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May 2013 Honors Thesis Abstract
Domestic abuse is nationwide and present in Tucson, Ariz. It also is not a heterosexual
phenomenon, and the LGBT community is just as likely to experience domestic abuse, according
to interview sources and research. Interviews were conducted with staff at a Tucson-based
domestic abuse shelter and LGBT community center, victims and other locals to create two news
features. The first story details one victim’s abusive relationship and offers context with
background information on domestic abuse. The second story focuses on the challenges the
Tucson LGBT community faces in combatting domestic abuse. The news features were
packaged together with sidebars and photos to simulate the construction of a magazine.
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Ending the Cycle: How One Woman Broke Free
Maria Williams was 15 years old
She found out she was pregnant right
before her 16th birthday, and she and
married in 1998 and had four daughLittle did Williams (whose name
has been changed to protect her identity) know that her ex-husband had a
dark side, a possessive personality that
Before the end of their turbulent
marriage, Williams’ ex would verbally
belittle her, cheat on her with younger

and dried one of his uniforms that had a check
stuffed in a pocket. When he discovered the
check had been shredded in the dryer, an argusode of her ex’s physical abuse, Williams says.
He shoved her and she fell on all fours. As
she was getting back up, he kicked her in the
mouth, busting her lip open. She crawled away
from him, telling him to stay away as blood
gushed from her face.
Her ex then grabbed a towel for her, gathered their daughters into the car and dropped
Williams off in the emergency room alone.
It took several stitches to put her lip back
on a shiny surface in the ER and asking herself,
“what are you doing?”

some cases, his abuse was so ruthless

Dangerous escalation

But he wasn’t always that way, Williams says, and for many years, she

torturous level, according to police records.
“It was on a Friday, I’ll never forget,” she
says, her eyes occasionally brimming with
tears as she recounts her ex’s violent episodes.
“My third daughter was home with me at the
time because she wasn’t in school yet. She was
only three. He grabbed me, threw me against
the wall, and I actually cracked the wall. He hit
me again and I fell over the back of the couch.
My daughter was in the living room, saw everything and started screaming.”
Her ex then seized her by the hair and
dragged her down the hallway. He threw her in
a room, slammed the door behind her, fetched
their 3-year-old daughter and phoned his mother to tell her to pick up the youngest child. He
called back later, Williams says, to have his
mom keep all their children for the weekend.
After the girls were gone he retrieved one
of the chairs from the kitchen, stripped her naked, tied her to the chair and “beat the holy crap
out of me,” she says. He shaved off her eyebrows and one side of her face was so swollen
she looked “unrecognizable,” she says.
When he was done beating her, he tossed a
robe at her, let her get up from the chair and told
her to go to the living room because he didn’t
want her in the bedroom.
That night, Williams says she couldn’t
sleep because she was afraid for her life.
“He didn’t kill me, but he came pretty
close,” she says.

Quietly common
Approximately one in four women in the United States has been a victim of domestic violence, according to a 2010 survey conducted by
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
For men, it’s about one in seven.
In Arizona, domestic abuse is real and
deadly. From 2000 to 2012, there were 1,343
domestic violence-related deaths in the state,
with an average of 103 people killed per year,
according to data collected by the Arizona Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
Zeroing in on Pima County, 12 people died
from domestic violence-related deaths last year,
says Ed Mercurio-Sakwa, the then chief operattic Abuse at a public workshop in January.
Additionally, about 5,000 calls were made
and children entered the Tucson-based shelter
and more than 13,000 domestic violence arrests
were made, Mercurio-Sakwa says, who recent-

Trapped in her own home
Williams’ ex worked for Coca-Cola, and one
day, almost a decade into their marriage, she
was doing laundry and unknowingly washed

The healing process
It’s been more than two years since Williams
left her ex. She works a steady job and has bejet-black hair frames her un-bruised face, and
she openly talks about her past.
very integral part of my everything,” Williams
says. “Leaving him, my divorce, my independence – the support that I’ve gotten has been
phenomenal.”
She adds that while her family has always
been there for her, they also hate her ex.
“To talk to someone that’s completely unbiased, that doesn’t know my ex from Adam,
it meant something, it was different,” she says,

Domestic abuse isn’t limited to physical harm
and can manifest itself in the form of emotional,
curio-Sakwa says to a table of about 10 women
at the workshop. In addition to the beatings Williams endured, for example, her ex made snide
family and made it a struggle for her to attend
college by sometimes refusing to watch their
daughters when she was in class.
“People always think of physical abuse, but
there are many different kinds, and the emotional abuse is something that people don’t think
about,” says Kim Thompson, vice president of
ery day that you’re stupid or that you’re a bad
mother or that you’re a terrible housekeeper or
a terrible cook over and over again … that you
can’t manage money, you can’t learn, that takes
a huge toll.”
Domestic abuse also occurs in a cycle, Mercurio-Sakwa says. It begins with a honeymoon
period of no abuse, transitions to a tensionbuilding period and results in an explosion of
emotions – the abuse. The length of each part
can vary, but the cycle is doomed to repeat itself, as it did with Williams and her ex multiple
times.
There are also plenty of misconceptions
in the community about the people in domes-
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Shattering Stereotypes:
The eyes of about a dozen people, most of
whom are advocates in some way, are locked
on Lavina Tomer as she talks about a topic she
knows well: sexual violence. And then more
munity.
Speaking at a roundtable discussion in
March at Wingspan, Southern Arizona’s lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender community
center, Tomer links her personal experiences of
violence to her decades of anti-violence advocacy.
“I was part of a movement that was transformative,” she says. “It transformed our society. It transformed us all individually.”
Tomer – who has wispy, salt and pepper
hair and a twinkle in her eye – animatedly recounts her involvement with Tucson’s feminist
movement in the 1970s, the lesbian feminist
movement that followed and her creation of
an anti-violence program at Wingspan in the
1990s.

Anti-violence work can be exhausting,
Velez says, especially when there’s no way to
know what happened to a client who, for instance, calls the hotline in the midst of a crisis
and never follows up with Wingspan.
So when people do check in, it’s a relief,
Velez says. For example, they had a client a
few months ago who had been caught up in an
abusive relationship and was suicidal when she
initially sought help from Wingspan.
ever, and says she found employment and a
new place to live. Velez perks up as he talks
about her progress, describing her as “calm and
centered.”
“So that was awesome to see,” he says.
“You don’t often get that.”
Check-ins at Wingspan aren’t the only

says, her tone becoming serious. A victim of
childhood rape and a later lesbian abusive rela-

sometimes afraid of being “outed” by organizations, Condit says at the roundtable discussion.
She says she’s also received reports from
female survivors who have been booted from
domestic violence programs in the U.S. because of their sexual orientation.
This creates the perception that those programs view lesbians “as a threat of violence” to
heterosexual women despite “no actual allegation of physical harm,” Condit says.

something Casey C. Condit, programs manager at Wingspan, says she worries about.

mestic abuse and sexual assault.
“I knew that I didn’t have to sit back and
let the negligence continue, let the silence continue,” Tomer says. “I wanted to provide for
Domestic abuse isn’t a heterosexual phejust as likely to experience domestic abuse, according to Wingspan staff.
The anti-violence program Tomer spearyears ago, but it’s making a comeback, says
Paco Velez, the program’s bilingual advocate

“

can make people feel like they’ll do harm to the
Lavina Tomer, the founder of Wingspan’s
anti-violence program, holds up a resource
manual about domestic violence in the LGBT
community after a roundtable discussion on
March 27 in Tucson, Ariz.

Down to just one person before he came
on board last June, the anti-violence program
is now staffed by three people who answer the
24-hour, bilingual crisis hotline, offer assistance to clients during walk-in hours, educate

”
– Lavina Tomer

hodgepodge of other tasks. A new position is
also in the works, Velez says, and will serve
as a liaison between the anti-violence program
and Wingspan’s youth program.
have a lot on our plate,” he says.

violence is that, sometimes, we fear that if we
share these things we will somehow patholoSeeking help should be the primary concern of victims, but she says she understands
how hard it can be for victims, especially those
in subcultures, to ask for aid from a place like
Wingspan.
“The fear around disclosing those things
can feel like having to pick between your cultural identity, your sexual identity and your
own survival,” Condit says.
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Year
2012
2011
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006
2005
2004
2003
2002
2001
2000

Deaths
116
103
96
111
126
125
107
95
83
87
96
92
106

Source: Arizona Coalition Against
Domestic Violence

it the most.”

Continued from page 1
tic abuse situations, Mercurio-Sakwa says. If
the relationship is so terrible, for instance, why
don’t the victims just leave?
It’s not that simple, he says, and lists the
many barriers to leaving a victim can face.
Victims are, not surprisingly, generally fearful

Domestic Violence Services and Tucson Centers for Women and Children. Services include
things like a 24-hour, bilingual hotline, an emergency shelter, day and evening support groups,
transitional housing and lay legal advocacy.
Lay legal advocacy can take different

pendent on the person. The abuser is also not a
stranger; they’re someone close to the victim, so

the often tricky legal system. Staff offer preparation on court procedures and etiquette, victim
rights information and victims can even Skype

“You can’t underestimate what it’s like to
Places in Tucson that aid victims of
domestic abuse:
Emerge! Center Against
2545 E. Adams St.
emergecenter.org
Wingspan, Southern Arizona’s
LGBT Community Center
430 E. Seventh St.
wingspan.org
University of Arizona Oasis
Program
Campus Health at UA
www.health.arizona.edu/
hpps_oasis_program_
location.htm
program at the Jewish Family
and Children’s Services of
Southern Arizona
4301 E. Fifth St.
jfcstucson.org/services/
domestic-violence-services/
of protection in Tucson can be
found by going to
cms3.tucsonaz.gov and clicking
on the “Order of Protection” link.

son Medical Center.
Leaving is also the most dangerous time for
a victim, and is when most domestic violencerelated deaths occur, Mercurio-Sakwa says.

orders of protection.
A new program Thompson says she is particularly proud of is Housing First, which seeks
to address homelessness due to domestic abuse.
Modeled after successful shelters in the Northwest, Housing First is intended for victims who
don’t need to stay in a shelter for long, if at all.

versity of Arizona Medical Center – University
Campus, says there are at least one to two daily
cases of domestic violence at the trauma center.
“In trauma you see a lot of different patients, and in a lot of cases it’s an accident,” Jo-

to live and staff will “wrap our services around
them so they can establish roots,” Thompson
says. “So they can get their kids in school, and

domestic abuse, however, “the victims that we
see have been attacked. It’s a different kind of
injury in the sense that it’s not only a physical
injury, it’s also a mental injury.”

cial assistance if necessary, but the main goal is
to teach victims the life skills they need to live
independently.
Learning to live independently is a corner-

Taking action

the organization helps victims regain a sense of
control in their lives, Mercurio-Sakwa says.
Williams is a testament to this idea, and says
she is exponentially happier since divorcing her
ex and taking charge of her life. Although her
ex only received misdemeanor charges for his
abuse, she says she doesn’t live in fear about
him attempting to harm her.

It’s because of Joseph’s constant exposure to
domestic abuse victims that he became involved
on behalf of the shelter.
In 2011, for example, he urged Pima County
compensate for state and federal cuts. Joseph atthe county representatives that extra aid was
necessary by vividly describing what he sees in
the trauma center.
“You feel sad for all your patients,” Joseph
are victims – that kind of makes you question
what you do as a physician and realize that those
are the people that you have to put your hand
out to help because they’re the ones that need

and helps out whenever she can. Williams also
has her daughters meet with advocates from
a cycle for them. She says she wants them to be
different than her and learn from her mistakes.
Her eventual goal is to go back to school so
she can go into social work.
“I’m not where I want to be, but I’m pretty
happy with where I’m at,” she says.
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Continued from page 2
around whether or not sexuality is innate. Although Wingspan doesn’t take a stance on the
nature vs. nurture debate in terms of sexual
orientation, Condit says Wingspan does work
with survivors who say that their sexuality is a
direct result of their trauma history.
Was Rape,” says she has given this concept
intense thought.
Her sister was raped in high school, and
be hesitant, even afraid, of sex in junior high
and high school.
says she thinks it was through her relationships
with women that her fears of sex faded away
and enabled her to trust men in a sexual setting.
sexual relationships with women that I really
felt myself be calm enough, or connected to
myself enough, that I think I grew sexually,”
she says. “And now I think I can be a pretty
full and connected sexual person regardless of
I could have gotten there without having had
long-term relationships with women.”
about this often, largely because she doesn’t
want her personal experience to be reduced to
the idea that women can’t hurt other women.
Condit says. “Not acceptable that these things
ences. And our goal needs to be that you are
consenting, that you’re informed, that you have
access to the resources you need and that whatever exploration you take in terms of sexuality
is healthy and positive and yours.”
With all of these complications surroundlose focus on how to lessen the rate of domestic

Paco Velez, Wingspan’s anti-violence program bilingual advocate and educator, is originally from
Nogales, Sonora, and helps with Puertas Abiertas, which is a Wingspan program for the Latino and
Latina LGBT community. Besides holding regular meetings, Puertas Abiertas also organizes the
annual Tucson Latin Gay Pride Week.

abuse,” says Rowan Frost, program supervisor
at Southern Arizona Center Against Sexual Assault, at the roundtable discussion.
“We need to keep pressure on the points
where we can make change,” Frost says. “And
we’re just too diffused as a community right
now to be able to do that.”
The others in the room solemnly nod their
nity is one change that can be made, Frost says.
Most of the commonly used statistics on
considered outdated by people who work at
places like Wingspan, Condit says.
She notes, however, that Wingspan is cur-

in 1994 and has been reauthorized three times since
then to provide extra aid to vulnerable populations such
as immigrants, improve the health care response to
domestic violence victims, place an increased emphasis
on prevention and more.
Congress reauthorized the VAWA this year, and here
are some noteworthy aspects:
Extends tribal jurisdiction to non-Native Americans
who sexually assault or harm an intimate partner

rently revamping its data collection process
so that it will “correlate more closely” to the
National Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
responders and cross streets of where attacks
happen are things Condit says Wingspan will
record in the future.
Data aside, Tomer says she wants to see
more people speaking out about these issues
because sexual violence is still omnipresent
in society today. Progress has been made, but
there’s much more work to be done.
“We have to keep talking about violence
other and have answers when people challenge
us,” Tomer says.

who is Native American
Offers protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender victims
Mandates that colleges and universities provide
information about dating violence, sexual assault
and stalking to students
Act, which covers immigrants, in the same
legislation

