying to arrest their violent partners was often considered a waste of the public’s time and money. If these people wanted to be together and make each other miserable, well then, let them.

Now, thirty years after feminist advocates first started the fight against domestic violence, many changes have come to pass. In 2008, if a woman is hit by her husband and calls 911, the police arrive promptly and take the incident seriously. The officer doesn’t suggest that his time is being wasted, and he doesn’t suggest that the man step outside to cool off. Instead, he handcuffs the perpetrator and takes him to the police station, where he will be booked and jailed, while another officer offers to escort the wife and her children to a shelter. Violence against a woman in her home is now defined as a crime by our society, and the criminal justice system treats it as such.

But has this enormous revolution in both public perception and public policy made America less violent? Are there fewer batterers than before? Are batterers learning to take responsibility for their behavior? Are women safer or more in control of their own lives? Unfortunately, after years of researching this social problem, I can’t answer any of these questions with a resounding yes. What’s more, the ideology and rhetoric of the anti-domestic violence movement have become so rigid that they have created a new set of myths—or, at the very least, a new set of highly partial truths—that can be as pernicious as those we fought so hard to dispel years ago.

This book grapples with realities that many professionals and academics in the field now take to be self-evident—even though it is still virtually forbidden to acknowledge them in public and in print: 
• The popular conception of domestic violence, in which the female victim lives in terror of her controlling abuser, only represents a small fraction of the American couples struggling with violence today.

• Yesterday’s victims often become today’s criminals. Most researchers in the fields of psychology, sociology, criminology, and social work now agree that child abuse is far more responsible for creating batterers than sexist attitudes and beliefs, and yet most batterer intervention programs fail to acknowledge this troubling legacy.

• Violence is dehumanizing not only for the victim but for the perpetrator as well. When society reinforces that shame by declaring the perpetrator a pariah, he or she is discouraged from seeking help.

• Women frequently strike out at their partners, and not simply in self-defense; in 24 percent of violent American marriages only the woman is abusive.





The fact that so many crusaders against domestic violence remain either ignorant of these facts or unwilling to openly discuss them is deeply troubling. The implication is that to engage with these questions would set us back thirty years: you are either for battered women or against them. And yet if the anti-domestic violence movement is really about giving battered women more power, the 2008 scenario should evoke the following questions:
• Does the woman who calls the police necessarily want to have her husband arrested?

• Will arresting him decrease the violence in their relationship or make it worse?

• Is there any form of help we can offer, other than arresting her abuser, that might help her reduce the violence in her life?





These questions are still not being effectively addressed—just as they weren’t being effectively addressed thirty years ago—even though many women do not want to sever their connection with the partner who has hurt them. They just want the violence to stop.

Furthermore, if the feminist movement is really about empowering women and ending oppression for all, it should be asking whether or not the woman who has called 911 has played any role in the altercation with her husband—whether she, too, ever participates in acts of physical or psychological aggression against her partner. At present, such questions are considered tantamount to blaming the victim. But does encouraging women in abusive relationships to think of themselves as powerless really bring them closer to transforming their lives?

Violence between intimates is almost always more complex than we are prepared to admit, and many violent relationships do not fit standard definitions. The alarming gap between our tidy conception of the problem and the far messier reality has created a new population of isolated and shame-ridden victims and perpetrators.

Brenda Aris, whom I’ve known for ten years, best fits the traditional description of the battered woman: she was a victim of relentless physical and sexual abuse for more than a decade. And yet Brenda never called the police—not simply because she feared her husband but also because she loved him and didn’t want to put him in jail. The ramifications of his violence and her loyalty are still being felt by the Aris family today.

Jade Rubick was married while he was still in college. Before long, his wife had started hitting him, pulling his hair, and throwing things at him. Even when such incidents were occurring several times a week, he refused to admit that he was the victim of domestic violence; he had never heard of anything like this happening to another man. Finally, his employer helped him face the truth.

James and Kate’s intense relationship was marked by screaming arguments. After they decided to have a baby, the tensions between them increased. During one fight, well into Kate’s pregnancy, James had his wife pinned to the floor. He was told by the police he was a danger to his family; she was told by a shelter worker that her only problem was that she couldn’t leave her abuser. Nevertheless, they were not ready to destroy the family they had only just begun.

When Jeff McPherson sent his wife, Sarah, to the emergency room with a large gash next to her eye, he was as shocked as she was. The couple had been together for eleven years, and they had three children; there had been no incidents of physical violence between them. Even so, a domestic violence advocate urged Sarah to separate from her husband. The couple felt manipulated and diminished by the very people they went to for help.

Betty Stein, an Orthodox Jewish woman, felt that her husband, Harry, physically and sexually mistreated her, but her religious beliefs made it unthinkable for her to go to the police.

These individuals refused to condone the violence in their relationships. What’s more, they were all determined to take steps to end it. But they were unwilling or unable to “follow the script”—to accept all the blame or to leave their relationships—and this made their predicaments all the more desperate.

When we are lucky, crisis breeds opportunity. The unmet needs of these couples and individuals drove them to invent new solutions and explore unconventional alternatives to confront the violence in their lives. After leaving his marriage, Jade went on to help found a program called Stop Abuse for Everyone so that others ignored by the system can get the support they need. Instead of divorcing, James and Kate both took responsibility for their destructive dynamic and succeeded in salvaging their relationship. They attribute their recovery to  Violence Anonymous—a program James developed when no other treatment was working for him. Couples counseling enabled both Jeff and Sarah to see the ways in which they felt extremely vulnerable in the marriage and how these feelings had been the catalyst for their fateful dispute. The Steins have participated in a Healing Circle program, which brought their extended families together to explore the origins of the couple’s intense unhappiness. Harry has learned to be a different kind of husband and father; Betty has come to recognize her own aggression in the marriage.

Of all the victims, Brenda paid the highest price to escape her abuse: she ended up in prison. But she was fortunate enough to take advantage of the therapeutic services that were offered her there—if only something equivalent had been available to help her separate from her husband before it was too late.

All of these people are now in much better situations because they have worked extremely hard to get there. Their stories provide a road map of the possibilities for healing intimate abuse. At the same time, it is painful to acknowledge that the criminal justice system we have put in place at great cost and effort could do little or nothing to help them.

I am a feminist who has devoted a great deal of my career to the problem of abuse in women’s lives, and I am not out to demonize the battered women’s movement or the criminal justice system; there is no question that dedicated professionals and volunteers who work closely with victims of domestic violence do so to make the world a better place. Clearly, hundreds of thousands of women have been helped by the system, which is much more sophisticated than it was thirty years ago. Nevertheless, I believe the needs of many more, perhaps millions, continue to go unaddressed. In this book I attempt to synthesize a broad array of studies and experiences in the fervent hope that we can expand the ways in which we think about intimate abuse and discover new paths for ending the cycle of violence.

I have come to believe that this synthesis dramatically illustrates the need for a radical change in our approach not only to intimate abuse but to aggression of all kinds. When we are forced to recognize just how much aggression there is in all our close relationships—between parents and children, siblings, friends, intimates—it gives us an opportunity to affirm one of the ideals implicit in the early feminist movement: everyone should have the right to lead a life free of violence and fear.

I hope that this search for answers and a new way forward will inspire all of us to rethink how we deal with intimate abuse—as a culture, as individuals, and, more often than we’d like to admit, as victims and abusers. It is time for a hard reassessment of where we’ve come from and where we’re headed. I know we can do better.






PART ONE

A New Voice

The survey found that women who were physically assaulted by an intimate were significantly more likely than their male counterparts to report their victimization to the police (26.7 percent and 13.5 percent, respectively).

—Researchers Patricia Tjaden and Nancy Thoennes


 



 



I tried to tell the truth and cooperate in good faith.
 I thought the system was there to help me, but,
 instead, it ended up becoming my greatest enemy.


—Sarah McPherson, a victim of domestic violence





1

MY PERSONAL ENCOUNTERS WITH INTIMATE VIOLENCE


Women in every class of society have been discriminated against on the basis of their gender for most of human history. Yet we know that many women are extremely powerful in the lives of their families. This is one of the paradoxes at the heart of intimate violence. How do we recognize and address the victimization of women within the family without ignoring or minimizing their strength? At the same time, how do we empower women in ways that allow them to confront and transcend their victimization—rather than simply endure or deny it?

In many ways, my own life—both personally and professionally—has been an ongoing struggle with these questions. I was raised in the 1960s, when it was rarely acknowledged that girls and women are often assaulted by friends and family members. I grew up in a privileged, white, middle-class Jewish household; after college, I went on to get a law degree, a master’s in social work, and a doctorate in social welfare policy. I did not come from a physically violent family. Nevertheless, before my thirtieth birthday, I had been bullied, struck, and sexually abused on several different occasions by various men whom I loved or admired.

At first, shame kept me from discussing these experiences with others. Still, I rebelled against them inwardly: I thought I was stronger than the violence that had been done to me. Years later, when I found myself in an abusive romantic relationship, denial gave way to anxiety. How had this happened to me? I became preoccupied by the apparent contradiction between my ostensible power and my moments of extreme vulnerability.

As I struggled to integrate these dissonant parts of my character and my past, I began to think about the fact that all those who experience intimate  violence are to some degree haunted by it. I started to wonder how those experiences affect the way we move through the world.

In a symposium at New York University’s law school in 2001, I delivered an academic paper in which I argued that certain criminal convictions may be influenced by the violent histories of the jury members—even without their realizing it. I cited as an example a trial of a severely battered woman who eventually shot and killed her husband; one of the female jurors had been indefatigable in her efforts to get the defendant convicted of first-degree murder. A fellow member of the jury, in fact, accused this juror of attempting to hijack the deliberations. Years later, when I interviewed the female juror about her strong views of the defendant’s guilt, she acknowledged that she herself had come from a violent household and that she held her mother largely responsible for her father’s violence. (“I adored my father. My mother was a shrew.”) She also explained that fourteen years before the trial, her fiancé had been shot to death in a liquor store robbery; the gunman had never been caught. In the paper I presented at NYU, I argued that this juror’s own traumatic experiences may have made it impossible for her to judge the facts of the criminal case fairly.

During the question-and-answer period, three academics in the audience objected to my claim, insisting that it was perfectly possible to compartmentalize one’s own history of violence so that it would not affect a professional or legal judgment. I was fascinated to learn, over the next few days, that these three academics were, in fact, speaking of themselves: one by one, they approached me and explained that they had been exposed to intimate abuse during childhood but that these experiences in no way affected their thinking as adults. I suggested that their reactions to my paper illustrated my very point: if the past truly carried no emotional charge, their responses would have been far more measured.

I believe that even events we see as “minor” may have deep and lasting effects. Therefore it is in the spirit of full disclosure that I begin with a reckoning of my own encounters with violence. They are by no means extraordinary, especially when compared to some of the stories that follow, but I have come to believe that they have influenced my thinking and my actions in ways that I am still discovering to this day, and for that reason I feel compelled to set them down here.




Early Years

I was born in the suburbs of Los Angeles in 1957. I grew up thinking that I could do whatever I wanted with my life. My parents and my grandparents had all worked hard and sacrificed for the family in ways that made my own ambitions possible, and I grew up hearing stories of their struggles. Most compelling were the tales of my mother’s family fleeing Europe during World War  II. My grandfather, a successful Viennese clothing manufacturer, was detained by the Nazis on Kristallnacht, in 1938, but he ultimately escaped. He was reunited with his wife and children in Los Angeles, where he rebuilt his business.

On one hand, I was keenly aware that the ease of my life was a result of the efforts of all those who’d come before me: as long as my ambitions included meaningful work and achieving some measure of financial security, I knew my parents would support me. At the same time, like many privileged children, I took my privileges for granted.

In 1971, my family moved to Trousdale Estates, a development above the Beverly Hills flatlands, so that I could attend Beverly Hills High School. Beverly, as it was called by the locals, wasn’t just any high school; it was considered the best public high school in the area. Most of the students came from wealthy and well-established families.

In this rarefied environment, I became increasingly critical of the beliefs and values that my parents seemed to represent. In Southern California in 1971, the generation gap was particularly wide. The assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and the killings at Kent State were still fresh in everyone’s memory, the Vietnam War was being protested on college campuses across the country, and the White House would be embroiled in Watergate within a matter of months. If my parents had fought hard to make their way in the world, my friends and I were questioning everything that world stood for. After all, obedience to authority was potentially lethal, as the war had so vividly demonstrated to us. Instead, the allure of drugs, sex, and music—suffused with a vague idealism—governed our teenage existence.

My father was a doctor, and my mother worked for her father. I saw them as overly materialistic and focused on the importance of getting ahead. Despite my straight A’s in school, I had my own vision of success, and it didn’t involve wearing suits and pleasing adults. At the same time, I assumed that my parents and their resources were at my disposal—at least until I was old enough to go out on my own. My parents had little idea of what I was up to, and no clue as to how to handle our differences. As a result, high school was an exciting and dangerous time. No one attempted to teach us how to take care of ourselves, and perhaps we wouldn’t have listened if they had.


Chris 

Chris was my first serious boyfriend. I met him at a party the fall of my fresh-man year of high school. I was desperate to meet cute guys, and I had set my sights on a boy named Jeff, but had failed to attract his attention. Chris, on the other hand, noticed me, and I found his intense stare flattering and exciting. Handsome and quiet, he had a car, which added to his appeal: I lived at the top of a hill and wouldn’t be old enough to drive for another year. His family background was very different from mine. His father had left his mother, and he  lived in a small one-bedroom apartment on the south side of town. I was curious to know more about a world so different from my own. I was also eager to lose my virginity, and choosing a boyfriend who was so different from me seemed very sophisticated at the time. Within a few weeks, we started going out.

A great deal of our relationship consisted of driving around, fooling around, and hiding the truth from my parents, and at first this was more than enough. Chris took care of me: he was older than I was, he had the car, and he had plenty of money from his after-school job as a stock boy at a boutique on Beverly Drive. He enjoyed buying me presents, and I enjoyed being spoiled; this ritual allowed both of us to ignore the larger disparities between us.

After six months of dating, however, I became restless and impatient with Chris’s chronic petulance: he would never talk to me about his family or his feelings. Where had his father gone? Why was his mother out most nights? I was never able to penetrate his reserve, despite my ability to bring people out. I began to yearn for a boyfriend more like me. Then one day at school, an encounter with Jeff in the hallway indicated he might be interested in me. I was excited but also conflicted. Even though Chris couldn’t talk to me, he cared for me, and I didn’t want to hurt him.

It was during this week of uncertainty that Chris took me to Saks Fifth Avenue to buy me a birthday present. This sort of shopping excursion was one of our rituals. I eventually found a few things to try on and went into the dressing room. I emerged modeling a cute shirt, expecting Chris to like it as well.

Chris looked me over and started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, angrily.

“It just looks bad,” he said.

“Well, I like it,” I said—probably thinking to myself that I didn’t need to dress just to please Chris, anyway. Just then I noticed that a button had popped off the shirt onto the floor, and I bent over to retrieve it. As I stood up, Chris punched me in the chest, hitting me so hard that, for several moments, I couldn’t catch my breath.

“Why did you do that?” I finally cried out. But he just stared at me. I walked back into the dressing room, quickly put on my clothes, and left. My chest was aching, and I was in complete shock. What had I done to deserve such a blow? Did Chris know about my feelings for Jeff? Had he not really wanted to buy me a gift in the first place? But why did he hit me? And why hadn’t I seen this coming?

I had grown up in a household with a high tolerance for verbal abuse: my maternal grandfather, the patriarch of the family, was always shouting at someone. We’d arrive home to his screaming voice on the answering machine demanding his daughter’s assistance, or we’d be sitting in his kitchen while he yelled at his wife that the coffee wasn’t hot enough. He humiliated me in front of my friends by shouting at me for no good reason. Although I saw my grandparents often—almost every Saturday night—I found these outbursts terrifying, largely because they were so unpredictable.

The rest of the family hated them as well, but we all excused them because we thought we understood where they came from—his childhood, the Holocaust. Getting punched, however, felt totally unacceptable to me. I was sorry I hadn’t been completely honest with Chris, but I also knew that I didn’t deserve to be hit.

By the time Chris called a few days later to apologize, it was too late. For me, the relationship was over, and there was nothing more to talk about. I didn’t really explain why I didn’t want to see him anymore; indeed, I didn’t think I owed him any such explanation. After this, he began calling me incessantly, but I wouldn’t take his calls. No matter how much I tried to avoid him, though, he always seemed to be lurking nearby. Late at night he’d park in front of my house. I could hear his engine running, and I knew he hoped I would come outside. From my bedroom window, I could see him smoking one cigarette after another, just waiting. I found it frightening, but sad as well. I still felt that ending my relationship with him had been the right thing to do, but most of the time I chose to repress the catalyst for doing so: the punch itself.


Dudley 

I met Dudley at the beginning of my sophomore year in high school, shortly before I got my driver’s license. Unlike Chris, Dudley came from a rich family: his parents bought him everything he asked for. But the Jensen Healey, the stereo, and even the huge television set in his well-equipped bedroom didn’t improve his romantic chances with girls. During this period, Jeff and I had an on-again off-again relationship. Dudley and I got into the habit of hanging out, and we always had a great time.

By the end of sophomore year, we had gone to most of the big high school parties together. We had a tried-and-tested approach to these evenings: Dudley would drive me there, we’d explore the party together or go our separate ways, then we’d meet up again to leave. Dudley would usually drive me back to his house, where we’d go straight to his room to listen to music and smoke pot. This routine took a lot of the social pressure off both of us, and it was a pleasure to end the evening comparing notes with Dudley because his descriptions of one classmate’s ridiculous outfit or another’s outlandish behavior were always hilarious. He was my first real friend of the opposite sex, and I expected to know him for the rest of my life.

Dudley and I went to a party one night, and I was crushed to see Jeff there with another girl. I wanted to leave early, and Dudley agreed to drive me home.

“Hey,” he said, “why not go to my house like we usually do?” Trying to tease me into a better mood, he pressed the gas, and the car jumped forward. “C’mon, the night is young.” I really wanted to go home, but I wasn’t entirely surprised  when we ended up at Dudley’s house: this was, after all, our routine. We were both tipsy from the alcohol and drugs we’d had at the party. When he tripped going up the steps to the house, I grabbed his elbow. He wrapped his arm around my waist to steady himself. Inside the house, on the way down the hall to his room, I again felt the pressure of his arm around my waist. I tried to free myself from his embrace, but he wouldn’t let go. I sensed that something was off, but I told myself that maybe he was a little more stoned than usual: after all, we’d been friends for months now, and we’d never even had an argument. Once we were in his room, though, he did something he’d never done before: he closed and locked the door and put the key on the table by the bathroom.

I was suddenly alarmed. At sixteen, Dudley was already six feet tall, and I was tiny—no more than ninety-five pounds. Dudley lumbered over to his new sound system and switched it on.

“Listen to this,” he said. The Rolling Stones blared out into the room, the volume unbearably high. I knew that he wasn’t worried about waking his parents, though, because his room had been soundproofed; Dudley could blast his music as loud as he wanted without disturbing anyone.

“What are you doing?” I screamed, as music bounced off the walls around us, but I was sure he couldn’t hear me. Besides, he wasn’t interested in anything I was saying. After standing unsteadily by the door for a few moments, he lunged toward me and pushed me onto his bed. For a few seconds, he stood over me and stared down at me. Then he jumped on top of me.

“Get off of me!” I yelled.

It was impossible to move with him lying on top of me; in fact, I could hardly breathe. I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. He was one of my closest friends. When Dudley lifted himself up slightly, only to press down harder, I forced myself to look at him. His face, normally pale, was flushed, and his eyes were bloodshot. He leaned forward, pinning my flailing arms to my side. “This is the story, cunt,” he hissed into my ear. “You’re going to fuck me now, or I am going to beat off and come in your face. Which is it going to be?”

I knew that screaming would be hopeless. Anyway, I didn’t want to wake his parents; the thought of their intervention seemed even worse than whatever Dudley was going to do to me.

“Well?” he demanded.

“I’m not going to fuck you,” I said flatly.

He masturbated, came all over me, and promptly passed out.

I extricated myself and walked into the small bathroom attached to his room. Semen was smeared across my brown cotton turtleneck sweater. With tears streaming down my face, I scrubbed ineffectually at the stain—if I could get rid of it, I somehow felt, no real damage would have been done. Finally, I gave up. After opening the bedroom door, I roughly roused Dudley from his sleep.

“Take me home now,” I demanded.

Shaken from his stupor, and noticing that the door had been opened, he zipped up his pants, turned the stereo off, and walked out behind me.

On the way back to my house, neither of us spoke. Dudley drove too fast, but I didn’t care. As soon as he pulled into my driveway, I was out of the car, and I didn’t look back.

Unlike Chris, Dudley never apologized. Instead, he pretended that nothing was wrong between us by trying to talk to me at school, but I always ignored him. I also vowed to myself that what happened between us would never happen to me again. Next time—if there was a next time—I would be smarter. I would get away.

Often my father would ask me why I never saw Dudley anymore. He was puzzled as to why two best friends suddenly never spoke or went out together.

“We don’t have anything in common,” I finally replied.

 



 



Both Chris’s punch and Dudley’s sexual attack felt sudden and catastrophic to me. They had come out of nowhere, and I had been utterly unprepared for them. I couldn’t help feeling that I, too, was to blame. I kept these incidents a secret for many, many years. For my own part, I simply excised Chris and Dudley from my life and the memories of what they had done to me from my mind. Vowing not to see them or think about what had happened would make it all go away.




College and Graduate School

Although the University of California, Irvine, was located just an hour from Beverly Hills, it was another world. I straightened out and started getting serious about my future. At the same time, my vague dissatisfactions with my parents’ world began to take on a more definite and intellectually coherent form. Many of my professors were quite radical, especially those in the history department. I began to think about the problems of race and class in American life; I also began to consider myself a feminist. It was exciting to be a part of a larger social cause, and as an ambitious young woman in the late ’70s, I quickly recognized that all the principal power structures in American life—the academy, the government, the media, the military, the judiciary—were dominated by men. Significantly, however, I never consciously connected my interest in feminism with my personal experiences. I saw the oppression of women as only one important struggle among many, and I saw myself less as a victim than as someone who was dedicated to fighting for the rights of others.

At UCI, I met many men who shared my political beliefs. Soon I began to have emotionally and sexually fulfilling relationships. These romances, which were both egalitarian and mutually supportive, emboldened me to think that my own life as a woman was destined to be exceptional: I could not only escape  being victimized but help other women overcome their victimization as well. My privilege, I believed, would allow me to speak for those who couldn’t, and this newfound voice could not be silenced.

My activism at college gave me a keen interest in law: I understood that for a woman to fight the system, it was useful to know how to work the system. After graduation, I went on to Hastings College of the Law in San Francisco. At Hastings, minority students were made even more uncomfortable than white women were. One event crystallized these disturbing racial dynamics for me. A white female professor would do anything to avoid calling on black students in the class, even if they had their hands raised. When the black students finally walked out one day en masse, I stood up and followed. This, I knew, was the sort of activism I wanted to practice.

After graduating from law school, I went to work at a small firm that specialized in helping people apply for Social Security disability benefits—particularly women of color. The people we served were often poorly educated and almost entirely without resources. Many of them had worked for most of their lives and then suffered some sort of injury that had forced them to stop. One of my clients, a woman named Versie Hawkins, had been a house cleaner and a nurse’s aide who’d eventually injured her back one too many times while lifting a patient. After a five-year appeal process, she had been rejected for benefits. She asked me to help her reapply.

While working on Versie’s application, I realized that my client was not only disabled but also in poor mental health—severely depressed and somewhat suicidal. I used this new information to strengthen her claim for benefits, but her five-year struggle also convinced me that clients like Versie needed emotional support services as well as legal assistance: applying for benefits could be a punishing ordeal. After winning her case, I decided to pursue a master’s in social work at San Francisco State so that I would be qualified to develop the sort of comprehensive program I envisioned. More than ever before, I was seeing how the personal was the political, and I couldn’t wait to put my ideas into practice.

Keenly aware of my clients’ vulnerability, I still had no sense of my own. My clients were often poor, disenfranchised, and multiply afflicted. I was a twenty-six-year-old white lawyer going back to school for a second graduate degree, financially independent and passionately engaged in my work and my life. The world was my oyster.


David 

All first-year MSW students at San Francisco State were invited to attend an internship fair at the beginning of the term. This fair usually involved representatives from all the regional social work agencies who were looking for free labor in exchange for professional training, and it was held in a local auditorium. When I walked into that auditorium, in September 1984, I saw David  immediately. He wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he had an intensity that attracted me. When he saw me staring at him, he gave me a welcoming grin. I practically danced over to his table. I was captivated.

David was a social worker and well-respected in his field. From the moment we met, we were inseparable. He was quick-witted and articulate. He was also argumentative in a way I admired, and he thought deeply about pressing social issues. He was a self-described feminist, a great cook, and the smartest man I’d ever encountered. Within a month of our meeting, we started dating.

David was clearly powerful and asserted that power in ways I didn’t fully understand, but I welcomed the challenge; we felt evenly matched. Even so, disagreements plagued our relationship from the beginning. For one thing, he refused to be monogamous. He also demanded that I adhere to his rules: there were certain things I couldn’t buy and certain things I couldn’t wear. I decided that I could live with his rigid policies because I respected his views. In exchange, however, I wanted him to stop sleeping with other women. He was unwilling to do so, and this remained a major source of conflict between us. Still, I held out hope that I could win him over, and the relationship went forward.

One night, after we’d been dating for several months, we were driving home from a meeting related to our work together. I was criticizing the way he ran the meeting because I found his need to control what everyone said counterproductive. Perhaps I was expressing my own feelings of resentment at being controlled without realizing it. Nevertheless, our conversation felt to me more like an exchange of opinions than a heated argument—until David jammed his fist into my upper arm. It wasn’t a tap or a slap; it was a painful punch.

“Why did you do that?” I asked. David stared straight ahead at the traffic. “Why did you hit me? That really hurt,” I repeated.

He refused to answer. We ended that evening much the way Chris and I had ended our clash in the department store about a decade earlier. This time, however, I wasn’t sure I wanted to walk away from the relationship. David and I had been friends before we had become lovers, and I had considered sharing a future with him—marriage, even children. I wasn’t ready to give that up. At the same time, I could also feel myself withdrawing.

A few days later, David came to my house to talk about what happened. He apologized and said he didn’t know what came over him. He asked for forgiveness. I found this outright apology, with no excuses, very disarming.

“I want to be open and honest with you,” he continued. “You are not the first woman I’ve hit. I’ve told you about Sybil, the woman I was in love with before we met. Well, I struck her, too. And I’ve also had other relationships that were violent. I think the reason that I am so interested in injustice is because I wanted to understand my own abuse of power better.” He looked completely stricken as he said this. “I’m working hard to understand where this violence comes from, and how I can stop it.”

“What can I do?” I asked.

“Forgive me,” he pleaded. “Love me. Stay with me.”

This new David—anguished, confessional—was a sharp change from the usually challenging and argumentative David I was used to. I felt a rush of love for this man—I knew how much it must cost him to be so open with me about this problem. Perhaps we could work through this. We embraced, but I also felt that I had to make it clear to him that the punch had been a very serious breach of trust for me.

“I accept your apology,” I said. “But if you ever hit me again, I will leave you. I mean it. I will be gone.” He told me he understood, and kissed me.

“Somehow,” he began, “I think my anger and violence connects to my mother. She was demanding when I was growing up, and I often had to wait on her. She was a very critical woman,” he continued. “Nothing pleased her. Absolutely nothing! The tea was never hot enough. The toast was always too dry or too dark. I never moved quickly enough. No matter what I did—and I did a hell of a lot—she was just never satisfied.” We talked for hours, and the revelations poured out: his father’s essential absence, the toxic combination of his mother’s criticism and demands, and his own anger and guilt. I could feel my sympathy growing—and I could also feel the way that these intimate events drew us closer together. I started to ask myself: Why should David suffer as an adult because he had suffered so much as a child? Surely our love could overcome his mother’s rejection.

Our life together both quieted down and deepened. David’s hitting me had been the worst thing that had happened to me in the relationship, but, ironically, this brief flash of violence brought us closer together. I felt that I understood him better, and he clearly felt more committed to me and available in ways I hadn’t anticipated. We still argued, but our disagreements never felt particularly serious to me, and as the weeks passed, the memory of the punch gradually faded from my mind.

We started going away together. One time, we were sharing a bottle of wine in our hotel room, and I was telling him all about a piece of clothing I had seen in a store window. David was holding firm in his stance against frivolous purchases; I was excited about being on vacation and wanted to go shopping. Before I had registered the level of David’s anger, he spat right in my face. I was shocked, humiliated, and furious.

“What the hell was that?” I asked. Without answering, he stormed out of the room.

When he returned, several hours later, we tried to piece together what had happened, but our attempts were less satisfying than before. He said he was deeply sorry; he had not intended to actually spit on me. I wasn’t entirely convinced that he was being honest. I considered spitting a violent act. He disagreed. He also argued that he had been working on his violence, and he felt  that he’d been doing pretty well. I agreed with him on this point. I could see, sometimes, that he was struggling with his anger and trying not to overreact, and I appreciated those efforts. Perhaps spitting was different from hitting; after all, it wasn’t physically painful. By the end of the day, we had reconciled.

Still, I decided this was David’s struggle; I refused to make it our struggle. I was also deeply aware of how ashamed he felt of his behavior and how much he wished he could control it. But I had meant what I said: if he ever hit me again, the relationship would be over.

For several months, no new incidents occurred. David was especially sweet. I felt that it was time for us to move in together and have a monogamous relationship, and he was now quite open to the idea. David lived in a large house, which he owned, and we agreed that my moving in there was the logical next step. The presence of another roommate made the decision to live together seem less loaded. Even so, I was going to be renting a bedroom that had been vacated by one of David’s ex-girlfriends, and tensions were running high the day I moved in.

As we were unpacking my things, David declared that he would continue to see other women socially, even if we were now monogamous. In fact, he planned to have drinks with his ex-lover-housemate in the coming week. This announcement, particularly its timing, immediately made me feel anxious and upset: if I was moving in with him, I needed to be reassured that he really wanted to be with me. After a few angry exchanges, I brushed against him as I passed by carrying a box of my things. In response, David shoved me. That’s it, I thought. We’re finished.

“I told you that if you ever hit me again, our relationship would be over!” I said.

“I pushed you,” David answered, clearly panicked. “A push isn’t a hit,” he added defensively.

“A push, a hit, it’s all the same,” I said. “It hurt.”

What did it mean that I was choosing to live with a boyfriend who treated me like this? On the other hand, did it really make sense to turn right around and move out again? For a push? Was a push the same as a hit? I decided, once again, to stay, and I attempted to clarify my position with the following statement: “Let me make myself absolutely clear: if you ever hit or push me again, I will leave you.”

I also thought that we needed help, and David agreed. We decided to go into therapy together, which felt like a hopeful way to embark upon this new phase of our relationship. To our surprise and disappointment, however, all three of the therapists we met with refused to treat us. They told David that he had to deal with his violence on his own before we could think about working together. This made perfect sense from my feminist perspective. Yet the side of me that was in love with David was also seeking guidance about what to do  about us, and I very much wanted to be a part of the process. I also needed help managing my own anxiety about what might come next. I wasn’t ready to leave David, but I wasn’t prepared to just tolerate his rage, either. When I expressed this frustration to the therapists, they told me that my response was typical—that women always make excuses for their violent partners—but that couples counseling wouldn’t solve the problem.

Sorting through these mixed messages was frustrating. On the one hand, the therapists were theoretically supportive of me. (“This is not your problem; this is not your responsibility. Co-counseling suggests that you share some fault for your relationship, and we will not permit that here. He must take responsibility for it alone.”) In practical terms, however, their politically correct stance helped neither of us. David felt alone at a vulnerable time when he needed support, and I felt isolated, with nowhere to turn for help with our problems. We ended up feeling more ashamed of our predicament rather than less so.

Still, our new life together was fun and exciting. Nearly every night, David would find an excuse to bring people together to share a meal, and he was at the center of every interesting conversation. At these moments, I knew why I was living with him. But his determination to maintain platonic relationships with his ex-lovers also frequently left me alone in the evenings. Luckily, I enjoyed hanging out with his roommate, Charles, who was one of his best friends. Charles was quietly confident and comfortable with himself. His dry humor and sophistication were a welcome alternative to David’s constant intensity. Charles and I particularly enjoyed talking about psychology—he wanted to return to school to become a therapist—and we shared a passion for analyzing the human psyche.

That fall, Charles and I signed up for a meditation class together. Occasionally, if David was busy, we would go out for dinner afterward, and I would use these occasions to discuss my romantic difficulties. Charles had a great deal of insight into David after their years of friendship, and I was desperate for support and advice; talking to Charles gave me the therapeutic outlet I craved. Since we both loved David, initially these discussions didn’t seem disloyal to either of us; they seemed to be buttressing a fragile and demanding relationship to which I was committed.

As time went on, however, the situation became more complicated; although Charles and I didn’t acknowledge it, we were attracted to each other. I was also fed up with the way David used the threat of infidelity against me, and my friendship with Charles helped level the playing field. I had thought that moving in with David would make our relationship more intimate, but we often seemed less close than before. The question of whether we were moving forward or backward was increasingly muddled for me, but I was clear about one thing: if David could have drinks with other women, I could go to meditation class with Charles. After all, we weren’t doing anything wrong.

One night, Charles and I pulled up to the house after meditation class, and we stayed in the car to finish our conversation. I knew David was home, and I realized this might lead to an argument with him once I went inside. The more time I spent with Charles, the more jealous David became. On the other hand, part of me rebelled against this flicker of concern.

When I went upstairs to David, though, I felt vaguely anxious, and also irritated by my anxiety. Sure enough, when I entered his room, he was sitting on the couch waiting for me. He fired questions at me, demanding to know why I spent so long in the car talking with Charles.

Finally, I answered, “You’re the one who wanted an open relationship.” I knew this comment would anger him, but I didn’t care.

I sat down on the water bed instead of joining him on the couch, to put some distance between us. “You know, Linda,” he began, his voice hard, “you belong to me. After all,” he continued, “I have been working hard to be faithful to you.” David had never spoken to me in quite this way before, and I found it unnerving.

“I guess right now,” I began, tentatively, “I don’t know what’s going on. I just don’t think our relationship is working out in the way I thought it would. I . . . I don’t think I belong to you. I. . . I . . . ”

I could see by the look on his face that this was not the right answer. He rose from the sofa and walked over to where I was sitting. “You are mine,” he yelled, towering above me. “You will always be mine.”

“I am not yours,” I answered. But my voice was little more than a whisper.

Sitting unsteadily on the bed beneath him, I suddenly felt sick with dread: something terrible was about to happen. He grabbed my shoulders and squeezed them until the pain coursed down my arms and up my neck. He slammed me back onto the bed, yanked my pants down, and forced himself inside me.

When I look back on my relationship with David, this incident marked the turning point in more ways than one. Although David had been violent with me before, he had never been violent with me sexually, and it felt like a terrible betrayal. Also, in the past, the violence had been over almost as soon as it had begun. This time, however, he had declared that he owned me and then, in effect, demonstrated it. And I felt absolutely powerless.

While I was involved with David, I never confided in anyone—aside from the therapists we spoke with—about his violent outbursts. Perhaps I was ashamed to be dating someone who was violent, but at the time I would have said that my silence was a matter of privacy and loyalty to him. David had built his career doing social work. Any revelations that he was violent in his personal relationships could have been damaging to his reputation. But my silence after this violent encounter was different, because I also didn’t discuss it with David. Every other incident had been accompanied by a serious conversation  about what had happened and why; after this, neither of us said anything. David, like Dudley, did not apologize, and—even more disturbing to me, now—I did not demand that he do so. We both just got up the next morning and pretended that the fight and the rape hadn’t taken place. For me, this marks the turning point at which I became a battered woman.

Why didn’t I do something? Why didn’t I simply get up the next morning and move out of the house? The answers to these questions are complicated and paradoxical. When I look back on this experience now, I think I was afraid of David—truly afraid, for the first time in our relationship. I had witnessed a deeply ugly and terrifying side of him. It felt dangerous enough to have experienced this episode of violence; to draw attention to it felt unwise.

I also think that discussing what had happened between us would have meant acknowledging to myself that I was emphatically not in control of the relationship. Despite my frequent assertions to the contrary, I was deeply involved with a man who repeatedly permitted himself to hurt me. I felt that what it said about me was almost as horrifying as what it said about him. In short, neither of us could face the truth, which was that I had stepped out of line and been raped as punishment for doing so.

The only tangible result of this incident was that I was once more galvanized to find us a couples counselor. I located someone who would help me negotiate the boundaries of a relationship that was now scaring me—even though I wouldn’t acknowledge either my fear or the particular event that precipitated it. When we first tried to go into therapy, I felt genuinely committed to working our way through our difficulties. The second time around, however—although I didn’t admit it to myself at the time—too much damage had been done. Now I believe I was looking for a safe way out.

The therapist who agreed to see us together was smart and accepting. David and I talked about the violent incidents between us—except for the last—and the issues of jealousy on both sides. She was adept at getting at the underlying tensions in the relationship, and we both felt supported by her. During one session she said to me, “I don’t think you’ll ever leave this relationship, Linda.” Looking back, I now suspect that she meant this as a challenge, but at the time I interpreted it as a straightforward prediction. This remark stayed with me. I found it frightening that she was making an assertion about my future behavior that seemed in no way contingent on David’s actions. It brought out the rebel in me.

The Sunday morning after the therapist’s statement, David and I went out for a walk and talked about Charles and the role he played in our relationship. We’d been in therapy for a few months, and I admitted that I was still feeling confused. David always had problems with the importance I’d given to monogamy; now I, too, was ambivalent and told him so. He became enraged. “How can you not say that you are committed to me in this way?” he asked. I  hesitated, unsure of how to respond. When I remained silent, he turned beet red. Moving closer, he put his hand flat against my upper back and pushed with all his strength, sending me staggering forward. This was, in a sense, the push I’d been waiting for: angry, uncontrolled, and undeniably against our agreement. I remembered the therapist’s dare, and I took it. “That’s it,” I said. “We’re through.”

I moved out. I also proudly declared the end of our relationship to the therapist in David’s presence. He pleaded. But I refused to change my mind. Still, he remained on his best behavior. We spent one last night together after David promised to be “good.” Although I was not ambivalent about my decision to leave him, I still cared for him and wanted things to end on as positive a note as possible. Perhaps we could really make a good clean break of it.

The next morning, David and I went down to the street to find the pavement littered with broken glass and my car missing. We found it at the impound lot: it had been set on fire. As I looked at the charred remains of my Honda, I felt that David was somehow responsible. We treated the matter as a freak act of vandalism and went our separate ways, but I was deeply shaken. Was this a warning about what would happen to me if I didn’t go back to him?

As soon as my relationship with David was formally over, Charles and I became involved. In one sense, this new romance had been a long time coming, but the situation with David undeniably hurried things along. I was frightened and lonely; Charles was horrified by David’s behavior and feeling protective of me. We tried to keep the fact that we were dating a secret, but David quickly found out. One night after work, Charles came home to find that his car had crashed into a lamppost at the foot of a hill. The parking brake had apparently been released. A few days later, someone slashed the tires of his motorcycle to ribbons.

David started calling my house. When I answered, he would hang up. It happened so frequently that I finally changed my phone number. He would also show up unexpectedly—at some place he knew I had to go for work or outside a restaurant where I was meeting someone for lunch. I might look up and see him, staring through the plate-glass window. When I went downstairs in the morning, he would be sitting outside my apartment, waiting. He wouldn’t say anything, which somehow made it even more terrifying. I felt as though I was being hunted—but when was he actually going to make his move, and what would that move be?

Eventually, I moved across the Bay to make his unannounced appearances more difficult. But they persisted nonetheless. Charles moved out of David’s house and came to live with me. He became my protector and my confidante. Ultimately, we decided to marry. Charles was the classic knight in shining armor.




Victim and Activist: My Own Personal Feminism

By the time I left David, I was starting a not-for-profit organization that helped poor people get their Social Security disability benefits while also providing supportive services. I named the agency the Hawkins Center for People with Disabilities, after the woman who had inspired me to found it.

The questions I would ask my clients were far more detailed and personal than they had been in the law firm. I asked not only about their work history and education but also about their childhoods and relationships. I asked if they had ever been physically mistreated, as adults or children, or sexually abused. In many instances, I was the first person who had ever shown any interest in these questions, or suggested—simply by posing them—that they were important. And the stories came pouring out.

Initially, my practice of taking detailed histories was a legal strategy—I was casting a wide net, in an attempt to come up with information that might be useful to my clients’ disability claims. What I hadn’t been prepared for was the multiple levels of violence I would find—how many of the people I interviewed had histories of abuse that would qualify them for government support and a lifetime of benefits, given how traumatic the events had been and how severe an effect they had on these women’s ability to function as adults.

News of the center spread quickly throughout the community. It would be years before its efficacy would be proven; the immediate basis for our popularity was simply that the women who visited us felt they were being heard—often for the first time in their lives—and our clientele quickly grew. Within the first year, I had accepted over eighty cases for legal representation.

Personally, however, I found my new job completely overwhelming. It was as if I had opened Pandora’s box: I was awash in horror stories. I had also lost my earlier sense of myself as somehow “above” these questions as a privileged and powerful feminist, since I was now fleeing an abusive relationship and was still afraid of my abuser. Was my own history affecting my ability to do my work responsibly? Was my work making my own concerns about my recent past even more upsetting? I felt compelled to start seeing a therapist in an attempt to sort these questions out.

For years, I had kept all these different parts of my life apart: my childhood, my grandfather’s outbursts, my scary experiences as a teenager, my feminism, my social justice advocacy, my romantic life. Only now, in therapy, did I begin to understand the ways in which the pieces fit together—that my attraction to David, for example, might have been a desire to both re-create and improve upon my relationship with my grandfather. Like David, my grandfather was an extremely bright, charismatic, and engaging man—always the life of the party. I also began to see that these “random” incidents of violence from high school were not quite as insignificant as I had allowed myself to believe.

At the very least, my experiences with Chris, Dudley, and David were evidence of my inability to recognize danger. I saw that downplaying these incidents made it more (rather than less) likely that I might experience something similar later on. If I never analyzed the circumstances that led up to them, how could I effectively avoid or mitigate such threats in the future? Many of us want to avoid thinking about a painful incident, but this desire can unwittingly lead us into situations that are similarly risky.

Once I was able to admit to myself that I had, in fact, been a victim of intimate violence, I was also able to examine what my own role in these relationships had been. This did not mean that I took responsibility for the men’s violence. I believed then, as I do now, that their actions were their responsibility. But once I acknowledged how betrayed I felt by what they’d done to me, I could ask myself how they might have felt betrayed by me as well.

In the case of Chris, I think that the superficial trappings that made him seem the more powerful—his age, his gender, his car, his ability to buy me presents—couldn’t disguise the larger inequities between us. What’s more, I was using him, much as boys are often accused of using girls, as a short-term pleasurable distraction, and I knew he was in love with me. Did that mean that he had a right to punch me in the chest? Of course not. But should I have been allowing him to buy me a present with his hard-earned money even as I was thinking about leaving the relationship?

My friendship with Dudley was also self-serving. I assumed that my sexual indifference to Dudley absolved me of viewing him as a sexual person—an assumption that now, in hindsight, I believe enraged him. I wasn’t paying attention because I didn’t think that I needed to. From this vantage point, my self-involvement was not only unkind but also dangerous.

My relationship with David, on the other hand, was much more complicated than either of the prior experiences. Clearly, my attraction to him was deeply meaningful and profoundly linked to my complex relationship with my grandfather. I know that I stayed with him as long as I did because I was in some way revisiting this earlier significant relationship and trying to improve upon it at the same time: I loved both men dearly, but they also hurt me. I instinctively felt, as so many people ensnared in violent relationships do, that David was the only person with whom I could work through that painful history.

It is clear to me now that the violence in my relationship with David was significant—even life-threatening. That said, I see my strength and my tolerance for the violence—let alone my initial decision to stay, as so many women do—as an opportunity for imagining new perspectives on violence in intimate relationships.

My progress in therapy over the five years that I worked at the Hawkins Center influenced these feelings and my approach to my advocacy work in paradoxical ways. On the one hand, I felt that, for the first time in my life, I  could locate my real self, with all my contradictions, at the center of my work, and I felt connected to my clients as I never had before. I was also fascinated by the lesson I was seeing repeated over and over again, which was that children exposed to abuse frequently led violent and dysfunctional adult lives. Indeed, both David’s violence and my tolerance of it underscored this lesson. And yet these intergenerational connections—for example, between child abuse and wife beating—were almost never discussed; the child advocacy and domestic violence movements barely interacted. Interestingly, as much as the larger culture was recognizing the injustice of violence against women, it was not making the connections necessary to understand the origins of this abuse.

I also began to question the long-term effects of getting someone disability benefits to compensate for a history of ill treatment. Yes, most of these women were already desperate, and most had no satisfying or financially viable employment prospects, nor had they been taught the skills to truly compete in a work environment. But as the reputation of the center grew, I started seeing younger and younger women, many of them with psychological rather than physiological disabilities. Was the best solution to label these women as damaged for life? Didn’t this permanently solidify their status as victims, although many of them were also tough survivors? The awarding of benefits was where our efforts for their empowerment came to an end.

In 1991, I moved to the East Coast to get my Ph.D. in social welfare policy at Brandeis University. Charles and I moved to New York for a year, but finally, after many attempts at making our relationship work, things fell apart. I moved back to California in 1995 to join the faculty at UCLA. In the meantime, the domestic violence movement had come of age in America.

I had misgivings about the way the movement had developed. To be sure, in certain respects my response to the intimate violence in my life was in keeping with feminist principles. I had objected to my treatment; I had set limits; I had walked away. In other respects, though, my responses to these men ran contrary to the stance that the feminist movement was taking on this issue. I knew that the legal system would never have been my chosen method for dealing with the episodes of violence in my life—before or after therapy. I would never have reported Chris, Dudley, or David to the authorities; indeed, I might even have protected them if someone else had. Finally, I didn’t believe that punishing the men who hurt me would be any more “healing” than receiving financial compensation for abuse. A necessary response at times, certainly. But did it make sense for us to fight domestic violence almost solely on the legal front? I was dubious.





2


A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE  BATTERED WOMEN’S MOVEMENT


Enormous Strides and Unexpected Consequences




The Way We Were

In the early 1970s, victims of domestic violence often had no safe place to go where they couldn’t be tracked down by their abusers. At the same time, with the resurgence of the feminist movement, a woman’s right to protect and control her own body was becoming a powerful rallying point: every woman deserved a life free of rape, physical and sexual abuse, and unwanted children. Across the United States, former battered women and feminist advocates banded together to address the shelter needs of abused women, making this one of their highest priorities. This grassroots response was the beginning of the battered women’s movement.

The first known shelter in the United States was founded in Minnesota in 1974; by 1977, there were eightly-nine shelters for battered women across the country. Initially, though, it was hard to drum up support for these shelters because the larger society didn’t recognize the demand for them. By definition, shelters were invisible; their very secrecy unintentionally reinforced the shame that already surrounded the problem. Like victims of date rape and child abuse, battered women were all too often hidden casualties, treated like the property of their tormenters and expected to suffer in silence.

For those who came to their rescue , however, the realities of living with violence were often horrifyingly stark. Women would arrive at the shelter with black eyes and broken noses. Sometimes they would be in their nightgowns, having run out of the house in fear for their lives. The gulf between these nightmarish existences and the public’s vast ignorance about domestic violence was hard to countenance for those who were exposed to it every day. Advocates believed that for things to change, they had to take the fight against abusive men out into the open.

The tenets of the battered women’s movement were roughly as follows: First and foremost, we all needed to recognize that domestic violence was caused by deeply held misogynist beliefs that allowed men to hurt women. This in turn meant that battering was a heterosexual problem caused by brutish and controlling men. When women, on rare occasions, were violent, it was in self-defense—these actions needed to be understood as a response to the batterer’s aggression rather than as aggressive acts in their own right. If women tolerated their abuse and didn’t leave the relationship—and they often didn’t—it was because they feared what would happen to them if they did. Indeed, these women were so intimidated by their abusers that they were incapable of reacting to the violence in their lives in ways that kept them safe: they needed the help of people and systems more powerful than their abusers. Before batterers could be held accountable for their actions, however, the criminal justice system had to be forced to take domestic violence seriously, and the first challenge was to reform the attitudes of the police.

Police officers have traditionally been unenthusiastic about responding to domestic violence calls. For one thing, these visits can be dangerous: one or even both parties can turn against the officer who arrives on the scene. Family disputes also tend to be chaotic, intensely personal, and sometimes exasperating to an outsider. It can be difficult for the officers to tell who did what; besides, haven’t these people chosen to be together in the first place? For all of these reasons, many officers believed that intervening in low-level violent conflicts between lovers was not the best use of their limited resources. They did not see responding to domestic violence complaints as “real police work.”

The inadequacy of this perspective was chillingly demonstrated on June 10, 1983, when Tracey Thurman, a twenty-two-year-old mother of a two-and-a-half-year-old boy, called the Torrington, Connecticut, police because her estranged husband, Charles “Buck” Thurman, had arrived at her home and was yelling outside, demanding to speak with her. Tracey had separated from her husband after he repeatedly beat her and threatened to kill her, and she secured a restraining order to keep him away; now he was outside the house, threatening to hurt their son. Tracey called the police while neighbors waited inside their homes for the situation to calm down. When fifteen minutes passed and the police still had not arrived, Tracey went outside in an attempt to appease her husband. Buck Thurman attacked Tracey, stabbing her thirteen times in the chest, neck, and throat. Finally, a single police officer showed up; he found Tracey on the ground and Buck holding a bloody knife. In the officer’s presence Buck dropped the knife, kicked his wife in the head, and ran into the house, from which he soon emerged holding their son. He dropped the boy  on his wounded mother and kicked her in the head again. When three more officers arrived on the scene, Thurman continued to threaten his wife. He wasn’t arrested until he threatened Tracey again, this time as she lay on a stretcher waiting to be taken to the hospital.

Buck worked at a local diner frequented by police officers, and the possibility that this may have made the police especially reluctant to intervene was mentioned in newspaper accounts of the case. Tracey Thurman, who was left partially paralyzed by the attack, eventually sued the Torrington Police Department for its inadequate response, and in 1985 she was awarded $1.9 million.

The officers’ astonishing passivity in the Thurman case infuriated battered women’s advocates and laid the groundwork for an active campaign to overhaul the criminal justice system. Whereas in the 1960s Buck’s attack probably would have been categorized as a crime of passion, it now represented for many women a political event—an indictment of American society as a whole. Men were allowed to do whatever they liked to their wives and the rest of us would simply stand by—in this instance, literally—and do nothing to stop it.




The Crusade

Efforts to criminalize domestic violence began by focusing on educating police departments around the country and encouraging officers to arrest men who committed crimes like assault and battery against their wives or girlfriends. After all, police officers were the first responders: without their involvement and testimony, the courts couldn’t intervene.

But significant numbers of police officers still resisted making arrests, and their reluctance couldn’t be blamed on sexist attitudes alone. It was one thing to arrest the perpetrator when the victim was begging you to do so. But what were you supposed to do when the victim was begging you not to do so? When the woman wasn’t serious about pressing charges, the entire process could be a waste of time: many officers arrested men only to be stood up in court, later on, by the victim.

In addition, officers knew from experience that determining guilt at the scene was not always as easy as some activists made it out to be. For example, a man accuses his wife of having hit him over the head with a frying pan, and he has the bump to prove it. But she claims that she hit him only after he threw a pot of boiling soup at her and missed. He denies it. Neighbors heard the yelling and called the police. Who is the guilty party? How can we really know?
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