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In solidarity with all the women who survived, and those who didn’t. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I believe that's what you were hoping: that each girl would be just one isolated voice, 
impossible to hear. 

Chelsea Williams, at the sentencing hearing for Larry Nassar  
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ABSTRACT 

 
Violence against women is caused by and contributes to systemic misogyny. Part of this 

oppression involves enforced behavior and the imposition of responsibility on women for acts of 

abuse. Radical change to this social reality cannot occur without prioritizing the voices of 

women in ways that refuse to replicate power hierarchies or reinstate dominant beliefs. This 

dissertation is composed of three papers that analyze women’s testimony about violence using 

transdisciplinary approaches, and prioritize tangible implications and recommendations. Relying 

on different conceptualizations of women’s ‘responsibility’ as a framework, this collection 

argues for the inclusion of women’s voices in institutional responses to violence, restorative 

justice processes, and guidelines for navigating narratives as a survivor. Each examination 

utilizes feminist theory to better understand women’s lived experiences. These papers 

collectively show the need for a structural understanding of violence against women that raises 

the issue beyond the individual, and is always inclusive of critiques of power and the nuance of 

intersectional privilege and oppression. 
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PREFACE: THREE VIEWS OF RESPONSIBILITY 
 

Women’s oppression and subjugation take many forms, dependent on the social 

context(s) in which they are enacted and the layers of identity that inform social positions. The 

roles that define dominant conceptualizations of women, and are both causes for and formed by 

misogyny, lead to expectations about women’s behavior and impositions of responsibility around 

the violence they experience. These formations occur in the spaces between differences, where 

acts of supremacy or bigotry work with and against each other to dictate the ways women 

experience oppression through intersecting identities such as gender, race, sexuality, and ability. 

Cultural norms embedded in structures across different identities force women to be accountable 

to these confines. Falling outside hegemonic definitions of women’s roles can result in violence, 

but responses to violence are also defined through these systems. Expecting women to be 

responsible for the violence they experience leads to blame and sustains women’s oppression; 

these views also correlate with increased violence against women, excusing and ignoring 

violence, and misunderstanding its role and impact (Manne, 2017; Dworkin, 1974). 

Feminism is action, not an identity (though many may claim it.) To focus on the term as 

if it were an accoutrement does a disservice to the women who have lived and died trying to stop 

the tangible, literal harms they face. As such, any theory or study operating as feminism must 

speak to the material realities of women’s lives. The situation for women is too dire to ignore, 

mislabel, or overgeneralize the sheer extent of the violences they experience. This includes rape 

and other forms of sexual assault, abuse and homicide committed by boyfriends, husbands, and 

fathers, to more coordinated acts of femicide by individuals or systems. While statistics do not 

capture the full horror of violence against women, 35.6% of all women have experienced 

intimate partner violence and/or sexual assault (García-Moreno et al., 2013). In 2017, 87,000 
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women were intentionally killed globally; 50,000 of them were murdered by a partner or family 

member, with the understanding that many times the perpetrator is unidentifiable and that many 

murders of women go uncounted (UNODC, 2018). This does not account for other forms of 

violence against women such as sex trafficking, forced birth and other reproductive abuses, 

stalking and harassment, nor the ever-present threat of anticipated violence women must 

navigate. As I discuss throughout this dissertation, there is a particular significance in focusing 

on violence against women enacted by men. This is not to insist that it is the only form of 

violence that occurs. But the breadth of the issue deserves special attention, including seeking 

reasons so many women have been harmed by so many men globally and historically. To imply 

that reserving space to focus on women is an oversight perpetuates their devaluation. 

With this reality, there is a liberatory potential in theory for enacting change. Theory of 

women’s lives must be created and interpreted by women, and must speak directly to the realities 

of their environment. There is also a deep theoretic potential in liberatory actions; epistemology 

must in turn be rooted in the actions taken by women to understand their oppression and work 

towards freedom from violence. bell hooks (1991) writes, “theory from the location of pain and 

struggle...is liberatory. It not only enables us to remember and recover ourselves, it charges and 

challenges us to renew our commitment to an active, inclusive feminist struggle” (p. 11). Theory 

is putting words towards understandings of the world, and words that describe the environment 

of women’s oppression, which bloom from that location, spark movement. This is defined by 

Sara Ahmed (2017), who names feminism as “how we survive the consequences of what we 

come up against by offering new ways of understanding what we come up against” (p. 22). 

Women’s work, their conversations, testimony, and methods of repair construct theory just as 

these actions direct its praxis. 
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Women must be a driving force in their liberation. A vehicle for this is women’s 

testimony, speaking to and of their positions, experiences, and diverse expertise in surviving. 

Teresa De Lauretis (1984) writes that feminist practices of speaking out can “shif[t] the ‘ground’ 

of a given sign...effectively intervene upon the codes, codes of perception as well as ideological 

codes” (p. 178). When women are the directors of their own stories, giving testimony in ways 

that are not intended to be consumable or mirror the dominant public that creates and supports 

violence, there is enormous potential in changing consciousness as well as structures, and 

breaking the silence that surrounds survivors. These stories open the potential to represent a 

variety of women and situations of violence on their own terms, unadorned by misogynistic 

norms and values. By laying bare the ugliness and harm caused by dominant culture and its 

representations, showing the ways women have survived, and exposing how their needs are not 

met by systems that purport to speak for women, women’s voices do not only create a 

counterculture and counter representations. They design a blueprint for repairing that which 

society has wrought through the imposition of gender roles and the subsequent responses that 

enact and excuse violence. This can draw awareness to the ways dominant culture is a broken 

system, supported by structures with similar fractures.  

The ways oppression and social norms have built the concept of ‘women’ include 

expectations about behavior and standards of being. One way of looking at these impositions is 

through the lens of responsibility. In the context of violence, women are made to feel responsible 

for the harm that is enacted on them and others: this can mean blame for what occurred, excusing 

perpetration, enforced care-taking and altruism, and relating instances of violence against women 

to moral failings or negligence of the victims. Women who have experienced violence are also 

expected to enact their survival in socially acceptable ways that fit within conceptualizations of 
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responsible citizenship, including an emphasis on self-reliance, balance of emotions, and 

enacting specific behaviors when responding to abuse. In order to assess the impact of this 

responsibilization, the ways women describe its interactions in their lives must be prioritized. In 

the three papers that make up this dissertation, I examine the work and effects of responsibility, 

how it interacts with and through violence against women, and the ways women push against 

these norms. This includes examining responsibility as a key factor in institutional 

categorizations of women, the ways the imposition of these expectations infiltrate progressive 

spaces or alternative responses to violence, and how responsibility should be acknowledged or 

rejected when examining and coordinating the roles involved in feminist anti-violence work.  

The first paper, “Women’s Words Against Violence: Narratives that challenge social 

norms,” examines activist Wagatwe Wanjuki’s writings about her experiences with violence as a 

case study and expert guide to understanding the need for women’s words to inform action. This 

is in direct contrast to the dominant norms that define women’s responsibility for experiencing, 

responding to, and preventing violence. I argue that dominant systems construct categories of 

individuals and define meanings in ways that can perpetuate harm against women and obscure 

the issue of violence against them. These systems constructed through misogyny and racism 

direct action that should instead be informed by women’s needs. My focus is the social context 

of universities in the U.S. and specifically Title IX responses as points of intervention. Given this 

framing, this paper would be an appropriate submission to the Journal of Women and Gender in 

Higher Education. This journal explores the experiences of university members with a focus on 

navigating forms of oppression, and is written for an audience of student affairs administrators. 

The recommendations found in this essay will have the most salience with people who work in 

the higher education field it is critiquing, and it has the most potential to create change from that 
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perspective. Additionally, the inclusion of this paper in a student affairs journal can increase 

exposure of activist voices across disciplines, and provides an illustration of feminist and anti-

racist theories in action. 

 The second paper, “‘There is So Much More to Say’: Restorative justice and violence 

against women through a critical analysis of A Better Man” uses Attiya Khan’s documentary of 

her conversations with a former abusive partner to show how restorative justice can be improved 

by leaning on the principles of harm reduction. To illustrate this, I argue that a public health 

framework for understanding violence, rather than a criminal one, is best suited to address the 

issue without imposing expectations of behavior or responsibility on women. In analyzing 

Khan’s process, I show how the same pressures women face through traditional forms of justice 

can occur in progressive or alternative forms when power dynamics are ignored. Given that these 

interactions do not occur in a vacuum, and are not free from the biases and prejudices that direct 

society, I show how understanding restorative justice through the terms of harm reduction 

provides a more realistic perspective of its potential and limitations, while also identifying areas 

for improvement. Like the first paper, this piece would have the most potential to create change 

if published in a journal focused on the practical implications of its findings. Inclusion in the 

special issue of Public Affairs Quarterly on "Punishment, Blame, and Forgiveness" would allow 

my discussion of blame to sit in the context of current trends in responses to violence against 

women, and introduce a public health approach in opposition to concepts of punishment through 

the specific example of Khan’s dialogue. The focus of this special issue speaks to the processes I 

describe in this paper as well as the critiques I present regarding their imposition of 

responsibility on women. Given the rising popularity of restorative justice measures, it would 
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also be a timely inclusion among those similar discussions. In the context of public affairs and 

policy, this paper makes an argument for concrete, institutional change. 

 The last paper in this series is an autoethnography of women’s survival at the intersection 

of academic and service provision work around violence against women. Throughout “‘Her job 

is to tell the story’: Women’s responsibilities through survival, testimony, and anti-violence 

work,” I place my own stories in chorus with four other women’s memoirs: Roxane Gay’s 

Hunger: A Memoir of [My] Body (2017), Myriam Gurba’s Mean (2017), Terese Marie Mailhot’s 

Heart Berries (2018), and Susan Brison’s Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self 

(2002). My analyses center on women’s survival against enforced professionalism and how those 

standards take shape, power imbalances between women and throughout stories, and the ways 

testimony on violence can enact work to the progress or detriment of feminist organizing. Using 

these stories, situated in the current sociopolitical climate, I argue for two perspectives on 

responsibility: the imposition of responsibility for and to dominant social standards, and 

concerns of which women must be aware if they are using stories actively for political means. I 

highlight the ways each of these women grapples with the various self- and culturally-imposed 

demands on their survival and how their stories should be shared. A better understanding of the 

complexities of women and the importance of feminist organizing can alleviate the pressures 

associated with responsibility, while still drawing out the ways stories can be more mindfully 

shared and consumed. This paper fits the criteria for inclusion in Survive & Thrive: Journal for 

Medical Humanities and Narrative as Medicine. Looking to women’s memoir and 

autoethnography of violence in the language of medical humanities illustrates the progressive 

potential of women’s voices, and has a particular relevance for looking at the roles of academic 

and practitioner alongside one another. Additionally, this journal’s aim is to bring scholarship 
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beyond an academic audience, which fits with my goals for this paper and my doctoral work 

broadly. 

Though each of these papers offers a different perspective on women and violence, and 

crosses into different disciplines that cross between social science, humanities, and activism, I 

have aimed for and shown a consistency regarding implications, recommendations, and spaces 

for practical interventions. Most directly, each paper shows the importance of centering women’s 

voices through anti-violence work and responses. I argue that this concept cannot take a singular, 

dominant form but that the utility of women’s testimony lies in a diversity of voices, even when 

they overlap, contradict, or otherwise complicate each other. In the most conceptual way, this 

means learning how to listen to women, and how to ask questions that guide back to their 

perspectives. Realistically, this could take the form of participatory research and programming, 

as well as sustained reliance on community advisory groups. Within activism, it means 

interrogating each mission to see how it will impact women, and which women it will benefit. It 

also means closer examinations of that which is deemed commonly understood or presupposed 

so that dominant narratives about women do not continue to inform actions and, in turn, 

perpetuate women’s injury. These papers collectively show the need for a systemic analysis of 

women’s experiences with violence that raises the issue beyond the individual, and is always 

inclusive of critiques of power and the nuance of intersectional privilege and oppression. 
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WOMEN’S WORDS AGAINST VIOLENCE: NARRATIVES THAT CHALLENGE SOCIAL NORMS 

Introduction 

Women are punished for falling outside narrow definitions of womanhood. Gender roles 

that define women were both conceived and are enforced as a method of subjugation, forming 

the category of ‘woman.’ These criteria are often imposed by cultural discourse, or the way 

language assigns meaning to reality based on ideology, and by institutions. One result of these 

demands is a proliferation of violence against women. The ways women receive, respond to, and 

recover from these acts of violence are also policed by social norms and responses. Listening to a 

variety of women’s voices and perspectives, especially when these are presented against 

dominant social narratives, can reveal the flaws in these norms and the responsibilities associated 

with them. Centering the voices of women in a way that complicates hierarchies of identity or 

experience also addresses violence against women without relying on the structures dictated by 

the same societies that foster violence. 

To highlight the importance of centering women’s experiences against social and 

institutional expectations, I focus on the work of Wagatwe Wanjuki in which she discusses 

navigating violence alongside systemic responses. Wanjuki’s writings as a Black woman and 

survivor of violence act here as a case study to articulate disparities between women’s 

experiences and dominant assumptions. Wanjuki is a prolific author as well as an activist around 

issues of sexual violence, racial equality, and campus reform in the U.S. She situates her 

personal experiences in the context of larger institutional patterns of racism, misogyny, and 

abuse. Examining how she is impacted by these expectations of responsibility alongside the 

systems that inform them makes clear the importance of centering women’s voices in anti-

violence work.  
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 Concepts of women as a class and use of the word ‘woman’ to describe a group of people 

invoke different meanings and images depending on the context in which language is used, and 

the position(s) of the speaker. Definitions of womanhood are also informed by the cultures 

through which they circulate, including the biases, stereotypes, and norms that police behavior. 

While it may be politically and strategically valuable to focus on women as a group, harm 

flourishes when this is taken to mean only one definition that all women are expected to match. 

In the context of violence against women, the normalization of these behaviors makes 

victimization an aspect of women’s identity, and continues to define women’s actions around 

violence through the same discriminatory ideologies that cause acts of abuse. 

While dominant views frame women as the subjects of actions rather than agents of their 

own lives, social norms also impose responsibility on women for the violence they receive and 

the ways they react to acts of injury. This leads to blame for violence and the absolution of the 

men who enact it. Expectations of responsibility also relate to gendered stereotypes and roles, 

which differ depending on other social identities and oppressions women must navigate, and 

often work in opposition so that women cannot possibly meet these demands. These expectations 

have material consequences for women, impacting the support they receive and their access to 

care (Sasson and Paul, 2014; Page, 2008). Discourses rooted in patriarchy cannot make tangible 

progress in shifting these expectations; they must instead be overtaken by the prioritization of 

women’s voices, accounts of their own experiences, and actions directed by their goals.  

Focusing on Wanjuki’s voice, and revelations of how she navigates the interplay of 

misogyny and racism as a survivor of violence, contrasts with the formation of institutional 

responses that ignore these phenomena. In particular, Wanjuki’s writings speak to her 

experiences after facing violence as a university student, and the responses she received when 
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attempting to report the incidents and seek support. Higher education in the U.S. interprets the 

cultural context in which it exists through a lens specific to student life and educational 

bureaucracy. Groupings like ‘women’ and ‘victims’ are redefined or detailed through campus 

culture, operations, and policies. When these categories develop without structural analyses or 

critical examinations of oppression, acts of violence are understood individually and through 

biases and stereotypes. As seen in Wanjuki’s writings, this approach fails to address the diverse 

needs of women on campuses, and results in an imposition of blame and expectations of 

responsibility on victims.  

Framework 

Terms such as ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ are not simply descriptors of what women have 

experienced or lived through, but are instead imbued with moral and political significance (Spry, 

1995). Women are often quieted and told they are harming themselves when they discuss being 

victimized (Williamson and Serna, 2018; Stringer, 2014). It is considered encouraging to tell 

women they must move from victim to survivor as if it were a trajectory of virtue, one that is 

sold alongside promises of personal empowerment and transformation cribbed from self-help 

literature (Campoamor, 2018; Hockett and Saucier, 2015). Being a victim is considered a self-

pitying, anti-productive action, beneath that which is expected of women; society tells women 

who have experienced violence that it is their responsibility to care for others, and that nursing 

one’s own wounds is an impediment to that role (Boyle and Clay-Warner, 2018). Assuming a 

duality of victims and survivors ignores the women who will not be considered either, women 

who are framed as perpetrators of abuse from the acts they practiced to save themselves. It also 

ignores women who are not viewed as acted upon, but as duped through their own negligence or 

bad luck, or who face a negative experience ostensibly of their own making. It leaves out the 
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women who did not live through violence, but were killed by it. Identities of women, their roles 

and actions, and the intersection of privilege and oppressions inform where and how women are 

made to fit within these terms, just as they impact vulnerability to violence and exposure to the 

structures that encourage it. 

Listening to women’s experiences of abuse and trauma requires attention to the ways 

interlocking oppressions and privileges impact all aspects of violence against women. The ways 

racism and white supremacy cross with misogyny are not simply additive, but inform all social 

and interpersonal actions and responses. Ignoring this defaults the definition of violence against 

women to solely speak to the experiences of white and privileged women, instead of 

encompassing all women’s experiences and needs. Racism and racial violence play a significant 

role in violence against women. Interactions between racist violence, disparate targeting by state 

systems and responses to victimization, vulnerabilities related to immigration, and 

intergenerational trauma increase rates of violence for women of color while also serving as 

barriers to support-seeking (Crenshaw, 1990; Davis, 1990). Survivors are also frequently barred 

from the small amount of resources or understanding that is afforded to women because of 

prejudices and stereotypes that are relied on when naming an experience as an assault or 

violation, and a woman as a victim or survivor (Sweet, 2014; Gengler, 2012).  

Laws designed to prevent or address violence against women also frequently fall short of 

supporting all women with consideration to multiple identities (Whittier, 2016). The identity of 

the perpetrator of violence impacts what response is elicited, with acts of violence against 

women either being excused or exploited to justify a racist agenda (Miller, 2019). These 

dynamics are frequently discussed in literature by feminists of color. Patricia Hill Collins (1998) 

relies on patterns of oppression in discussing violence, but expands the concept of patriarchal 
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power to explicitly address racial domination: “definitions of violence have no inherent meaning 

without specific reference to historical patterns of intersecting race and gender oppressions” (p. 

935). Audre Lorde (1984) writes, “As women, we must root out internalized patterns of 

oppression within ourselves…we must recognize differences among women who are our 

equals… and devise ways to use each others' difference to enrich our visions and our joint 

struggles” (p. 123). Ignoring the different needs and barriers women face at the intersection of 

their gender, race, sexuality, age, ability, citizenship status, and other social identities is to 

discount structural factors that create violence against women in the same way that speaking of 

violence without particular attention to women misdirects the issue. 

It is necessary to consider structural implications of patriarchal oppression in relation to 

violence against women. Naming the sources of oppression is crucial to combating them, as is 

understanding that forms of oppression direct how we understand women and violence. Gender-

neutral representations of violence ignore this, and frame issues of abuse and prevention as 

rooted in the individual. They also have lost some of the political importance that accompanies 

the naming of women as the primary victims of domestic and sexual assault. These 

representations often diffuse the cause and effect of violence against women. Susan Brison 

(2008) writes that this diffusion “can make different instances of gender-motivated violence 

appear to be unrelated to one another and to the gendered roles of men and women” (p. 192). 

Laurie Stoll and colleagues (2016) argue that a gender-neutral framework “reflects and 

perpetuates a patriarchal social system,” and write that scholars must incorporate understandings 

of patriarchy in studies of rape and rape myth acceptance to combat this belief (p. 4). Besides 

contributing to harm, gender neutrality in discussions of oppression and violence can also 

decelerate prevention efforts as they neutralize the operation of power.   
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Analyses of power relations within interactions and around identities aid in understanding 

acts of subjugation, all of which occur on a spectrum informed by hegemonic power. The 

concept of power-based abuse also clarifies that oppression of women does not flow in a singular 

direction. Within and across gender hierarchies, there are power differentials and differing 

proximities to sources of dominant control; understanding violence as power-based speaks to the 

dynamics between women and perpetrators of violence, women and society, and among diverse 

women as a class. Ignoring the underlying, structural, and systemic dynamics of misogyny, male 

supremacy, and white supremacy regresses understandings of violence to blame women for their 

experiences and identify perpetrators as pathological (Hunnicutt, 2009). Both errors in 

understanding deepen prejudice and halt progress towards prevention and eradication (Halperin-

Kaddari & Freeman, 2016; Berns, 2001). Gender neutrality does not speak to inclusivity, but a 

denial of the true scope of the issue. Men also seek to capitalize on this movement towards their 

own ends; studies on men’s role in anti-violence programming “shows how men’s reluctance to 

draw attention to issues of male privilege and their reluctance to hold each other accountable 

burdens women with these responsibilities and intensifies women’s mistrust of men” 

(Macomber, 2015, p. 1512). Refusing to acknowledge how violence against women is intimately 

tied to and reliant upon gender hierarchies is to ignore the reality of women’s lives, and creates a 

barrier to support for survivors. 

 Discussing women as a class in relation to violence must include awareness of women’s 

differences, and how the very category of ‘woman’ is socially constructed and informed through 

its proximity to marginalization and victimization. This includes an understanding of how 

different oppressions interact to complicate this category, and the assumptions that institutional 

responses to violence make about women. Women are viewed as being responsible for causing 
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the violence they experience (Valor-Segura et al., 2011). This can be articulated in a more 

explicit way, such as when dominant culture tells women their behavior or presentation or dress 

was an invitation for violence. It also includes discussions across the spectrum of politics and 

understanding related to women remaining in abusive relationships or violent situations.  

This responsibility also connects to layers of privilege or oppression: women’s race and 

sexuality, the education level women possess, their occupation, where they live, and the people 

who make up their communities are all used to place blame on women for male violence. Blame 

is exacerbated when the contributing factors to the epidemic of violence against women – which 

includes systemic oppression and enforcement of norms and stereotypes – are ignored in favor of 

a more individualized definition (Berns, 2001). Understanding the dynamics involved in 

violences rooted in power provides context for women’s stories and identifies what changes must 

occur, and how these cultural norms can be challenged, to eradicate the issue.  

Gender dynamics hold an elevated significance on campuses. Vanessa Grigoriadis (2017) 

interviewed hundreds of students and administrators at U.S. colleges to better understand 

university cultures and how they shape sexual violence. She focuses on the complications of 

these categorizations, and how they can be both progressive and regressive. The interplay of 

gender and abuse on campuses is situated firmly in changing cultural norms and access to 

influencing stimuli such as alcohol, social media, pornography, and how men dictate and control 

social life in colleges. Discussing what she terms ‘Planet College,’ Grigoriadis writes, “You 

don’t need a PhD in the philosophy of rape to know that...cultural norms about boys and girls are 

at the heart of sexual assault. Male sexual assertiveness in college [is] learned behavior, a 

reaction to context” (Grigoriadis, 2017, p. 57). However, assumed vulnerability and anticipated 

trauma also informs the categorization of women and victims. In her critique of contemporary 
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Title IX investigations at universities, Laura Kipnis (2015) writes that an assumption of power 

dependent on gender and status in itself instills that power for men, and that the opposite occurs 

for women. This influences who is considered a victim, and how they face scrutiny. She writes, 

“helpless victims and powerful predators is what’s shaping the conversation of the moment, to 

the detriment of those whose interests are supposedly being protected, namely students. The 

result? Students’ sense of vulnerability is skyrocketing” (Kipnis, 2015, n.p.). Ignoring gender 

dynamics and disregarding women’s voices allow for these issues to escalate as power dynamics 

related to gender remain unchecked, while the stereotypes that result from these inequalities are 

relied on when responding to abuse. This critique is important in the current political climate 

where the protections offered through Title IX are threatened by the Trump administration and 

his supporters. As feminist activists work to preserve them, they must continue to identify areas 

of improvement and the ways school processes can harm women rather than simply upholding 

the status quo.  

Gender cannot be ignored in responses to violence, but incorporating its significance also 

cannot default to stereotypes and crude conceptualizations of women. Instead, the best way to 

understand the impact of violence and the needs of those who survive it is to listen to women. It 

is only by listening to women, sharing one’s own stories, and learning to ask questions that 

society can shift away from perpetuating ideas about violence that don’t originate from women, 

and develop a response that more closely fits the needs of women as a class. These voices can 

disrupt the social contexts that force women into categories of being to which they must remain 

responsible, and interrupt the assumptions around violence that impact women’s roles. 
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Women and Responsibility: A Case Study 

         Focusing on Wanjuki’s writing about her own experiences as both a survivor of violence 

and an activist, while reading her work through the lens of feminist, anti-racist theories and 

evidence-based practices for prevention, can direct recommendations for societal responses and 

actions. Looking at her writings alongside the ways universities and colleges interact with 

violence against women through Title IX policies highlights paths of intervention made possible 

by centering women’s voices. Considering the role of Title IX and campus student conduct in 

Wanjuki’s experiences is instructive, as she utilized these processes prior to their re-design 

through the 2011 Office of Civil Rights ‘Dear Colleague’ letter and the Campus Sexual Violence 

Elimination Act, through its harms and benefits, and prior to the imminent dismantling of these 

procedures by the Trump administration. However, Wanjuki’s experiences with the system do 

not differ from those heard more contemporaneously, nor would the specific concerns that 

hindered her process be addressed through the subsequent changes to the policy. Title IX is still 

the same, singular sentence as when it was first implemented. The changes that universities have 

made to respond to it, specifically in relation to abuse, are informed by how society and the 

culture of higher education creates an understanding of women, violence, and liability. When 

looking at how Title IX has become shorthand for addressing violence against women (and 

specifically sexual assault), it is more fruitful to consider social norms and the ways they 

construct categories of meaning, rather than the literal law itself.  

University responses to violence and how they inform the categorization of women and 

understandings of victimization include assumptions of responsibility for and around violence. 

Toril Moi (1991), building off Pierre Bourdieu, discusses how social practices define categories 

of identity, like ‘women’ or ‘men,’ but in a way that remains cognizant to the material realities of 

women’s lives, and implications in societies that subjugate women to men. She writes, “sexual 
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differences are neither essences nor simple signifiers, neither a matter of realism nor of 

nominalism, but a matter of social practice. Sexual differences or sexual identities, then, cannot 

simply be deconstructed away: real social change is required to empty these categories of current 

meaning” (Moi, 1991, p. 1034). This categorizing of individuals, and the monitoring of behavior 

to fit them, is informed by violence and, in turn, informs how systems address it.  

These social definitions include how women are held to be accountable for the violence 

they experience, and told to be responsible, as in a moral pattern of behavior, when responding to 

and living with violence. Additionally, women are considered to be in a prime role for 

preventing violence, often through capitulation to reporting measures including Title IX. 

Breaking from these expected patterns results in women being told they are to blame for future 

acts of violence perpetrated by the same man (Patterson & Campbell, 2010). The layers of 

responsibility and blame that follow and restrict women are informed by hierarchies of power 

such as misogyny, racism, lesbophobia, classism, and ableism, and how these factors intersect 

with structural norms and impositions. Wanjuki focuses her writing on the ways racism, 

classism, and misogyny inform and contribute to each other in her experiences, and how these 

match broader patterns of gender-based violence in the U.S. The overlap of ways Wanjuki writes 

about being made to feel responsible for the violence she experienced, how her responses to 

trauma were held to a standard of responsibility, and how she discusses being made to feel 

responsible for preventing future violences highlight common sites for intervention. 

Responsibility for Violence 

         Throughout Wanjuki’s writings, she describes how she was made to feel responsible for 

the violence she experienced, and the impact this had on her. Some of the pressures she describes 

were interpersonal, enacted by people she encountered or who took up space in her life. This 
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included partners, administrators, and friends, as well the strangers who responded to Wanjuki 

after she became a public figure through her activism. Much of this pressure related to doubt and 

blame, whether it was stated or felt. Wanjuki frequently references rape culture and the beliefs it 

instills as the reasons behind this imposition of responsibility for her experiences with violence. 

Discussions around women’s responsibility to make clear they are not interested in sex – as if 

rape is ever a mistake of intention – or that women’s actions, appearance, or identities make 

them unrapeable removes blame for these acts of abuse from the perpetrator or culture, and 

instead focuses it heavily on the woman who experienced harm. In particular, campuses 

highlight the concept of ‘affirmative consent’ and the ways women must monitor their own 

behavior throughout their prevention programming. Wanjuki points to these structured beliefs as 

enabling acts of violence, yet argues they receive less institutional focus than the implementation 

of policies. She writes, “We’ve realized that rules are meaningless if the people who enforce 

them still believe in rape myths and don’t believe that gendered violence is a problem” (Wanjuki, 

2016 August 11, n.p.). This is shown in research on violence prevention and the need to not just 

teach behavior but change consciousness as well (Lorenz and Maskaly, 2018).  

Making these changes is more difficult when universities approach sexual misconduct 

violations without perspectives on gender. Nefertiti Takla (2018) makes this argument in a 

discussion of a recent high-profile Title IX investigation that involved a male student reporting 

against his female advisor. Claiming that the case should not relate to Title IX, which is based 

around sex discrimination, Takla makes the crucial observation that “What [the male 

complainant] experienced should be theorized as abuse that stems from labor exploitation in the 

academy, not the structural sexism and sexual violence that stems from patriarchy” (2018, n.p.). 

She continues by stating analyses that don’t consider the role of patriarchy in sexual harassment 
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reinforce the idea that women, as they make up most victims, are inherently violatable. 

Universities that teach prevention or responses for sexual and relationship violence without 

addressing social norms or combating bigoted thoughts reinforce the view of women that 

informs these pressures, and can lead to continued violence. 

 Wanjuki writes about how the responsibility and blame that women face following acts 

of violence influenced her perceptions of her own experiences. Throughout her writings she 

makes numerous references to being ‘good’ and how it did not stop her from feeling violence. 

She relays that “being a good person does not protect me from being unfairly harmed by others,” 

defining that concept of ‘good’ with standard markers of work ethic and academic success 

(Wanjuki, 2016 April 21, n.p.). These pressures impacted her decision-making following an 

assault, as she writes, “I had few friends and my grades were less than stellar. Would anyone 

believe me?”, intimately tying aspects of her life to the ability for people to see her as a survivor 

(Wanjuki, 2015 December 11, n.p.).  

A particular kind of blame is placed on victims of sexual violence in the context of an 

abusive relationship. This is, in part, due to misunderstandings of abuse and the frequency with 

which rape occurs in relationships rather than enacted by a stranger, and is augmented by law 

and discourse that have not always considered rape in a relationship as a violation (Logan, 

Walker, and Cole, 2015; McMahon-Howard, Clay-Warner, & Renzulli, 2009.) These beliefs are 

also complicated through expectations on women’s behavior that either encourage or interrogate 

women’s decisions to remain in abusive situations. It can also be exacerbated when women who 

experience violence do not see themselves in representations that show for whom response 

systems were designed. The perpetuation of a stock concept of ‘victim’ that is conceptualized in 

popular conversations around Title IX responses – that is, predominantly white women who are 



26 
 

assaulted at parties while intoxicated – does nothing to address these feelings of responsibility 

for women whose situations do not match that image. This echoes a point made by Kimberlé 

Crenshaw (1990) in her application of intersectionality to violence against women. She writes, 

“Where systems of race, gender, and class domination converge...intervention strategies based 

solely on class or race backgrounds will be of limited help to women who because of race and 

class face different obstacles” (Crenshaw, 1990, p. 1246). These interventions can include 

reporting measures and prevention strategies, but also the ways in which women’s stories are 

understood and how these understandings inform representations.  

The pressure Wanjuki feels to connect good behavior to experiences of harm is informed 

by the entwining of rape myths with respectability politics related to her race (White, 1990). 

Wanjuki draws attention to, and attempts to combat, the anti-Black and misogynistic sentiment 

that inform these societal beliefs. She writes, “Historically, both free and enslaved black women 

had much fewer legal and social repercussions available to them if they were raped. A 

contributing factor was the myth of the hyper-sexual black woman...this harmful stereotype 

stayed strong and we see the impact of it today” (Wanjuki, 2015 December 11, n.p.). This 

intersection of racism and misogyny has been widely discussed in Black feminist writings and 

theories. Collins (2004) describes how both lynching and rape work as tools of social control of 

Black individuals, especially women, and how the stereotypes that inform perceptions of women 

and victims collide to further harm Black women. She writes, “Within the structures of dominant 

gender ideology that depict Black women’s sexuality as deviant, African American women often 

have tremendous difficulty speaking out about their abuse because the reactions that they receive 

from others deters them” (Collins, 2004, p. 230).  As she describes, the interactions of racist, 
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oppressive ideologies inform how Black women are impacted by misogynistic norms around 

violence, including how women’s efforts to seek support are curbed by these biases.  

Lies that circulate to uphold white supremacy are used to justify violence, and 

particularly to harm women of color. One of the harms these stereotypes impose is the 

normalization of violence against Black women. Ella Louise Bell (2004) describes the 

experiential impact of these stereotypes in relation to the Anita Hill hearings, writing, “All of the 

pathological labels and mythologies attributed to Hill revealed how society perceived me...My 

identity as a Black woman had been denigrated, and no one came to my defense in a way that 

affirmed my identity” (p. 148). Likewise, Wanjuki describes how her identity as a woman and as 

a survivor of violence was viewed and shaped by the school and subsequent actions in ways that 

were simultaneously informed by her race. The harm of these views interact at every level, 

including when women seek support following violence. After interviewing numerous service 

providers, victims, and policy-makers, Jacquelyn White and colleagues (2019) repeatedly came 

across the need for victim support systems to consider the sociocultural context in which 

violence is enacted, and how multiple levels of marginalization inform reception of and 

responses to violence. They write, “cultural sensitivity and humility are critical to advancing 

antiviolence work,” and argue this can take the shape of services located within the communities 

they support, and by addressing both the specifics and generalities of oppression of women 

(White et al., 2019, p. 123). 

        Women who have experienced violence are made to feel it is their responsibility to prove 

they did not deserve what happened to them. Wanjuki discusses the different forms of 

interrogation she experienced from those who would rather believe in the accidental injuries of 

faulty women than addressing the widespread and interlocking social issues that culminate in 
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physical and sexual aggression. She writes, “giving details of your story exposes a survivor to a 

level of scrutiny that aims to see how perfect of a victim you are. And guess what: You're never 

perfect enough” (Wanjuki, 2014 December 6, n.p.). This belief is reflected throughout society, 

regardless of the ways one verbally expresses their feelings about women and violence. It is 

important to examine how societal messages at every level harm women and inform how they 

are perceived, rather than solely focusing on those who voice more explicit bigotry. Janet 

Anderson (2007) addresses this, writing, “While we won’t find many individuals who would 

stand up and claim that it is O.K. to rape, when people imply that victims deserve it, question a 

victim’s credibility, or hold up rape myths and rape-supportive attitudes and beliefs as truth, that 

is exactly what they are saying” (p. 3). Understanding sexual violence in relation to an arbitrary 

worth placed on the women who experience it perpetuates these attitudes. This includes 

judgment and blame placed on victim behavior, but it can also be reinforced when a woman’s 

merits are described alongside her experiences of violence, as if to argue that women who fit 

society’s ideals are too good to experience abuse. 

The placement of responsibility on women can also be directed by institutional powers. 

Wanjuki (2016 April 21) writes of her university, “Your collective failure to assist me — a 

young, Black woman trying to recover after abuse — reaffirmed how I feared the rest of the 

world saw me: not valued. After having my body abused and my self-worth diminished by 

another student, your institutional refusal to do anything implied that you agreed with him” 

(n.p.). She references the entanglement of anti-Black prejudice and misogyny as a reason she 

was made to feel she deserved the abuse she experienced; both the acts of violence and the 

maltreatment from the institutions she relied upon served as a replication of social control felt 

against her race and gender. While Wanjuki writes on ways blame was directed at her personally, 
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she notes it is a wider trend in universities: “If there is one area where colleges are not lacking in 

addressing sexual violence it is in the art of placing the burden to avoid rape on potential 

victims” (2014 March 14a, n.p.). This can be seen through prevention tips that focus on where or 

when women enter into public space rather than changing consciousness that allows for abuse, 

prioritizing plastic whistles over empowerment-based self-defense classes, and focusing alcohol 

and drug warnings on vulnerability to experiencing violence rather than increasing the risk of 

committing it (Wanamaker, 2017; Ray 2013). These beliefs around women’s responsibility to 

prevent abuse are also reflected in how assaults are investigated, examined, and adjudicated 

(Jordan, 2004). 

Even when it is acknowledged that violence did occur, responsibility is still pushed on 

women for how it was enacted (Sweet, 2018). There is a balance that must be managed between 

the attribution of blame on women and the belief that women are powerless in the face of men, 

and a corresponding need to validate women’s agency against abuse. This can be achieved 

through deeper conversations and understanding the complexities inherent to women and 

violence. The social categorizations of women and expected habits or behaviors do not permit 

these complexities. Instead, they set a standard on how an act of violence came about and to 

what degree a woman is traumatized afterwards, and reject the women who do not adhere to it. 

Responsible Responses to Violence 

         Following acts of violence, social norms dictate appropriate ways to respond to these 

traumas. Rather than allowing for the complexities of violence against women and how these 

intersect with women’s lives, instances of sexual or domestic violence are viewed as challenges 

that one must overcome (Stringer, 2014). Failure to do so, or to do so in the appropriate amount 

of time, leads to moral judgment of victims (Ovenden, 2012). Society tells women who do not 
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process abuse the right way that they are lazy, irresponsible, or crazed (Peters, 2019). This 

further cements women’s marginalization.  Researchers who studied how volunteer advocates 

perceived and responded to abused women argue, “An ethos of blame/responsibility can be seen 

as contributing to a culture in which violence is normalized, sustained, and ultimately accepted 

by default,” meaning that the judgment women receive for how they respond to violence can 

then in turn perpetuate it (Thapar-Björkert and Morgan, 2010, p. 47). These beliefs are self-

informing: as most survivors of sexual and relationship abuse are women, and violence against 

women is closely tied to cultural misogyny, the social attitudes and actions that negatively 

impact victims of violence work to maintain women’s subjugated position. Violence comes to be 

seen as an inevitability for women, and what is widely identified as the real issue is when women 

step out of place to speak about their experiences. 

The result of these beliefs is a limit on resources available to support women who have 

experienced abuse. Without a full understanding of the ways women live through violence, and 

to instead be faced with societal norms around victim responsibility for healing, common 

understandings of violence do not allow for the needs of victims. This is despite a body of 

literature drawing connections between access to resources and psychosocial well-being 

following violence (e.g. Loya, 2015; Beeble et al., 2010; Ford-Gilboe et al., 2009; Glass et al., 

2007; Michell et al., 2006; Coker et al., 2002). While this includes mental health resources, 

advocacy, and other ways to navigate the impact of violence on women’s emotions and 

psychological state, it also speaks to tangible resources that keep women alive and reduce the 

vulnerability of their positions. Medical bills, housing costs, employment or school 

accommodations, childcare, immigration documentation, and other aspects of capital that 



31 
 

contribute to stability and potential are rarely made available to survivors of violence as a 

response to those experiences. Wanjuki (2016 December 14) explains,  

When my body isn’t reminding me of the weight of the trauma through panic attacks, 
depressive episodes, and comfort eating, my environment does the job....daily panic from 
unpaid bills and no idea when your next paycheck will come in creates quite the dark 
cloud...At first glance it might seem to be quite a jump to connect my campus rape and 
Tufts’ institutional apathy to my poverty, but low grades and poor economic health are 
documented consequences of sexual violence (n.p.).  

These documented consequences are made evident in research. Women with access to 

employment, housing, and transportation are less likely to experience re-abuse (Goodman et al., 

2005). Access to tangible resources also impacts women’s ability to enact coping strategies that 

improve outcomes following abuse (Sabina and Tindale, 2008). In addition to ignoring these 

needs, some state or institutional responses to violence against women may further alienate 

women from resources. This includes mandatory arrest policies, demanding court schedules, and 

the requirement for women to cooperate with police in order to access crime victim 

compensation. For colleges, alienation from resources can include tuition forfeiture when 

someone withdraws following abuse, a school’s hesitancy towards granting housing or class 

accommodations, and a lack of connection between community service agencies which results in 

an insular-seeming campus (Bolger, 2016). Legal requirements and limits to school budgets may 

also reduce these resources, quietly defining priorities and shaping victim responses. While 

colleges receiving federal financial support are required to have a Title IX coordinator, there is 

no similar requirement for advocates who can connect victims to needed support, for example 

(Lhamon, 2015).  

Listening to women who have lived through violence rather than focusing on 

assumptions of women’s needs following trauma would better equip institutions and support 

structures to meet women’s needs. Wanjuki draws a direct line between the school’s response to 
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her abuse disclosure and her current financial situation, clearly identifying a point of 

intervention. This makes sense, considering the estimated lifetime cost faced by each rape victim 

is a staggering $122,461 (Peterson et al., 2017). Discussing justice, Wanjuki (2016 December 

14) writes, “The most meaningful form of justice after my rape looks like a big fat paycheck” 

(n.p.). Not to be read glibly, in context of the pressing needs of women who have experienced 

violence this statement is an astute indictment on misplaced institutional support towards 

survivor recovery. This recommendation is backed by research which finds, “poverty and sexual 

violence reinforce each other in a cyclical manner” (Loya, 2014, p. 1311). The author 

recommends changing policies to prioritize the economic wellbeing of survivors, expanding 

employment and housing protections, strengthening victim compensation programs, and 

including asset-based initiatives in sexual assault support. 

The ways that victim behavior is standardized by institutions dictate how a woman will 

receive responses or be believed. This often requires the validation of those who are given more 

credibility, via patriarchal structures. People look to the law and its findings as proof an abuse 

occurred, or look for a definitive answer from medical fields as if forensic exams operate like 

disease screenings. Wanjuki (2014 December 6) writes about her experiences with this 

questioning and how it impacted her work, describing, “When I shared my story…[a reader] had 

to make sure that I was really raped first...as he explained that since his Google searches didn't 

bring up any police reports, I must tell him what happened in detail to prove I was properly 

raped” (n.p.). Following this interaction, Wanjuki states with conviction that the man was never 

going to believe her. This dynamic ties hegemonic power relations informed by gender to the 

ways violence against women circulates through cultural consciousness. Deferring to men at the 

expense of changing these norms is not uncommon in anti-violence efforts that are created by 
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and around men. Studies looking to the efficacy of sexual violence prevention programs by the 

gender of the presenter found that men pay more attention to other men, and also value their 

feedback more than women’s (Piccigallo et al., 2012). Defaulting to having men lead these 

programs may work to impose a particular form of knowledge or expectations of behavior on 

men, but it does nothing to change consciousness around gender and women (Flood, 2015). 

Attitudes and beliefs have consistently been targeted through prevention efforts with the 

understanding that they influence and inform behavior, and as misogyny and violence against 

women are so self-informing it is especially critical that these views are addressed in violence 

intervention campaigns (Haylock et al., 2016; Brownmiller, 1975). 

 Embedded in the notion that a victim must respond to violence in a particular way is the 

belief that women frequently lie or are mistaken about being abused. Wanjuki (2016 April 21) 

narrates an incident where she found her boyfriend discussing her abuse in an online forum, 

writing “My blood runs cold as I see...quotation marks around ‘rape case’ in one of his first posts 

about me. They joke about me lying and falsely accusing him of rape. He joins in” (n.p.). In this 

anecdote the man she is dating encourages and is encouraged by other men to doubt Wanjuki’s 

experiences and imply she was the director of her own abuse. The structure of Title IX reporting 

and investigators who act as neutral fact-finders can validate this view by starting each 

investigation allowing for equal possibilities that abuse occurred or that a woman is lying (or 

misdefining the interaction.) While there are practical investigatory reasons for this neutral 

framework which is focused on seeking evidence, the significance lies in how these actions are 

perceived and interpreted by the campus. This can be compared to the “Start by Believing” 

campaign developed by End Violence Against Women International and adopted by police 



34 
 

departments around the country; the contrast between these responses complicates assumptions 

about support systems. 

The gender dynamics, stated and unstated, between real and false accusations helps to 

cement these stereotypes and create perceptions of both. Despite a greater awareness to language 

and practice to allow for the possibility that people of all genders can be abused, the focus on 

falsely accused and false accusers is unequivocally gendered. In campaigns arguing that Title IX 

practices violate due process and strip rights of the accused, the image painted is that of a young, 

white male whose future is always assumed to be both promising and damaged. There is less 

widespread concern when the student accused under these codes is a person of color (Cantalupo, 

2019; O’Neil, 2016). While data on the racial makeup of Title IX parties are sparse, Ben 

Trachtenberg (2017) asks, “What are the odds that implicit bias does not infect the university 

disciplinary process? When examining real courts, scholars have long recognized the effects of 

unconscious racial bias...witnesses do not lose their unconscious biases upon entry to university 

property” (p. 130). Views of who is accused of violence, who makes accusations, which are 

genuine, and who is falsely accused draw from and contribute to the formation and maintenance 

of categories of women and victims, and racial disparities work to further harm women of color 

who experience violence.  

This skepticism is reified by operations around Title IX. Assessing credibility is an 

important aspect of training for staff members investigating claims of abuse, and is thoroughly 

included in handbooks and ongoing education like those produced by the Association for Title 

IX Administrators (ATIXA). These tips focus on motivation, attitude, and behavior; they also do 

not set a different standard for determining credibility between a complainant (victim) and 

respondent (perpetrator). This ignores differences in goals and potential outcomes, but also 
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significantly elides gender imbalances or establishes them as neutral. Defining credibility in this 

way forces women’s behavior and words to be evaluated through a male standard, rather than 

assessed alongside other women who have experienced violence.  

The described reasons for false accusations take on a gendered tone as well, relying on 

damaging stereotypes associated with women (such as being vengeful or dramatic; Weiser, 

2017). This is despite the fact that abusive litigation, which includes abusers making claims of 

violence against the victim, is a widely used tactic. Lundy Bancroft (1998), a consultant who 

works with abusive men and has authored several groundbreaking accounts of their methods, 

writes, “Abusers increasingly use a tactic I call ‘preemptive strike,’ where he accuses the victim 

of doing all the things that he has done...These tactics can succeed in distracting attention from 

his pattern of abusiveness… and declar[ing] the couple equally abusive and unreasonable” (n.p.). 

Title IX systems do not account for the anecdotal experiences of women who feel this form of 

abuse, and perceptions of assault that circulate around universities reinstate and inform the 

construction of gender identities based on norms and biases. Taken in combination, these 

systems burden women with stereotypes without addressing the social contexts in which they 

originate, and without working to balance power. 

There are interpersonal implications to social impositions of responsibility. Women are 

rejected because of their experiences with victimization, blamed for it or for the hardships it 

causes, and run the risk of being discredited in future work. Wanjuki (2014 April 10) worries 

about being judged for her stories of abuse, considering, “even as I strive to help others recover 

by sharing my story, I still wonder how my past will impact my future relationships” (n.p.). 

Women who continue to feel the impact of violence are named by society as being unproductive 

in market terms, but also face pressure from dominant voices in anti-violence movements that 
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focus on turning ‘victims to survivors,’ as if the transfer of personal labels dictates a necessary 

step in the healing process. This trope focuses on the individual in therapeutic, self-help terms, 

which Shani Orgad (2009) describes: “Supported by this neoliberal regime of truth, the idea of 

the survivor as a self-responsible agent, and of self-responsibility as integral to its being, deflects 

the responsibility of larger forces beyond the self, and the liability of society at large” (p. 151). 

Similarly, Jane Aiken and Katherine Goldwasser (2010) examine legal and social priorities 

around violence against women and argue, “Our current approach to domestic violence places 

too much emphasis on victim-initiated remedies in the name of empowering victims” (p. 180). 

Even after surviving violence, women are still told they are responsible for their own well-being 

and that their empowerment – rather than speaking to collective rights and freedom – is 

individualized. 

Responsibility to Prevent Violence 

Though dominant culture is often unwilling to acknowledge violence against women 

when it occurs, it is still a common belief that women who have been victimized can, and should, 

stop this violence from impacting others. This is often framed in terms of reporting to authorities, 

whether the police or other institutions, with the idea that the perpetrator will be held accountable 

and either change his behavior or be physically barred from continuing to harm women (Taylor 

& Norma, 2012). That belief pressures women to report abuse to institutions even when those 

same structures may enact harm, or impose a form of justice that does not fit with the victim’s 

political or ideological views. Wanjuki (2014 December 12) writes of her own experiences with 

this, remarking that “Society says it’s the victim’s responsibility to stop sexual assault by 

reporting their attack to the police. Yet disbelief of rape victims runs rampant in all levels of the 

institutions that are supposedly designed to help them” (n.p.). Given the overcriminalization of 
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women of color and violence enacted by law enforcement, traditional forms of justice can be 

even more undesirable to survivors of color (Novisky and Peralta, 2015; Richie, 2012). A 

pressure to cooperate with institutions following violence also morphs into claims that an act of 

abuse did not occur if it does not have a documented report to those in power, as Wanjuki 

encountered with the internet commenter. This conflates definitions of violent actions and 

ignores not just that women may not want to report, but may be actually prevented from doing 

so. 

The ways women are made to feel responsible for preventing violence are tied to the 

justice system. This is despite the injuries these systems can impose on women who don’t align 

to dominant standards of behavior. Wanjuki (2014 March 14a) draws attention to this focus on 

prevention through incarceration rather than primary prevention, arguing, “Depending on a 

predator to violate a person first to have them punished is not the way I see prevention. And the 

onus is not just on a predator to act in this case; we have to then depend on the survivors to 

report and cooperate with the system, which in turn places responsibility on them to be a part of 

this ‘prevention’” (n.p.). Vanessa Place (2010) writes about this same phenomenon at the 

intersections of responsibility imposed on victims and society’s prioritization of criminal 

responses, and claims “we now have an adversarial system that pits victims against the accused, 

so that a win for one is a loss for the other,” which defaults to patriarchal prioritization of power 

over others (p. 57). This does not consider how both victims and offenders occupy the same 

culture and often the same communities, and that prevention focused on making that space more 

equitable does not start at punishing men after they have enacted harm. 

Despite this focus on reporting, depending on the identity of the abuser, the worst a 

victim can do is to make him responsible for the fallout of an assault. Wanjuki (2016 June 14) 
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acknowledges this belief, claiming the “widespread handwringing over the supposed ‘lost’ future 

of the assailant shows that we, as a society, are OK with victims, who are overwhelmingly 

women, solely carrying the burden of trauma” (n.p.). This concern for abusive students, and the 

imposition of responsibility on women for men’s well-being despite the violence they enact, is 

also clear throughout the rationale for contemporary modifications to Title IX processes. In her 

September 2017 speech on forthcoming changes to campus sexual assault responses, Secretary 

of Education Betsy DeVos repeatedly references accused students’ suicides as an equal 

consequence to Title IX processes as the acts of sexual violence and institutional silence that 

harm women. DeVos (2017) claimed, “lives have been lost. Lives of victims. And lives of the 

accused. Some of you hearing my voice know someone who took her or his own life because 

they thought their future was lost; because they saw no way out; because they lost hope” (n.p.). 

Rather than looking to the ways students are underserved regarding mental health resources and 

support, DeVos makes a direct link between women accusing men of sexual violence and men 

killing themselves, placing the responsibility for these lost lives on victims. While other parts of 

her speech directly name ‘false accusations,’ in this section she is speaking broadly to all accused 

students. DeVos, and therefore the Department of Education, argue that the price of a student 

seeking the limited justice available to her could include a student’s death.  

This concern for perpetrators of violence at the expense of victims is echoed throughout 

student support organizations and Title IX investigators. ATIXA released a toolkit in 2017 that 

begins with an explanation on language. While defending their use of the term ‘non-consensual 

sexual intercourse’ to describe rape, they write, “It’s easier to conclude that a student has 

committed non-consensual sexual intercourse than it is to state that they have raped someone,” 

out of concern for that student’s future, arguing that empathy for the rapists and the heaviness of 
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that label may stop school staff from finding responsibility (Black et al., 2017, p.3). This 

hesitancy applies when the perpetrator looks like dominant culture; that is, when he is white, 

from a privileged class background, and conventional in all definitions of the term. When the 

person who has enacted violence is viewed as disposable by society due to factors of prejudice 

like white supremacy, xenophobia, and classism, women are made to feel irresponsible if they do 

not pursue official means of addressing violence. This resonates in particular when a woman 

belongs to the same community or population as the perpetrator of violence: women are accused 

of prioritizing whichever is their shared identity label to the detriment of other affiliations. bell 

hooks (1990) discusses these issues in relation to the Central Park rape and the ways the racism 

and misogyny inherent to the case are viewed as being in conflict. She questions, “Why do white 

people, and especially feminist white women, feel better when black people, especially black 

women, disassociate themselves from the plight of black men in white supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy to emphasize opposition to black male sexism?” (hooks, 1990,  p. 105). The 

replication of this system of domination ignores multiple consciousness, intersecting identities, 

and that harm may be enacted on women through multiple means when breaking with 

expectations.  

The expectations of emotional labor and caretaking placed on women are perpetuated in 

how their experiences with abuse are approached and receive response. Women are told by 

dominant culture it is their responsibility to prevent violence by reporting abusers, but also are 

urged by those in progressive spaces to engage publicly in specific ways. Wanjuki (2016 March 

14b) writes about this experience, saying  “people have insinuated that both my past and present 

pain is ‘worth it’ because I am helping so many others. I am, of course, glad that what I endured 

has not been in vain, but that doesn’t make me feel any less empty when I feel like I’m living for 
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others and not myself” (n.p.). This concern invokes a practice around Title IX complaints where 

a victim’s wish to not move forward with an investigation is challenged or bypassed when the 

same rapist or abuser has targeted other women. While this is standard practice across 

institutions, it was also proposed by DeVos as a formal implementation. If these proposed 

regulations are enacted, schools would be compelled to investigate “reports by multiple 

complainants of conduct by the same respondent that could constitute sexual harassment” 

(Department of Education, 2018 November 29, p. 61469). While taking serial perpetration 

seriously is important, both the emphasis on changing behavior through a formal school 

investigation – especially one with a potentially uninterested complainant providing minimal 

evidence – and the notion that the impacted student must work to prevent future violences at her 

own expense perpetuates ideas around the disposability of women and an always-already 

assumed desire to care for others. 

Implications and Recommendations 

Listening to women’s voices and allowing for their variance, including how their 

experiences differ from idealized versions of survivorship and how (and why) they reject 

expectations of responsibility can change harmful perceptions of women. Understanding that 

there is not one, nor even a handful of stories about experiencing violence, rejects violence 

against women as a concept that can be utilized to further suppress women, enact identitarian 

supremacy, and exercise control. Through her activism and writing, Wanjuki retained control of 

her own narrative and utilized it towards eradicating violence against women more broadly. This 

was not done as a way of holding expectations for survivors to prevent future violence, or for 

survivors to enact the emotional work of sharing their stories on demand. These writings are 
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valuable because Wanjuki’s experiences navigating biases and expectations can speak directly to 

the forces that harm women, and offer suggestions for repair. 

The goal of this article is not simply to open space for women’s voices, but to shift 

conceptualizations of women as a category to push against dominant narratives and account for 

the many layers of identity, experience, and oppression that women navigate. Returning to 

Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality, she notes that the solution to incomplete or harmful 

responses to women is not merely to acknowledge different identities, but to “state what 

difference her difference made” and acknowledge the intersection of identities as its own site of 

representation (1991, p. 1299). This can be accomplished with the rejection of hegemonic views 

of women and the actions those views direct. Difference is ignored by maintaining gender 

neutrality or essentializing perspectives on women; refusing such perspectives can also transform 

the social context of violence. Creating these interventions in a university setting and specifically 

around Title IX reporting has the potential to improve services for women as well as change 

consciousness to reduce violence. Universities can be sites of transformation, and this is 

especially true when looking to the dramatic changes that have been made in response to 

violence over the past decade, and that are continuing to shift in the current political and social 

climate.  

Examining structural factors and tangible resources that informed and perpetuated the 

harm enacted against Wanjuki adds context to discussions about violence against women. Part of 

the inadequacy of university responses to violence derives from institutions not working directly 

with what women say they need, but rather supplying that which fits the expectations dominant 

culture places on women. To better address the ways these values impact women’s experiences 

when seeking support, institutions should rely on more thorough insights from survivors of 
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violence. A community advisory board as well as deliberate recruitment of underrepresented 

women into campus positions with decision-making power can improve school and work 

reporting methods, as well as strengthen awareness-raising and prevention efforts. This must be 

done alongside changes throughout the university so as to not tokenize or place all the weight of 

progress on marginalized women. As Sara Ahmed (2017) clarifies, “being appointed to 

transform an institution does not necessarily mean the institution is willing to be transformed (p. 

94). Additionally, process evaluations that focus not only on the outcomes of these responses but 

on the experiences of victims and interactions between stakeholders should be enacted. With this 

insight, methods of addressing violence against women can move beyond replicating the 

attitudes and structures that cause it. Recognizing victims’ concerns when budgeting campus 

resources, beyond just adhering to legal provisions and university mandates, can address the 

tangible needs of women and intervene in negative psychosocial outcomes associated with 

abuse. This view could also lead to support and provisions for women’s economic needs, 

housing stability, and other material resources that are jeopardized through abuse. 

         With the current increased focus on violence against women and responses to it, as seen 

in the #MeToo movement, it is critical that women survivors of violence are the ones shaping 

discussions and informing changes. As violence is so entwined with systemic oppressions and 

their confluence with misogyny, integral progress cannot be made without radically changing 

beliefs and altering structures that perpetuate these supremacies. Allowing men to speak for 

women, and privileged women to speak for all women as a class, preserves these systems and 

obstructs the changes needed to stop violence and support women. Utilizing women’s stories of 

violence, and their experiences navigating institutional responses to it, is a crucial starting point 

for all projects, policies, and studies on these issues. 
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“THERE IS SO MUCH MORE TO SAY”: RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AND VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

THROUGH A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF A BETTER MAN 

Introduction 

Community accountability processes, and especially restorative and transformative 

justice, are frequently explored as alternatives to state-mandated responses to violence against 

women. The concept of bringing communities together to address violence and seek remedies 

based on the victim’s needs can take many forms, from facilitated conversations to reparations 

for enacted harm. These processes hold potential to better support survivors of violence, 

acknowledge their needs and specific situations, address the interlocking oppressions women 

face, and more adequately understand violence as a societal issue (Chen, Dulani, and Piepzna-

Samarasinha, 2011; van Wormer, 2009; Daly and Stubbs, 2006; Koss, 2000.) However, the ways 

these forms of justice are still negatively shaped by power and misogyny are often ignored, and 

the pressures faced by victims to conform to particular roles when enacting alternative justice 

can mirror those imposed by dominant cultures and state systems. Centering the experiences of 

women and understanding the limits of community accountability through principles inherent to 

harm reduction holds potential in addressing and repairing these concerns. 

Framing violence against women as a public health issue, and applying harm reduction 

strategies towards violence prevention and response, offers a perspective that privileges the 

situational variance in women’s experiences of violence while also retaining a structural and 

holistic definition of abuse. Susan Collins and colleagues (2011) define harm reduction as a set 

of grassroots, compassionate, pragmatic approaches that include an emphasis on quality of life, 

being client-driven, open to any positive change, and inclusive of advocacy for social justice and 

racial equality. Originally designed to encourage risk reduction for individuals engaged in 

behaviors with negative health consequences, such as intravenous drug use, the term has been 
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adopted within social service work and activist spaces to speak more broadly to ways to reduce 

damage caused by systems of harm. Regarding violence against women, Emi Koyama (2006) 

writes, “Redefined in terms of survivor advocacy, harm reduction could mean a set of practical 

strategies that reduce negative consequences to survivors’ lives through making available a 

larger pool of information and options, while honoring each survivor’s own goals and coping 

strategies” (p. 208). Understanding restorative justice as one section in an array of options, one 

that must be considered along with its benefits and barriers to victims, adds much-needed nuance 

and strengthens its potential as a source of repair and prevention. 

A Better Man (2017) is a documentary created by Attiya Khan, a Canadian filmmaker 

and professional domestic abuse advocate, and Lawrence Jackman. Khan was in an abusive 

relationship with “Steve” while in her late teens. After fleeing, Khan continued to experience the 

impact of the violence, which was exacerbated by chance encounters with Steve around Toronto. 

Following one of these occurrences, Khan asked Steve if they could have a conversation about 

his abuse, and if she could film it. Starting in 2013, Khan filmed conversations between her and 

Steve alone and with the guidance of Tod Augusta-Scott, a therapist who specializes in domestic 

abuse; independent conversations between Steve and the therapist; conversations between Khan 

and other significant people in her life, including Seth whom Khan dated after Steve; and finally, 

conversations at a party celebrating twenty-three years since Khan fled the relationship. 

Throughout the conversations, she asks Steve about the physical, emotional, psychological, racist 

(Steve is white, while Khan is of South Asian descent), and sexist abuse he enacted against her, 

his memories of it and reasoning for it, and how he has thought about it since the relationship 

ended.  
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Through analysis of A Better Man, supplemented by media interviews with Khan, I 

connect the ways that restorative justice – with its flaws and benefits – both resembles harm 

reduction practices and can be strengthened by more directly adapting its principles. The goals 

for this article are to explore how restorative justice processes can be improved through a refocus 

on the voices of women and to identify principles of harm reduction that are beneficial to new 

conceptualizations of restorative justice. Starting with an overview of restorative justice practices 

and their role in addressing violence against women, I argue that a public health approach, 

counter to a criminal justice framework, offers an evidence-based, intersectional guide for 

responding to and preventing violence. Building from this, I offer a critical analysis of how 

restorative justice practices can be strengthened by applying principles of harm reduction that 

center women, using Khan’s own restorative justice process as a case study. The implications of 

this article provide guidance for initiating and moving through restorative justice practices, and 

connecting them to broader, systemic change. My recommendations link revised restorative 

justice practices to public health and feminist advocacy working to eradicate violence against 

women.  

Reframing Gendered Violence: From Criminal to Public Health Approaches 

Criminalization 

Violence against women has been conceptualized in many ways as society has attempted to 

understand and ameliorate this systemic wounding. In the past few decades, systems have 

focused on framing violence against women in criminal terms based on legal definitions and 

priorities, or as an injury against the state akin to theft or vandalism. This came about, in part, 

due to pressures by feminist anti-violence activists for violence against women to be taken 

seriously, coinciding with an increased nationalism connected to a conflation of control with 
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freedom (Brown, 1995). Ways of responding to these acts focus on reducing the threat of future 

injury to the peace of the state, with the victim serving as the primary witness and guide for this 

prevention. Women victims are considered responsible to the state, and to other women, by 

needing to adopt this altruistic role in preventing future violence.  

There are technical issues involved with focusing on violence against women as a criminal 

act; attempts to redress such harms are vulnerable to legal intricacies, even as these dynamics 

may protect women from the state. Two examples can help to illustrate this concern. During a 

sex trafficking sting operation in Washington state, police unwittingly audio-recorded those 

paying to abuse women rather than simply video-recording them. As state law requires both 

parties to consent to audio-recording, all the cases in which this occurred were dismissed (Green, 

2017). In another Washington case, a man hit his girlfriend, broke her phone to stop her from 

calling for help, and then strangled her. He was charged with Assault 2 for the strangulation and 

Interference with Reporting Domestic Violence for breaking her phone. After his conviction for 

the latter, the man argued to a Court of Appeals, who overturned the ruling, that as her phone 

was already broken by the time he strangled her he did not interfere with that reporting, and he 

wasn’t charged for the original assault (State v. Holcomb, 2017). While these interactions relate 

to the protections available to those tried through criminal systems, and are formed to ensure 

freedom for civilians when practiced correctly, at the same time they disallow any form of victim 

redress or reduction of future injury, and the abuser from any rehabilitation.  

There are many points throughout the criminal process, from the initial police response 

through verdict and sentencing, where harm may be enacted on the women who experience 

violence. Police violence against communities of color, and women of color in particular, is not 

an irregular occurrence, and regardless of the motives, training, or actions of individual officers 
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or the police forces from which they originate, women may regard police intervention with 

skepticism and fear (Ritchie, 2017; Morris, 2016). Additionally, studies that examine women’s 

feelings about judicial processes show areas of deep dissatisfaction that are present regardless of 

the outcome (Holder and Daly, 2017). This dissatisfaction can be mitigated in part by increased 

victim participation as well as by their self-assessment of the fairness of the proceedings, which 

are factors that can strengthen responses to violence against women. 

Public Health Responses  

Another method of framing violence against women is to consider it a public health 

crisis. This understanding focuses on structural issues that cause violence against women, 

community impacts, and evidence-based forms of prevention rather than reliance on traditional 

criminological measures. A public health approach to understanding violence views it as 

preventable and uses methods informed by multiple disciplines. Kopano Ratele and colleagues 

(2010) write, “Public health practitioners recognise that violence has psychological, social, 

neurological, physiological and cognitive components, and that violent behaviour is a result of 

the interaction between environmental, socialisation and behavioural factors evident at the level 

of populations” (p. 424). An example of this can be seen in the Centers for Disease Control’s 

strategic plan to prevent sexual violence, which includes changing social norms, educating 

students, providing empowerment opportunities for women which can counter social disparities, 

focusing on the environment to promote policies towards risk-reduction, and supporting victims 

to ameliorate further harms (Basile et al., 2016). In opposition to a criminal perspective, which 

views violence against women in the same terms as other violent crimes, this focus on the 

intersections of individual and social factors highlights context-specific points of intervention. A 

public health perspective on violence against women also fits closely to feminist 
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conceptualizations of the issue. Both rely on societal change that consider the many ways 

systemic and situational positions overlap, expanding the issue beyond the individual and 

ensuring that interventions consider the needs of all women. Both approaches focus on 

structures, systems, and communities when identifying and addressing violence. This allows 

interventions to grasp the collective root of the issue rather than focusing solely on individual 

behavior. Both public health and feminist conceptualizations of violence understand that 

normalized, misogynistic norms contribute to a context in which sexual and relationship abuse 

are fostered and tolerated. Unlike criminalization approaches, which focus on individuals in a 

conflict-oriented framework and privilege punishment rather than radical cultural change, a 

public health approach digs below the surface of the issue. 

Restorative Justice and Harm Reduction 

Given issues identified within the criminal justice system and the ways these can harm 

women and hinder cultural change, seeking an alternative has long been a goal of activists and 

advocates. Different forms of community accountability, including restorative and 

transformative justice, have been put forth as potential solutions to the negative impacts of 

carceral systems. Julie Stubbs (2007) describes the more frequently named benefits of restorative 

justice for crime victims, including: “repairing the harm; the chance to receive an apology, 

reparation, healing and or empowerment; the opportunity to tell one’s story; participation in the 

process and in decisions about the outcome of the matter; the chance to learn more about the 

offender and the offence and in doing so become less angry and or less fearful” (p. 170). These 

benefits can be felt more directly when violence is not viewed solely through a criminal lens. 

This does not mean that women should be barred from seeking safety by involving the state and 

retributive justice systems, especially considering women’s ideal responses and outcomes to their 
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experiences are not formed in a vacuum but structured through norms and discourses of the 

cultures in which they live. Women, however, deserve more diverse and transferable options for 

seeking protection, accountability, recourse, and restitution. Community accountability processes 

like restorative justice can accommodate some of this, but proximity to dominant systems and 

the role of carceral logics in informing them must also be addressed. One way of doing this is to 

approach community accountability to violence against women from a public health perspective. 

 Components of harm reduction have been interpreted to focus on the social justice and 

advocacy aspects of the practice. Reframe Health and Justice collective, an organization 

“committed to developing and delivering holistic, harm reduction solutions for social justice and 

mission-driven organizations,” developed and utilizes a ‘healing-centered harm reduction’ 

(Lerman, 2017). The principles they describe focus on several broad themes: acknowledging 

multiple, intersecting levels of harm and the role of oppression and supremacy in exacerbating 

them; that women may experience harm as a mode of survival and that the resilience of survivors 

should be acknowledged; connections between others and throughout communities can mitigate 

harm and prevent future injuries; accountability throughout the levels and causes of harm is 

crucial. 

 Applying these principles to restorative justice elevates the ways in which these processes 

can realistically and pragmatically be understood and utilized with accountability. The 

replicability of these principles expands the utility of harm reduction beyond the focus on user-

driven behavior, and aids in understanding the ways risk, injury, and recovery can be enacted on 

a community level. Harm reduction practices acknowledge the limitations of individual actions 

to wholly eradicate harm, and take a more holistic view that considers the different barriers and 

advantages that exist within any situation. Viewing restorative justice as harm reduction adds 
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nuance to the harms it prevents and those it imposes, and the complications that must be 

acknowledged and addressed in order to seek wellness in situations of violence, misogyny, and 

abuse. It provides space for a more realistic view of justice and its potential.  

  The responsibility of initiating, enacting, and navigating alternative or restorative justice 

processes often falls upon the harmed women. At the same time, the potential for enacting these 

processes hinges on men’s decision to participate and subsequent action. This ultimately gives 

men control and decision-making ability within these processes, while women’s position in the 

justice process is often without power or agency (Aziz, 2010).  When acts of violence against 

women are undergirded by power and control, they cannot be repaired, prevented, or eradicated 

when the flow of these dynamics remains untouched (Stubbs, 2002). Even when these processes 

involve a checking of power, that it was the involved men’s decision to reduce that power is in 

itself a flexing of the role men hold in society, not a reformation of it. This mirrors feminist 

critiques of asking for equal rights as being preventative to ever receiving them. As Wendy 

Brown (2016) states, “[Rights] are a bid for recognition and belonging and membership and 

power, and they’re also a sign... that one does not control the domain of existence that is suffused 

with powers that make rights necessary in the first place” (Cruz and Brown, p. 71). Ignoring the 

power dynamics inherent to abusive situations minimizes the harm enacted and invalidates 

feelings of injury experienced by women. It also reinforces a hierarchy where expectations about 

behavior differ between genders (Trotter and Allen, 2009; Acorn, 2004).  

  There needs to be a strengthened focus on gender in understanding oppression within 

justice processes, and a focus on differences among women while doing this. There is an 

assumed all-or-nothing approach where focusing on women seems to only focus on white, 

straight women who have access to resources; in order to argue that women need to be centered 
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in all discussions of violence, the conceptualization of women needs to be removed from biases, 

false universalization, and privileging of dominant groups that inform it. Fitting within the 

principles of healing-based harm reduction, focusing on systemic oppressions, barriers, and 

patterns of visibility is crucial when enacting these processes to the benefit of women as a class, 

inclusive of differences between them and informed by the similarities.  

Case Study: A Better Man 

Documenting a restorative justice process opens the potential for a more in-depth 

analysis, as it allows each interaction to be observed and interpreted through multiple lenses. The 

increased circulation of a recording adds more insight into what occurred and what could be 

improved. Crucially, having the victim control the production and add her perspective centers the 

voices of women in ways that are less common in media. In A Better Man (2017), the filmmaker 

Attiya Khan invites her abuser to a conversation about their relationship and the violence he 

enacted with the condition that it be filmed. As the documentary shows the conversation as it 

occurred, it avoids being romanticized or overly critical. Parts of the conversation show the 

potential in restorative justice while others speak to concerns that have been raised about these 

practices. To supplement this documentary, Khan has spoken in press interviews about how the 

exercise impacted her, and the meaning the film holds for violence against women, intimate 

partner violence, and how racism impacts power and control within these dynamics.  

I relied on thematic analysis to read this documentary, as that form of analysis allows for 

qualitative content as well as researcher intent to remain unadulterated and transparent, while 

also allowing me to connect themes within harm reduction across outcomes (Braun and Clarke, 

2014). I first performed a partial transcription of the film in order to group salient themes which 

were then transcribed verbatim, and summarizing sections that did not feature Khan or Steve. I 
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coded this transcription to identify positive or challenging aspects of Khan’s conversations, 

either explicitly noted as such or interpreted through tone and body language. After coding the 

film, I interpreted patterns of prominent themes that persisted throughout the documentary, and 

did the same using the healing-centered harm reduction principles developed by Reframe Health 

and Justice collective. Strong exchanges from the interviews were extracted and matched to 

themes developed through the harm reduction principles in order to analyze them alongside one 

another. These themes lend themselves to discussion of the implications of applying harm 

reduction principles to restorative justice as they clarify which aspects of the process could be 

strengthened or replicated. Using this theme structure, I analyzed the restorative justice process 

to develop recommendations for activists and service providers utilizing these practices. 

Revisiting the principles of healing-centered harm reduction set forth by Reframe Health 

and Justice collective, the broader categories of these foundations aid in understanding the 

importance and impact of restorative justice processes, like those enacted by Khan, from a public 

health perspective focused on reducing harm as well as preventing injury. This guidance also 

answers questions sparked when the restorative justice process either did not go deeply enough 

into the issue or did so in ways that reinstated harm. Focusing on the filmed conversations 

between Khan and Steve, and those Khan has with her community, as if they were public health 

interventions rather than another arm of the criminal legal system or a progressive panacea more 

clearly shows the places that need repair and those that others should strive to replicate. Further, 

by understanding this justice process through the foundations of harm reduction, the connection 

between what might appear to be a more individualized action, and progress on a community, 

social, and institutional level, is more easily discerned.  
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The film starts in an empty restaurant with dusty, painted brick floors. A stack of plastic 

pitchers in the corner emphasizes the emptiness of the space. At the center of the screen is a 

searchlight, without any indicator of its operator. An echoed, tinny voice (Khan’s) asks, “You 

ready?” as the focus pulls back to show a blinking camera, the LCD display capturing a table. 

The other voice (Steve’s) response is drowned out by the slapping of furniture to floor as he says, 

“I don’t even know how to begin to answer” (00:39). Khan asks someone off camera to let her 

know if she starts “babbling.” The screen switches to Khan and Steve at the table, the scene 

readied. When the conversation starts Khan’s head is down, face buried in her hair. Steve’s 

posture is upright and stiff, as if he were barely resting on any surface. Khan introduces her 

statement as the first question, popping into the rehearsed phrase in vivid contrast to her prior 

demeanor. She punctuates the question about when they first met with a slight, self-aware smile 

and humorous tone that is met with Steve’s sighing laugh. The first memory Steve mentions is 

Khan’s “saucer-eyes” for him, (1:23), focusing on the romance of their meeting at the start of 

this justice process.  Khan joins in and remarks on the importance of that day for her. Both of 

them then sit in contemplation as the scene switches and the documentary begins in earnest with 

Khan’s grounding statement explaining how she first asked Steve to join her project, and why.  

One theme that recurs throughout A Better Man is the importance of Steve’s agreement to 

participate, and the palpable precariousness of that decision. Khan’s first voiceover is focused on 

how she did not think Steve would agree to meet at all, let alone on camera. Khan speaks about 

this with a kind of dreamy disbelief, as if even after their talks had been filmed and edited she 

still didn’t understand it. Inter-spliced in the narrative is a reprieve where macro shots feature 

Khan undergoing acupuncture and meditation – self-care for the arduous emotional task of this 

project. In her voiceover Khan states, “I’m so angry at times but I’m afraid if I say the wrong 
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thing you’ll get up and leave. I feel sorry for you and then guilty, as if I’m excusing the horrific 

violence you have subjected me to” (24:00). Khan readily sees the fact that this confrontation 

cannot play out exactly as she would want, or that she would need for healing and excising 

feelings of responsibility and guilt, because Steve’s willingness to participate is so crucial. His 

feelings are accommodated at the expense of her own. Aspects of this mirror Khan’s resignation 

to the abuse she experienced, as she said later in the film that she “just thought this is how life is, 

this is what happens” (31:06). She follows this statement, though, saying that one must “defend 

yourself, and hope you don’t get hurt too much, and hope that you can de-escalate it” (31:19). As 

she defended and protected herself against what felt like an inevitability of abuse, so too is she 

gaining the most reparative perspective possible of this process that feels not entirely in her 

control. 

While discussing the abuse Khan experienced in front of a male counselor, Khan says, “I 

always wondered like – so, who did that to you? I always thought someone must have done that 

to you, you know, to have done that to me. You don’t have to answer” (34:01). And Steve does 

not, at least at that point. Later on, when asked directly by the male counselor, Steve discloses 

that he experienced abuse as a child. Khan is continuously made to be vulnerable in front of 

Steve, while he does not afford that to her, instead saving his acts of vulnerability for the 

inquiries of men in spaces of authority. Khan continues to defer to Steve throughout the video, 

asking him if he is ready to talk about something or if he is alright starting at a particular 

physical location. This can be read multiple ways, and none are mutually exclusive. Gendered 

roles that lead to women’s deference to men may be playing out here, or the history of their 

relationship reenacting and informing their actions. It could be due to Khan’s fear of losing 

Steve’s participation in this process. Or it could be Khan modeling healthy boundaries and the 
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importance of choice in any interaction. What is important about these exchanges is how Steve’s 

desires are prioritized and checked in on, that he is gentled into this process while Khan’s 

exposure is raw and often painful. 

Another aspect that is unaddressed by Steve and the therapist is the role racism played in 

the abuse Khan experienced. While she is not shown asking or speaking directly about this facet 

to Steve, she does describe it in her voice-overs in the spaces that she sections off for the acts of 

abuse that held a particularly powerful impact on her. She describes the incidents in this way: 

“There are some things I can’t bring myself to ask you... you had a thousand ways to say I was 

deserving of getting hit, spit on, made fun of because I was brown. There are some hurts that stay 

deep and hidden in the body” (37:16). In interviews following the film’s release, Khan explicitly 

identifies the racism as one of the most harmful and impactful parts of the abuse, and in 

particular the ways the hurt of it spread beyond the relationship. In an interview with Vulture, 

Khan says, “It all piles up. The racism I experienced as a child to the racism I experienced from 

Steve to the racism I experience from people I know and care for to the racism I experience from 

strangers. Layers and layers of racism. When people say racist things to me now...it definitely 

reminds me of the racism I experienced with Steve” (Bale, 2017).  

Racism impacts violence against women in complex and fundamental ways. Deeper 

discussions of this dynamic could assist in preventing harms, especially when those biases result 

in white supremacy influencing feminist or progressive spaces that host community 

accountability processes. Khan addresses this herself in another media interview about the film, 

where she remarks, “as a woman of colour, I know how important it is to see and hear stories 

about our experiences and in our own words…This racism is part of my trauma and it’s 

something I rarely see talked about in broader discussions about intimate partner violence” 
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(Keeler, 2017). Women of color and the ways they must navigate interlocking oppressions are 

often excluded from systems of support, and how racism informs abuse is not always 

acknowledged in examinations of women’s experiences (INCITE! Women of Color Against 

Violence, 2016; Ochoa and Ige, 2007; Crenshaw, 1990). The absence of this discussion in the 

filmed procedures draws attention to several deficits in the process, in particular the lack of 

acknowledgement of systemic power and supremacy in relation to Khan’s and Steve’s respective 

race and gender. This is not uncommon. Donna Coker (2002) writes, “[Restorative justice 

theory] offers no clear principles for dealing with crimes, such as domestic violence, where 

majoritarian opposition to the crime is weak or compromised... providing little foundation for a 

theory of male violence against women” (p. 129).  

Throughout Khan’s restorative justice process, views and behaviors that emphasize 

gender roles and validate male supremacy remain unchecked in the moment and the voiceovers. 

In one particularly telling scene, Khan and Steve are recounting memories from high school 

when Steve recalls his male teacher. After Khan asked Steve if he got along with his person, 

Steve describes an initially tense interaction that led to empathy, and then mutual affection. He 

says, “During class I realized that respect is respect, and I interrupted the class so I apologized” 

(52:50).  Khan’s response is a hollow ‘huh.’ This moment is sharply contrasted with another 

where they discuss Steve’s apologies during acts of abuse. Khan describes them as confusing, 

and felt like Steve was laughing at her. She remembers thinking, “If you’re sorry, then stop” 

(29:15). She repeats this with a tender wistfulness, the emotion of the moment feeling even more 

forceful in contrast to the more charged conversation. Steve’s apologies during the relationship 

were insincere, compared to the transformative apology he offered his teacher. In the same 

discussion, Steve also discloses that he discussed the abuse with this teacher. Khan asks to 
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confirm, again with a resigned incredulity, that this adult male teacher was aware a juvenile girl 

was being regularly, physically abused by his student. The obvious, but unstated, follow up is 

that this teacher did nothing about it. At least on camera, the gendered dynamics of respect, 

apology, and deference remain unchecked.  

In another scene Khan is speaking with Seth, a former boyfriend whom Khan met while 

involved with Steve. They recall how Seth knew about the abuse and would try to spend time 

with Steve in order to keep him away from Khan and give her time alone. While Khan describes 

this with thankfulness and states that it saved her life, Seth’s recall is also rife with misogyny and 

a different but comparable version of ownership. He claims, “Me and my friends were wanting 

to be heroes” and save Khan (38:45). This reestablishment of traditional gender roles is a sign of 

benevolent sexism, or sexist attitudes that often go unchecked due to the assumption they are 

positive, but still hold women as less than men (Glick and Fiske, 1996). Martha Nussbaum 

(1996) writes on the beliefs that inform emotions, in contrast to thinking of emotions as 

mindless: “One can quickly recognize that emotions...are really not at all like gusts of wind or 

surges of the blood. They rest upon a certain kind of view of an object, and they often embody 

very complicated beliefs” (1996, 24-5).  When inspecting the thoughts that inform emotions, 

benevolent sexism has been linked to attitudes and behaviors that harm women (Viki and 

Abrams, 2002). Even though Seth’s role in Khan’s life was positive, his attitudes towards 

women that could be connected to violence against women and specifically Khan’s experiences 

are not examined through the accountability process, and as such any analysis of their impact is 

limited. 

The conversations in this film also make clear the difference in impact and control of the 

situation as it affects either party. Steve continues to insist he hadn’t thought about a particular 
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act of abuse since it occurred, or that he hadn’t physically revisited any of their spaces where 

abuse happened. Doreen St. Félix (2017) writes about this in her review of the documentary, 

remarking, “This is the epistemological crisis of abuse, in which the burden of knowing and 

remembering falls on [the] victim.” Following the viewing of a former shared residence, Khan 

tells Steve that she has been to the apartment since they moved out while Steve remarks he had 

not and insists he will not return again. This scene is mostly shot at Khan and Steve’s backs, 

centering the house in the frame. During this exchange, the screen is almost entirely the dull-

colored vinyl siding on the house with its windows set on an angle; only Khan’s hair and the top 

half of Steve’s face are visible until the camera pans down. By focusing on the home in a way 

that makes it the central player in this exchange, the visual indicators in this scene imply that 

Khan and Steve are equally reduced by the house’s presence, as if they were both victims to its 

memory. This feeling is developed further in the next scene as the two refer to each other to help 

remember or verify visual and spatial details of the place, and the pattern of speech bounces 

between the two in a friendly, familiar way. It is only when Khan brings up a part of the abuse 

that Steve remembered differently or did not recall that the flow is halted, with Khan looking to 

Steve and Steve often focusing on the ground. Highlighted by the visual contrast, a powerful 

aspect of these exchanges is that they lay bare the differences in impacts and responses to abuse, 

refusing to countenance the idea that violence harms both the victim and abuser in separate but 

equal ways.  

Through the conversations, it is clear that Steve has re-written his memories to hold 

himself in a better light. An example of this is an extremely violent situation that haunted her 

throughout time and distance. Steve at first does not remember it, then relays his memory where 

the injuries are the same but his actions are minimized, and ends in him taking care of Khan. 
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This re-writing is consistent with research on abusive behavior, which finds “in cases of 

domestic violence it is less likely that the offender does not know the consequences of his 

violence...What may be more contested is the meaning of the behaviour, its legitimacy and the 

harm caused” (Stubbs, 2007, p. 173). When confronted, Steve acknowledges the fallibility of his 

memory, saying, “You had it so much worse than that” (34:40). Through this talk, the levels of 

imbalance are unmistakable. As these exchanges force Steve to understand more about the harm 

of his violence, they can also carry that message to viewers.  

The responsibility of the wider community, either in establishing norms and behaviors or, 

as Khan mentions when referring to her neighbors and teachers, through their involvement or 

lack of intervention as bystanders, is made clear throughout the film. While there is a specific 

physical community involved with Khan’s justice process – including those who were present 

during the abuse, those who are currently important to Khan, and service providers whose hands 

touch at different aspects of these abuses regularly – viewers also take the role of the community 

in that they bear witness to and learn from the procedures playing out for them. Even though a 

documentary about a restorative justice process will have wider spread and audience than typical 

enactments, these processes still carry anti-violence messaging beyond the people involved and 

influence a wider swath of the population. This has the potential to change cultural norms around 

violence, and encourage people to intervene when they witness it (Adelman, Rosenberg, and 

Hobart, 2016; WHO, 2009). The demonstration of this in the film makes that positive contagion 

more explicit. 

Restorative justice allows for community participation and accountability in ways that are 

not typically visible during abusive situations. Enacting the process also allows the victim to 

enumerate the ways her community, as well as the individual abuser, failed her. Traditional 
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forms of punishment-driven justice do not touch on the same shared responsibility, instead 

focusing on a singular perpetrator and forcing the victim to rely on the state in order to redress 

harm. Throughout the conversations in A Better Man, Khan takes space to discuss the harm her 

community enacted on her by their lack of action, as well as to acknowledge the support 

provided by those who did take action. Khan describes visiting her old high school and running 

into a former teacher. The teacher expressed pleasure at seeing Khan, stating she always 

wondered what happened to her due to frequently seeing Khan with bruises. Struck by the 

teacher’s inaction and Khan’s retrospective visibility, she asks the teacher, “I don’t remember us 

having a conversation about that, did we?” (57:08).  In this way, Khan leads the conversation to 

the teacher recognizing and taking responsibility for her failure to help, and then was able to 

share the occurrence in her more public accountability process. In another scene, Khan and Steve 

visit their old apartment and Khan recalls running down the street yelling for help. She 

remembers someone in one of the homes closing their curtains, and also puzzles over the fact 

that no one came to her aid. The visceral explicitness of this imagery and the direct connection 

Khan draws between her pain and her neighbor’s behavior drive home the importance of 

bystander intervention and community’s role in preventing or sustaining abuse in a more 

powerful way than an education session or workshop. 

At the end of A Better Man, Khan holds a celebration party which is attended by her 

friends, husband, and child. This is a tradition Khan started after fleeing the abusive relationship, 

though at first would only celebrate with herself to mark the occasion. As she grew older and the 

distance from the relationship expanded, Khan began to hold parties and provide space to be 

heard, and for other women who have experienced violence to share their stories and connect 

with one another through their memories of violence. While the celebration shown in the 
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documentary does not deviate from this tradition, the focus on having reached what feels like a 

point of completion in her interviews with Steve and the documentary as a whole is noted 

throughout the conversations shown on screen. Steve is not in attendance, is hardly mentioned, 

and does not appear to be known by or connected to the other attendees. It makes sense and is 

appropriate that an occasion celebrating Khan would be focused on her rather than on the man 

who abused her, but it does introduce the question of community into the restorative justice 

process.  

On a literal level, Steve and Khan do not seem to share a community; though they live in 

the same vicinity, their lives have only crossed serendipitously since Khan fled from Steve. 

While Khan’s friends and family share some insights on her experiences in creating this 

documentary, and a few reflect on their thoughts about Steve, we are not shown any kind of 

interaction or reflection from the people who occupy Steve’s world. Steve’s current life is not in 

any way the focus or even a tangential part of the documentary and, seemingly, of the restorative 

conversations. It is not stated if he has friends or a partner, and if they know about his history 

and about Khan’s process. While at one point Khan asks Steve if he had ever been abusive prior 

to their relationship, any accounts of his abuse since the relationship ended are not brought to 

light. This is relevant, as studies imply physical violence and psychological abuse remain stable 

through changes in relationships for roughly a decade in abusive men (Shortt et al., 2012). There 

is no indication that Steve was held accountable by the people in his life or if others who may 

have been harmed by him faced any knowledge of this process. This significantly lowers the 

stakes for Steve during the process, and begs the question of how or in what ways Steve’s 

response to Khan’s request could have been different if they did share community. None of the 

follow-up media interviews with Khan have addressed Steve’s anonymity after the film’s release 
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and what impact it may have had on his life. More significantly, not answered is whether shared 

acquaintances would have been as supportive to Khan as her kin, or if they would have refused 

to name or observe the abuse in protection of Steve as it appears contemporary figures in their 

lives had done during the relationship. The quandary of centering the impact and feelings of the 

victim while also focusing on men’s behavior to halt future violence becomes apparent by the 

end of the documentary. It was necessary that the documentary focus on Khan and not be diluted 

by the thoughts and feelings of the abuser, but doing so also risks individualization of the abuse 

or a focus on therapeutic rather than structural interventions.  

Findings and Discussion 

Considering these aspects of Khan’s process, what she identified as being beneficial, and 

what may have been left out adds to the necessity of deflating the notion of a single woman’s 

experience, and shows that the complications and diversities of experiences should not be 

reduced to one response. In this way, considering restorative justice within the principles of harm 

reduction – which focus on a flexible approach that meets people where they are, does not seek 

to define resilience, survival, or trauma for others, and looks to the connections from and impact 

to structural factors that cause harm – provides the most appropriate method of procuring justice. 

This is in opposition to more prescriptive forms of restorative justice such as those implemented 

by government agencies, or even toolkits designed by non-profits and activist groups as a way of 

guiding others through these actions. Revisiting the principles of harm reduction outlined earlier 

provides a framework for interpreting the benefits and injuries displayed in Khan’s community 

accountability process. The broader categories of these principles match key interactions shown 

throughout this documentary.  
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One aspect I found most concerning during the process was the absence of a structural 

analysis inclusive of intersecting layers of oppression. Exploring the ways Khan’s gender, race, 

and age impacted the harm she felt and how the power structures inherent in these identities 

enact damage, or refuse to bear witness to it, would provide more context to the conversations. 

Applying this understanding could critique harmful dynamics of control and supremacy that 

were reenacted through the accountability process, and to identify spaces through which to 

intervene. It also would have allowed these conversations to be analyzed or interpreted on a 

macro-level, showing how they could be applicable beyond individuals to demonstrate larger 

social dynamics.  

The principles of harm reduction that speak to the importance of accountability 

throughout each level of harm could be applied in a similar way due to their expanded definition 

of harm and broader scope to examine how harm is enacted and by whom. This includes 

bystanders causing harm through their explicit inaction or enabling of the abuse. Looking 

broadly at abuse could better address the different ways violence and control were utilized by 

Steve after Khan fled the relationship. These principles add to the understanding that if Steve 

continued to enact harm on other women, it would be an additional injury to Khan, in that it 

perpetuated a culture and reality that was accepting or encouraging of violence against women, 

and created harm for Khan’s community as an extension of her and any other victims.  

One of the themes within the principles of harm reduction relates to the concept of harm 

as a mode of survival. The difficulties the restorative justice process placed on Khan were 

apparent, from her expressed stress to physical illness. However complicated the impact of this 

process, the overall tone throughout the documentary is that Khan was grateful she had enacted 

this work, and that it had a healing effect on her. Ways of addressing violence that are 
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overprotective of victims or prioritize reducing triggers and emotional distress over individual 

and community benefit would not fit within this, or most, restorative justice processes. There 

needs to be an acknowledgement and acceptance of the potential harms that may result from 

paths of survival through and after violence. Identifying ways to reduce these harms, rather than 

foregoing difficult yet productive processes, will lead to a more transformative outcome. It may 

also display actionable steps to prevent violence.  

Recommendations 

Understanding the importance of community intervention and connection through the 

principles of harm reduction more clearly highlights it as an area of replication. Khan’s focus on 

her community’s lack of support, the significance when people did address the abuse they 

witnessed, and their importance to her individual healing process and broader awareness of 

violence against women, can be more thoroughly explored and contextualized as actions taken to 

mitigate harm. The imperfections of these modes – including selective participation of 

community members or the ideologies behind interventions – do not need to be ignored nor serve 

as cause to reject the whole process when understood as a way to reduce harm. Different 

activities exist along a relative risk spectrum that is vastly different in each situation and at every 

step; there may be moments when these processes benefit the women who utilize them, times 

when they simply cause less damage than other means, and times when they are going to be 

actualized in a way that presents a higher risk for the women involved. With this understanding, 

the most crucial aspect of any intervention into violence is for it to take multiple forms and 

address the issue on a number of levels (Casey and Lindhorst, 2009). Additionally, access to the 

supports and interventions that feel most appropriate for women must be improved. This includes 

culturally competent services, meeting the economic and resource-related needs of women 
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alongside emotional support, and tackling biases that originate from racism, lesbophobia, 

xenophobia, ableism, and other forms of oppression throughout systems of support (Whitaker, 

Baker, and Pratt, 2007; Goodman et al., 2005; Zweig et al., 2002; Crenshaw, 1990). 

Another situation where restorative justice processes may aid in the reception of and 

response to women is when women remain in connection with the friend, partner, or family 

member who enacted harm against them. Such a connection can serve as a barrier to findings of 

guilt through the legal system, and is often discouraged or made difficult through auxiliary 

aspects of these processes such as connection to a systems-based advocate or mandated no-

contact orders. When involvement with the criminal justice system can lead to outcomes like the 

removal of children by the state, eviction, imprisonment, and/or a loss of resources, there is 

opportunity for women to instead utilize processes that don’t include the same demands on their 

behavior, or expectations for women to take responsibility for what has been done to them.   

Reorienting the focus on restorative justice processes to their function as an alternative to, 

not a stand-in for, traditional retributive justice draws attention to the reasons some women may 

feel excluded from or uninterested in pursuing measures that fall within the criminal justice 

system. Specifically, restorative justice processes can benefit women whose identities or 

behaviors exclude them from those whom dominant culture considers ideal survivors. These 

processes can be a way for women to seek support, prevent future acts of harm, and gather 

recourse for the resource-related or repairable aspects of abuse without putting themselves at 

harm for being criminalized. Those recommending and facilitating restorative justice processes 

must account for the context in which violence originates, including expectations on women that 

lead to self-blame, minimization of harms experienced, and over-emphasis on harms enacted.   
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Conclusion 

Sara Ahmed (2004) writes of the dynamic between sharing personal stories and altering 

the fabric of dominant society, claiming “the depersonalising of justice can make injuries 

disappear, and protect those who harm others…[but] the personal is complicated, and mediated 

by relations that make any person embody more than the personal, and the personal embody 

more than the person” (p. 198). To focus on the structural components of violence, the way that 

harm reduction practices take a socioecological perspective on the causes and impact of harmful 

behaviors, is to account for these factors as part of the restorative process. Focusing on the voices 

of women in a detailed, intersectional way is necessary within restorative justice practices so that 

the same dominant expectations of responsibility do not burden women. Restorative justice 

practices more focused on dominant feelings than on women’s methods of reducing harm and 

surviving through injury do not address the core of the oppression, bigotry, and power at play in 

these interactions. However, hearing women’s lived experiences as individuals can and should 

inform actions taken on a societal level.  

The impact of Khan directing her own restorative justice process, with the assistance of 

an ensemble almost entirely composed of women, is significant. Khan explains this decision in a 

subsequent media interview, saying, “It was incredibly important to me to have a woman 

cinematographer…Violence against women is something so many women have experienced. 

Walking through the world as a woman feels and looks a certain way. I wanted a woman’s lens 

to depict my story” (Bale, 2017). The impact of this can be seen in contrast to other 

documentaries that feature women’s voices but through a process in which they had diminished 

input. Matthew Smiley, director of Highway of Tears (2014), a documentary about the abduction 

and murder of indigenous women in British Columbia, acknowledged his distance from the 

subject matter in interviews, claiming, “I had no knowledge of the Highway of Tears” until he 
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expressed a desire to film the physical location where these abuses occurred (“Q&A with 

director Matthew Smiley,” 2014). The result of this is an entirely different tone, with different 

priorities. It also creates an interesting contradistinction between prioritizing voices of women 

impacted by violence versus privileged individuals shouldering the work of telling, raising 

awareness, and sparking change. There is liberatory potential in any greater awareness to acts of 

injustice and the projecting of marginalized voices, but creating the change that influences both 

ideology and action requires a shifting of the framework through which these stories are 

understood away from the current hegemonic operations. These shifts must be allowed to take 

multiple forms to fit the complicated and dynamic needs of progress. 

Responsibility or expectations placed on survivors of violence may ignore differences 

and re-impose harms on women. Understanding the experiences of women who have been 

subject to violence and have explored ways of addressing it at the community level is one way to 

counter these judgments and find ways to move beyond them. Principles of harm reduction can 

be utilized to acknowledge how women survive by any means necessary, within and outside of 

idealized responses. By paying attention to women’s voices, their experiences navigating abuse 

and its aftermath, and their goals, those attempting to enact restorative justice processes can 

retain a foundation that is informed by the needs of marginalized groups and works to shift the 

societal norms that silence or ignore women’s voices. While Khan’s experiences may not be 

transferable to all women in every situation, the actions she took to understand abuse can serve 

as a blueprint for ways to adapt justice processes and to better understand their impact. These 

cautions and areas for duplication or reinforcement of programs could strengthen imperfect, but 

much needed, alternatives to state-sponsored processes and, in doing so, counter the blame and 

responsibility enacted on women by carceral forms of justice.    
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“HER JOB IS TO TELL THE STORY”: WOMEN’S RESPONSIBILITIES THROUGH SURVIVAL, TESTIMONY, 
AND ANTI-VIOLENCE WORK  

Introduction 

It is difficult to find a woman, anywhere in the world, who does not know violence. We 

spend our lives touching at the tender spots of the girls and women we love, protecting ourselves 

from our own bruises and taking care to heal them when they come. Our situations have depth 

and nuance, and are as varied as our backgrounds, personalities, and geographies. Despite this, 

there is still a mass dissonance or cultural confusion when these histories we hold do not easily 

fit into dominant schemas and popular understandings. Responsibilities placed on women 

include adherence to expected norms and standards of behavior, even in responses to trauma. 

There is a hesitancy to defend or even talk through any of these experiences that are complicated, 

or that stray into the gray.  

Discussing the importance of testimony to women as a class runs the risk of 

essentializing the needs and goals of all women, and of making assumptions about the content 

and meaning of the stories we tell. Attention must be paid to the complexities of individual 

actors as well as the precarity of the systems they live in. In her discussion of misogyny as a 

linguistically and politically important concept, Kate Manne (2017) argues, “we need to try to do 

justice... to both agents and social structures, and also to the complex ways in which they are 

intimately related, within material reality" (p. 74). It is within this complexity that the social and 

political importance of addressing violence against women as an attack on a class of people can 

emerge without ignoring the intersections of women’s diverse identities. Multiple layers of risk 

and benefit within story-sharing must be navigated with this understanding.  

When women work to address abuse, whether through activism, advocacy, or research, 

additional considerations must be managed. Some women’s stories may be privileged over, and 
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to the detriment of, others. How women are subordinated and experience harm due to the 

imposition of gender and the violence that accompanies it does not preclude ways that women 

may oppress others on the basis of intersecting identities, such as race or sexuality. There is a 

danger in the experiences dictated by one (type of) woman harming the wider movement due to 

the inflexibility of structures or stereotypes. However, there is also an opportunity within 

women’s coalitions to support the stories that are unspoken or silenced in spaces defined through 

patriarchal professionalism. This is true through both the formation and actions of coalitions, 

where the knowledge gained through addressing members’ stories can contribute to further 

political and social progress. Stories are as complicated and diverse as the women who share 

them, and the meanings found by analyzing these writings can facilitate understanding and 

progress. 

In order to view women’s narratives in ways that emphasize the political power of 

testimony while reducing its risks, I have placed my own experiences managing these areas in 

conversation with other women’s stories. I draw from four narratives of violence to guide my 

exploration of overlapping roles in addressing violence against women and speaking openly 

about surviving it. These narratives were selected as examples of testimony in which the author 

connects her own experiences to the larger social landscape, showing the significance of stories 

individually and collectively. As bell hooks (1991) writes, “theory emerges from the concrete, 

from my efforts to make sense of everyday life experiences, from my efforts to critically 

intervene in my life and the lives of others....Personal testimony, personal experience, is such 

fertile ground for the production of liberatory feminist theory because usually it forms the base 

of our theory-making” (p. 8). Each of these pieces does work beyond telling a story, and can be 

seen as a form of substantial feminist theory.  
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Heart Berries (2018) by Terese Marie Mailhot details a charged and intense relationship 

in concert with a mental health crisis, state-mandated separation from her child, ongoing racism 

and colonization, intergenerational trauma, and how these can be understood through Salish 

traditions and her family beliefs. Throughout these accounts, Mailhot reencounters a forgotten 

memory of violence and processes it within this context. Roxane Gay’s Hunger: A Memoir of 

[My] Body (2017) presents a detailed account of Gay’s relationship with her body and 

experiences navigating a culture that rejects it and her for her size, race, gender, and sexuality. 

Gay names her experiences with abuse in connection to her body, and throughout the memoir 

grapples with these features both apart and together. Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a 

Self by Susan Brison (2002) narrates an assault she experienced and the ways it impacted and 

influenced her. She does this through an examination of women’s story-telling, trauma, memory, 

and misogyny. Myriam Gurba’s Mean (2017) focuses on her childhood and time in college, and 

the ways these stages related to incidents of assault and a larger pattern of abuses. She interprets 

these through different identities, associations, and histories to illustrate the ways each are self-

informing through interconnected layers of oppression.  

In conversation with these women’s stories, I describe my own experiences, and how I 

navigate concerns around sharing testimony in the roles of academic and advocate. Drawing 

from the work of Jacqueline Jones Royster (1996) who writes, “individual stories place one 

against another against another build credibility and offer...a litany of evidence from which a call 

for transformation in theory and practice might rightfully begin... stories in the company of 

others demand thoughtful response,” I want to interpret my own story in tandem with other 

women’s work (p. 30). This approach emphasizes the complicated aspects of surviving acts of 
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violence: the various ways survival can appear, navigating it alongside goals and work, and 

managing barriers to progress.  

Despite the concerns about essentialism, women speaking against injustices enacted 

towards women as a class, told on women’s own terms, can spark attention and encourage 

change outside the agendas of those in power. Aurora Levins Morales (1998) argues for this 

potential, claiming, “The only way to bear the overwhelming pain of oppression is by telling, in 

the presence of witnesses and in a context of resistance, how unbearable it is…this can only be 

done if we face the reality of what oppression really means in our lives” (p. 20). While each 

women’s situation and narratives are unique and dependent on a number of fluid factors, reading 

women’s stories and analyses together can bring forth guidelines to prevent harm and expand 

progress. Not all women disclose experiences of violence as a political act, and to assume that all 

women who have been exposed to violence or the threat of violence share a common goal would 

minimize difference to the detriment of social change. However, because violence against 

women is a political and social issue, the impact of all women’s stories can carry implications for 

those realms of understanding. Attention to structural factors in women’s stories, and those that 

can be identified by exploring reoccurring themes, allows for interrogation of the political 

importance of every disclosure.  

Combining Divergent Roles 

Many of the women who work in survivor advocacy are themselves survivors. While this 

number is difficult to discern, site-specific studies have found over 50% of domestic violence 

workers are survivors of violence (Wood, 2017; Murray et al., 2015). Many women who 

research or educate about abuse have experienced it, as they are the best equipped to speak on 

this issue and are invested in outcomes. However, there is often a boundary constructed between 
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these roles. Rebecca Campbell (2002) claims that academic conversations around rape are “too 

clean, too sanitized, and too distant [and] may miss the mark in representing the problem of rape 

in women’s lives and our society” (p. 97). Studies show that researching trauma-exposed 

populations is a risk factor for secondary or vicarious trauma, and that this can be exacerbated 

through the isolation and silence that accompanies studying violence against women (Nikischer, 

2019; Whitt-Woosley & Sprang, 2018).  Being professional means keeping one’s experiences 

boxed up, even as one expects their clients or research informants to present themselves with raw 

honesty. These beliefs rely upon assumptions about what women want or need, rather than 

letting them decide for themselves. The political power of shared survival to create structural 

change in the eradication of violence against women, rather than supporting survivors one at a 

time, cannot be tested or measured if women are forced into identity- and experience-based silos, 

or if emotion is removed through the imposition of professionalization or academic objectivity. 

Concerns around exploitation, confidentiality, and betrayal are especially pronounced 

when an advocate is also researching violence. Even with the protections offered through 

Institutional Review Board applications and oversight, the inclusion of informed consent, and the 

cautions with which an advocate-researcher separates her work, the power dynamic inherent in 

service provision and the vulnerabilities that limit choice cannot be ignored. These concerns can 

be addressed by naming the issue, being transparent, and relying on boundaries. Dana Cuomo 

and Vanessa Massaro (2016) discuss their work as advocates and researchers, filling the position 

they term ‘intimate insiders,’ and write, “We believe we created a more ethically sound research 

practice by producing distance through boundary-making” (p. 103). They discuss remedies to the 

impossibility of having co-workers, research participants, or clients guess at which role is being 

occupied in a particular moment and how they should, in turn, code switch and make informed 
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decisions as to what can be shared. While including the role of victim of violence to researcher 

and service provider makes this more complicated, developing boundaries that are flexible to 

each need and situation is still viable. This can be accomplished by adding consideration to how 

roles intersect and what harms or benefits crossover may yield. 

My interest in examining the combined roles that women who have survived violence 

occupy while working to address it is drawn from my own experiences moving through these 

complexities. My doctoral work in Gender and Women’s Studies has been focused on violence 

against women and the relevancy of feminist theory and praxis in addressing it. Prior to entering 

this program, I researched women and violence through more traditional methods, conducting 

interviews and analyzing data with and about women. Currently, I am a victim advocate housed 

in the police department of a large public university, though most of the people I serve are not 

students. For over a decade, while in various service positions, I have worked for women who 

experienced violence. Then, like many other women, I’ve also known violence. While each 

women’s experience is felt subjectively, it is adequate to say that none of the acts of gendered 

abuse I reference in this paper are unknown to me in a definitional sense. I do not discuss 

specifics (my own or others) so as not to narrow or cloud meaning when I am talking through 

violence against women as a tactic of social dominance, nor do I want my own oppressions to 

minimize how my whiteness and educational opportunities have directed so much of my 

survival. The survival piece is, in fact, where I am centering my focus. Twisted tightly to any 

way I live through abuse has been feminist activism around violence, which is broader than but 

encompasses studying it, supporting women who have felt it, and bearing witness to my own 

stories and those of others. The importance of coalitions in supporting women’s testimony, and 

of narratives to driving community work, is where I see the most potential for change. 
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Theories, Concepts, and Terminology 

 Several feminists worked to develop and publicize a standpoint theory which is “based on 

women’s relational self-definition and activity [which] exposes the world men have constructed 

and the self-understanding which manifests these relations as partial and perverse” (Hartstock, 

1981, p. 303). It argues that any feminist theory must be situated to address the material realities 

of women’s oppression and to aid in their political actions. However, what was officially 

described as standpoint theory was not the only understanding informed by this frame; feminists, 

and specifically women of color, have looked to the realities and histories of oppression to 

understand their cause, and theorize about potential remedies throughout women’s political 

activities. hooks (1991) writes, “If we create feminist theory, feminist movements that address 

this pain, we will have no difficulty building a mass-based feminist resistance struggle. There 

will be no gap between feminist theory and practice” (p. 12). Here, hooks is arguing against 

inaccessible theory in women’s studies, and that it should instead be developed and discussed as 

a way to better comprehend and improve upon the daily experiences of women. Mari Matsuda 

(1989) speaks to this plainly in her work on critical race legal theory, writing “I do not know of 

any other politics of social change that works other than the one that asks people to explore 

deeply their own location on the axes of power. Know where you stand, what your privileges are, 

and who is standing on your toes” (p. 19). Patricia Hill Collins (1997) calls for theory developed 

through women’s social position to consider the dynamics within and that inform their location, 

and argues against the rejection and misuse of positionality as a basis for knowledge: “To ignore 

power relations is simply to misread standpoint theory – its raison d'etre, its continuing salience, 

and its ability to explain social inequality” (p. 376). This perspective supports an understanding 

of knowledge and experience as originating through and being impacted by one’s socially 
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constructed position, and highlights the importance of sharing stories of marginalization to better 

understand and combat oppression.  

 Experience as a concept has also been debated widely in feminist literature (e.g. Scott, 

1991). Delving into these tensions generated by theorists who are critical of relying upon 

experience as knowledge formation can in itself be a fruitful site for exploration. Shari Stone-

Mediatore (1998) writes, “We need not rigidly enumerate or prioritize these layers of experience 

to recognize that it is the thickness, the multiplicity, and in particular, the tensions within 

experience that make experience a resource for ‘seeing’ differently” (p. 128). Kamala 

Visweswaran (1994) complicates the utility of experience and the potential it holds in her 

examinations of women’s ethnography, proposing, “the category of ‘experience’ is utilized not to 

pin down the truth of any individual subject, but as a means of reading ideological 

contradictions. It could gauge the processes of subject-constitution in the articulation of the 

individual with master narratives” (p. 99). She utilizes women’s experiences to survey the impact 

of dominant ideology on their construction. Looking to experience while understanding multiple 

consciousness and the ways power relations inform how one lives through the world make it a 

useful tool in movement-building and political engagement. 

 Another debate among feminists that is critical to discussions of women’s narrative is the 

distinction between speaking over others, speaking for them, and speaking with them. Directly, 

Linda Alcoff (1991) writes, “We must ask further questions about [speaking’s] effects, questions 

that amount to the following: will it enable the empowerment of oppressed people?” (p. 29). In 

terms of violence against women, this can look a number of different ways. Speaking for women 

who cannot speak for themselves, including women who have not survived, or women who are 

unfree whether at the hands of the state or the abusive men in their lives, can be done in 
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solidarity and to elevate the lives of the women that society prefers to forget. As a victim 

advocate, I have spoken for women countless times when, at their request, I work towards 

achieving their expressed desires to employers, family, police, and prosecutors. However, 

speaking for others in such a way that misconstrues the meaning of their words and lives, or that 

functions like speaking over them and sapping space as an act of power, does nothing to enable 

women’s empowerment. This can occur even when flows of power are less clear. An example is 

when survivors of violence who feel safer with police involvement focus their activism on 

criminalizing acts of abuse without working to address ways police may create greater harm to 

marginalized women. Another example is when women who do not view their involvement in 

the sex industry as an act of violence speak as if they are in alignment with women who are 

trafficked and those who feel each encounter as an act of rape. In these cases, the agendas of 

those who most closely align with dominant culture take precedence over those that are harder to 

hear and require changes to the ways in which individuals and institutions exploit women.  

By subsuming all experiences into the same understanding, the need to prioritize 

marginalized and hurting voices is lost. Additionally, the very terrain into which women’s voices 

enter can be a space of injury. Gayatri Spivak (1988) looks at the possibility of speech and the 

availability of unobstructed language, and writes, “the assumption and construction of a 

consciousness or subject sustains...and will, in the long run, cohere with the work of imperialist 

subject-constitution, mingling epistemic violence with the advancement of learning and 

civilization. And the subaltern woman will be as mute as ever” (p. 90). Dynamics of power and 

social hierarchy force the question of women’s potential to ever speak on their own terms, or 

only in the words of those who enact domination against their identities and existence.  
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 Ethical debates relate not only to how and in what ways women speak, but what happens 

to them and to those listening when women talk about their experiences with violence. Concern 

about triggering, or being invocative of one’s past experiences with abuse and recreating the 

trauma that surrounds them, are expressed within women’s spaces and in academia. In brief, the 

debates focus around whether the importance of hearing about the horrors women experience 

supersedes women’s individual wellbeing (Halberstam, 2017). I do not find these to be mutually 

exclusive and believe that both needs can be met respectfully. But the concern around upsetting 

women, and especially women who have experienced violence, must also be interrogated. 

Acknowledging both the realities of marginalization as well as the assumption of vulnerability 

imposed by dominant powers, Julie Stubbs (2007) writes, “We need to move beyond polarized 

debates that characterize women either as free agents empowered through choice or as too 

victimized to act in their own interests and to recognize agency as constrained by material 

circumstances and cultural narratives and practices” (p. 180). These points align with concerns 

surrounding the study of violence against women and the use of women’s voices as data, or 

women as community partners in enacting research, as well as women disclosing their own 

experiences with violence towards scholastic ends. Again, a balance must be met between the 

capacity for progress from talking about, listening to, and analyzing women’s testimony, and 

awareness of how the experiences of victims are over-researched, especially in comparison to the 

men who are committing these acts and can thus serve as points of intervention to halt violence. 

These conversations can occur without defaulting to assumptions about the fragility of women. 

As Lisa Fontes (2004) writes, “What one sees as the most respectful stance to take in [violence 

against women] research depends on whether one sees the victims as resilient and able to 

manage anxiety-provoking inquiries or as vulnerable, fragile, and in need of special protections 
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as a vulnerable population” (p. 144). There are discussions within advocacy, activism, and 

research spaces about the utility of a trauma framework in discussing violence against women, 

and specifically rape and sexual assault. Nicola Gavey and Johanna Schmidt (2011) write, “the 

trauma of rape discourse carries a degree of absoluteness that can readily default to a 

presumption of traumatic impact, and then cascades into a set of meanings that formulate a 

unique and lasting cast of damages,” arguing that while an emphasis on the trauma of rape was 

politically and socially necessary, that discourse may also hold a different set of expectations on 

women (p. 449). This consideration adds another layer to questions of ethics in women’s 

narratives. 

Women who have been victimized by male violence and respond to it in any visible or 

public way are told we hold responsibility for how these actions impact the issue as a whole. 

Self-care is often mandated by institutions that do not want or are unable to provide real support 

and care for women, and this is no different for survivors of violence. Women who do the work 

of addressing domestic or sexual abuse are told we are irresponsible if the focus or priority 

between our own stories and the needs of others are skewed from the narrow balance permitted 

by those in power. When women enter into the field of addressing violence against women due 

to our own experiences with it, we are told we are too aggressive, see violence everywhere, or 

project ourselves onto the issue. When women do this work without having experienced it 

personally, they are told they cannot do it correctly or cannot relate to the issue. While all these 

concerns relate to women speaking about or making spectacles of the abuse we experienced, the 

act of putting words to violence is also policed. Women are told our stories need to be 

consumable and introspective, and not show anger to any person or group. They also must 

contain a growth arc and a happy, healed ending to demonstrate women’s potential to return as 
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productive members of the society which created the harm they experienced. Women are told we 

must quietly, calmly, cheerfully endure that which is forced on us. Focusing on the 

responsibilities that are placed on women through our accounts is important in understanding 

privilege and power over others as it relates to violence against women. Looking to the 

imposition of responsibility and blame, and questioning more holistically to whom those sharing 

stories are or should be responsible, elucidates the role of power flows in these processes. 

While some of these responsibilities placed on women who share stories of violence are 

detritus from the imposition of caretaking roles, and the idea that for a woman to be a victim she 

must be perfect or else face blame and judgment, some responsibilities that come from speaking 

aloud should be considered in order to prevent harm. Grace Giorgio (2009) writes on this 

alongside her own experiences, arguing “Autoethnography...demands that we reflect on our 

experiences in larger epistemological and political contexts. With clear intentions, 

autoethnographic writing situates your life, your story, and your capacity to create and incite 

change...we witness the political dimensions to our own personal tragedies” (p. 153-9). This 

means while all gendered responsibilities should be examined critically and read through 

feminist theories on women’s roles, they also should not be confused with accountability in 

movement-building.  

In the following section, I explore three themes that emerge throughout the women’s 

narratives I analyzed. These relate to responsibilities imposed on women who share stories and 

how they intersect with women’s anti-violence work, examining the power relations between 

women and that thread through the narratives, and directing intention around the concept of 

trauma narratives as tools for creating change. Revisiting my focus in these analyses: while it is 

important to talk about the visceral horror of violence against women, to make visible that which 
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our society creates, the opportunities for progress within stories can be found more in how each 

woman survives and continues to live after her experiences, and through continued harm. 

Stronger threads of connection and utility can be identified without re-analyzing details of each 

act. Additionally, as many of the women whose narratives I explore are women of color, I try to 

balance raising up their words and the importance of their lived experiences, especially in the 

often-overgeneralized body of women’s testimony, against appropriating stories and displaying 

violations in such a way that mimics a long and continued trail of white violence that takes a 

similar form. Therefore, as with my own stories, I focus on women’s experiences after, rather 

than describing what happened during, the violence. Or, as Gurba (2017) writes, “the rest of the 

details belong to me” (p. 119).  

Reading Stories 
 
 Responsibilities, Vulnerability, and Professionalism in Stories 

There are more ways that survivors of violence act against the expectations we face, or 

against images of appropriate and responsible behavior, than there are women in the world. Yet 

just as often as these forms of survival are performed, women are punished for how they are 

enacted. Women’s stories are always acknowledging the ways we acted out of turn or against the 

grains of expectations, preemptive to being told that we are making it more difficult to support 

women, that we are hurting the agendas of the parts of the anti-violence movement that have 

locked into the state and its approval, that we aren’t real survivors or that what we survived was 

real but also our own fault. What is considered wisdom is impacted by the power a person holds, 

and the insight and skills a woman develops through her survival are not viewed with the same 

importance as other knowledges.  
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For example, Brison (2002) writes about her concern with always being named as a 

victim and the impact it would have on her work, considering, “I did not want academic work 

(that I had already done) on pornography and violence against women to be dismissed as the 

ravings of an ‘hysterical rape victim’” (p. 91). Instead of her experiences strengthening her 

research, they are viewed as a liability. Gay (2017) introduces a similar discussion by writing, 

“because as a writer who is also a woman, I don’t want to be defined by the worst thing that has 

happened to me...I don’t want my work to be consumed or defined by this terrible something,” 

(p. 38). She acknowledges that women are often seen in one-dimensional ways, and dominant 

understandings of victims do not allow for her talent or professional successes alongside that 

label. While I am generally open about my experiences in academic spaces, I downplay or 

minimize them when working as a service provider. I worry about being automatically precluded 

from this work due to an assumed sensitivity. This has been addressed explicitly when entering 

these spaces, as in being asked about self-care practices during job interviews or being told 

another job candidate was turned down due to her disclosures of abuse. It is also reinforced 

throughout them, like seeing women placed on leave when a violent incident occurs during 

employment, or a silencing of survival techniques that involve controversial acts. This has taught 

me what should or should not be shared, even in spaces that are designed to carry testimony. 

 As much as culture silences the voices of women and makes invisible the trauma that is 

enacted on them by those in power, they also instruct women who have experienced violence 

how we should process those memories. Brison (2002) elucidates this, writing, “As a society, we 

live with the unbearable by pressuring those who have been traumatized to forget and by 

rejecting the testimonies of those who are forced by fate to remember” (p. 57). This is framed as 

a responsibility women have of normalizing violence due to the frequency with which it occurs. 
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We are told to pretend that it hadn’t happened, that it doesn’t continue to happen each day. 

Following Gurba’s assault, she went to a school nurse who instructed her, “These kinds of things 

happen. You’re going to have to get over this. Do you hear me?” (2017, p. 123). This is similar 

to what I heard when musing about the connection between an unhealthy form of coping and my 

healing from a violent injury, where I was instructed to either hide the harm I enacted on myself 

or that which was done to me, as connecting them made me seem weak. During the trial for the 

man who harmed her, Brison (2002) recalls being told by the attorney, “When the trial is over, 

you must forget that this ever happened...you must make an effort” (p. 86). While these 

instructions come from a lack of object permanence about violence, thinking the harm will 

disappear when the act of injury is out of sight, they can also occur when dominant beliefs are 

assumed to be universal. When Mailhot was told by her counselor that she needed to forgive 

abusive men for herself, she found that frame difficult to reconcile with her experiences. She 

writes, “In white culture, forgiveness is synonymous with letting go. In my culture, I believe we 

carry pain until we can reconcile with it through ceremony. Pain is not framed like a problem 

with a solution” (Mailhot, 2018, p. 29). As Mailhot describes, the imposition of one particular 

response to trauma is tied to racism and white supremacy, and the overgeneralization of ways to 

process experiences. The theme of forgetting, and the importance of moving on from experiences 

of violence rather than healing by better understanding harm, continues to be circulated 

throughout cultural discourse even as it causes women to stumble over their stories and the 

expectations around them.  

Forgetting gains importance in women’s anti-violence work when we initiate or continue 

with it after experiencing abuse. A focus on vicarious trauma, triggers, and other ways of 

medicalizing violence against women and removing it from its political context creates a chasm 
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between women. “Being an advocate-survivor is not always viewed in a positive way,” Leila 

Wood (2017) learned from her interviews with service providers. “Concerns about boundaries, 

healing, triggers, and not being ready to hear survivors’ stories were voiced as potential 

problems” (p. 324). These precautions can inhibit the progressive potential in women sharing 

stories with each other and learning that we are not alone in our experiences. Seeking out these 

stories can also help women understand these experiences. Gurba (2017) writes that she felt 

discouraged to think about the other woman her attacker killed. Despite this, she says, “My 

brain, though, wanted to think about her. My brain was obsessed with her (p. 157). Later, Gurba 

describes finally being able to address the ghost of this woman with something near to closure. It 

is a strategy of conquering or colonization to disrupt the forming of alliances over shared 

concerns; keeping marginalized people from speaking about their oppression makes it more 

difficult to identify the pervasiveness of the issue and to demand change. Individual safety that is 

prioritized when taking these steps towards insulating women from trauma should not come at 

the expense of progress for women as a class. Again, this requires a balance. 

Women studying or providing services related to violence are told it is our responsibility 

to take care of ourselves and to watch for signs of burnout, which is often defined by being over-

saturated in trauma and having it either pluck at our own experiences or cause us to turn numb to 

the ways the world treats women. Self-care used in this way takes the place of support provided 

through the institutions to which one is connected; it is a way of telling women that it is their 

responsibility to handle their emotions like afterhours homework, rather than framing the 

repeated exposure to horror as a workplace hazard that requires a response (Wilkin & Hillock, 

2014). Women who do not prioritize that self-care component are framed as not doing their job 

correctly, which is where the cautions around survivors enacting this work typically form. There 
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are too few instructions for how sharing and hearing stories can strengthen whatever drive 

brought us here. There is also little institutional guidance on how to support employees who take 

on this emotionally charged work.   

I am typically very busy at work, but one day I spent hours just running. I was 

multitasking, on the phone handling a more urgent situation about getting a woman to a safe 

house while checking police reports from the last few days to see if any needed a response. 

Distractedly scrolling through a case that had been described in the dispatch log as someone 

receiving harassing text messages, I opened the first attached document to find contact 

information. There are police protocols for handling sensitive images in general, as they 

shouldn’t be easily accessible, and this is especially the case for images of minors. However, 

because of a slip from the records department staff who hadn’t seen what they were scanning in, 

evidence that should have been sealed was not: the file that I opened contained dozens of images 

of a very young girl being raped by a man, which had been sent to harass the woman who filed 

the report. I closed the folder and stayed on the phone, finishing the housing situation. With 

stilted steps and continuous gulping, I continued my work and went to fax a court order, feeling 

the hurt or touch those images invoked prodding against my skin.  

My initial thought was I had to tell someone about the error so the images could be 

removed, instead of re-victimizing the child with every look. I also knew I needed to talk to 

someone who would understand what had just occurred. I hesitated as I wondered if I would be a 

liability for being so shaken. If there is someone who would not be impacted by those images I 

would not want to know them, but I worried I was too soft, and how obvious it would be that this 

tenderness was connected to my own memories of similar scenes. I also worried that I should be 

worried about how this would tap at my work as an advocate, or how these feelings may be 
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exacerbated by the writing of this paper and others like it. What weighted me down most was 

anticipation of the perceptions people would have about these overlaps, and it prevented me from 

knowing myself. I didn’t think how the rage, sadness, fire, and hurt that filled me could be 

productive to this work, and in understanding violence and my place in that world. That initial 

response informed by authoritative views of violence and trauma stuck around and prevented me 

from talking about that exposure or the ways it pushed at my work and my own stories. This 

lasted until I had a case that involved a child of a similar age as the one in the pictures. She and I 

played with stuffed bears on the courtroom floor and somewhere in those moments, I finally 

allowed myself to feel the travesties of these men’s violence, and how they impacted her, and 

me, and the other child, and every woman in that courtroom. What I had expected would infuse 

feelings of hopelessness and fear instead gave me an energy I had forgotten I held while doing 

this work. There was no liability, even though dominant narratives had predicted weakness or 

‘bias.’ 

A woman’s subject position and the biases that accompany it not only inform the ways 

she interprets her own experiences and how they fit into the larger narrative of violence against 

women, but also impact how she interacts with the trauma of others. The conversations between 

women and the potentials that accompany them are complicated by these dynamics where power 

and agenda take precedence. Not infrequently, women with whom I work as an advocate ask me, 

“Have you been through this?” I redirect rather than answer; previously, this was due to the 

policies of the nonprofits who employed me, and currently as I am alone in my role without 

supervision or guidance, it is out of habit. If I pause for even a moment to consider the power 

that would be in a ‘yes,’ it’s hard for me to see reasons why it shouldn’t be spoken. At the same 

time, because advocacy and survivor support has entered the realm of the therapeutic, enacted by 
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social workers more than activists and organizers, it’s hard to imagine a situation where such a 

disclosure wouldn’t sit between us like a rude remark, inhibiting any collaborative steps towards 

the client’s wellbeing. Instead, I try to offer the kind of support that could only come from a 

person who has lived through violence and, without knowing the specifics of what another 

woman is feeling or how it is influenced by her life, hope to signal that experience anyways.  

There can be healing power in solidarity and connection. Women hearing other stories of 

trauma feel that they are not entirely alone in their experiences; when isolation plays such a 

critical role in acts of abuse and oppression, that coalition can be momentous. Gay (2017) writes 

about the first time she found connection to other victims online, and how it brought some 

satisfaction to her goals of being less visible while not being alone. She names this connection as 

a place where she learned about her own trauma and then, later, discusses how her story joins to 

other women’s testimony: “I share parts of my story, and this sharing becomes part of something 

bigger, a collective testimony of people who have painful stories...I believe in the importance of 

sharing histories of violence” (Gay, 2017, p. 40). Brison (2002) also discusses this importance, 

writing, “it is so difficult for survivors to recover when others are unwilling to listen to what they 

endured” (p. 51). She argues that it is not just the joining to others, but also being listened to and 

understood, that holds importance in testifying.  

I worked as a legal assistant for an organization focused on gaining clemency for women 

who murdered their abusers in self-defense. In this role, I alternated between visiting and 

interviewing the women, and shuffling through decades-old boxes bent at the burden of the case 

information contained inside. These looked like assemblages of seemingly irrelevant or unrelated 

papers, photos, letters, and bills, and oftentimes I would become familiar with them before 

meeting the women whose stories they held. One of the women had the most thorough and 
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organized file, and I felt like I knew so much of her life (and there is so much to her life,) but 

without ever knowing her. I knew about her surgeries, graphic and anatomical accounts of her 

abuse, and that her two prison violations related to injury-related medical concerns. I knew what 

she was wearing the night her husband died and how much life insurance she would have 

received. I didn’t know how her voice sounded, or how she looked at you when she spoke. There 

was a phrase in a letter she wrote that I wanted to copy down, but got distracted and forgot. It 

was something like, ‘Boy, was he an evil man!’ in perfect cursive, symmetrically slanted into the 

paper lines, punctuated by descriptions of terror. Women are so strong, I remember thinking, 

despite how much could be hidden behind delicacy. I was always ready to have any mental 

image or ideas absolutely shattered, but with her it was difficult to construct one. From going 

through this woman’s history in such an intimate but removed way, before meeting her, I felt like 

I understood her strength but not her as a person. It was a different take on the power dynamics 

inherent in service provision, and to the different positions we were in. When we did connect, 

there was no context-appropriate exchange in which we spoke about the similarities in what was 

done to us and how we fought back, or to understand our differences, and any thoughts she in 

turn had about me or my life were incomplete. I don’t know if there would have been an 

individual benefit to have done so, but exposing the frequency of these patterns may help to 

shake the stigma and harden the power of coalition. It also would have felt more balanced. 

Taking strength from this woman’s words and the ways she survived without returning any did 

not feel aligned to this work or my reasons for it. 

There is a concern that supposing one could connect through trauma, or that trauma can 

ever be truly shared, forces a false universality of violence against women. Relying upon 

women’s narratives of the harms men enact on them touches on what Wendy Brown (1993) calls 
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“wounded attachments.” This critique is clarified by Jessica Cadwallader (2013) who amends, 

“The problem [is] with the forms of remembering which have become dominant, remembering 

that permitted wounded attachments to only become politically significant in individualised 

ways, effectively keeping the ways that they testify to on-going injustice from the ‘realm of 

political action,’” adding both over- and under-generalization as concerns that must be addressed 

(p. 265). Gurba (2017) refers to other victims, but specifically the woman who was killed by the 

man who harmed Gurba, as ghosts that have taken hold on her life. She writes on how this 

woman lives within her, that she had to die so that Gurba could live. Gurba attributes this 

framework to guilt she holds about the woman’s harm. While this connection is a complicated 

mixture of emotions, Gurba does not define it as being necessarily rehabilitative or healthy. 

Rather, she describes it as an inevitability, writing “It’s OK for ghosts to exist through me. It has 

to be” (Gurba, 2017, p. 175). By dissolving one woman into another Gurba acknowledges, 

critiques, and accepts the interchangeability of women who have been subjected to violence due 

to the frequency with which this occurs. While this is important to acknowledge, the progressive 

potential in this frame of reference is limited when women’s stories are separated.  

It can be frustrating to speak with others who study, work in, or have experienced 

violence when you aren’t using the same definitions. Because the ways experiences are 

interpreted and understood are dependent on the context in which they originate, a context that 

changes not just person to person but moment by moment, people can feel similar things but 

have wildly different ways of discussing them. While unintentional, these variations can cause 

pain. A woman may feel her experiences are being minimized if another who had been touched 

by something similar was more ready to dismiss her own story. Women who survive violence are 

also often told we are minimizing our experiences if we don’t act sufficiently traumatized. In 
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some cases this is true, for compounded reasons related to women’s socialization and the stigma 

around violence, but sometimes a woman looks at her own story and decides, for that moment at 

least, that it is not going to take on a particular labeling. Breanne Fahs (2016) discusses the 

significance of naming experiences on multiple levels, writing, “In the case of women’s sexual 

trauma experiences, their accounts require a deeper consideration of not only whether labeling 

benefits them, but also the political, power-laden purposes of such labeling” (p. 69). When 

conversations about labeling happen between women who are immersed in these languages and 

the ways they are carried around, it can get even more tense.  

I am hesitant to discuss an instance where this occurred and its fallout for worry about re-

prioritizing what feels like a non-event. It is important to examine this pattern of dialogue, 

though, and the implications it can have for the movement and this work, as well as the lives of 

the women wounded through similar instances. Shortly after an event that left me hurt, I tried 

discussing it with a friend, rolling over the mixture of feelings through our words, and said that I 

was tired at the anticipation of having to handle this story. She responded, “Then drop it.” She 

hadn’t meant I should forget it, but rather that I should not worry about how to categorize the 

incident and fit it into my memories. This shifting of labeling was not unique for me, but doing 

so has been made to feel connected to my work in significant ways. I was told by someone to 

imagine a client was telling my story, and how I would respond if she didn’t name it as violence. 

Another person asked me to recite my definition of abuse and its theoretic base to help me find 

the holes in it that allow this situation to slip through. When I refuse to categorize experiences as 

abuse or violence, it is not to discredit those who have experienced something similar nor is it a 

pass to the person who enacted behavior that toed the line. We need more substantial definitions 
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of harm than our language currently permits, and better expectations around what is considered 

healthy behavior.  

However, these things can occur separate from a renaming of women’s experiences. Gay, 

Gurba, and Mailhot each describe instances that could be categorized as abuse or assault if 

removed from the narrator, yet each woman refuses that labeling for different reasons related to 

control and a comparison to the other abuses described as such. Gay (2017) explains this, writing 

“it’s a shame that the measure is what is not so bad instead of what is thriving and good...I work 

from a place of gratitude for the bare minimum” (p. 247). Despite discussing this comparison as 

causing frustration, she does not amend it or change her labeling. In the situation I’m imagining, 

the mixture of complications related to sexuality, the blame that I feel owed, and the 

comparisons I hold to other, more brutal acts justifies my refusal to name it as violence even as I 

know doing so could be an act of connection and solidarity for others whose trauma includes 

similar situations.  

When these conflicts play out in testimony, they highlight the importance of dialogue 

between women and of truly listening. Royster (1996) articulates how this listening should look, 

writing, “The goal is not, ‘You talk, I talk.’ The goal is better practices so that we can exchange 

perspectives, negotiate meaning, and create understanding with the intent of being in a good 

position to cooperate, when, like now, cooperation is absolutely necessary” (p. 38). It circles the 

importance of context and implication within collaboration, and how listening to other women 

can facilitate that. 

Power Within and Between Stories 

Abuse of women is about misogyny, but it’s also about the many layers of oppression 

that women face. Rebecca Wanzo (2009) argues, “victims of color place into stark relief the 
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kinds of complexities and causal factors that simple stories about the reasons for victimization of 

children and women cannot accommodate,” showing that limiting violence against women to 

singular identities does not deliver a full view of the issue and ignores potential points of 

intervention (p. 206). These conversations must embrace the complexities that layers of identity 

and history bring forth; this relates to both the woman victim as well as the perpetrator. hooks 

(1990) states, “women feel rage at their victimizers; they do not absolve them even as they seek 

to understand and to respond in ways that will enrich the struggle to end domination – so that 

sexism, sexist violence, racism, and racist violence will cease to be an everyday happening” (p. 

64). Layers of oppression and histories of trauma do not excuse acts of violence against women, 

but they must be addressed in order to fully understand this cultural phenomenon, its meaning, 

and potential avenues for preventing abuse. By centering stories that are complicated beyond the 

one-dimensional narrative of ideal or consumable survivorship, honest, messy analyses of 

oppressor or oppressed can occur alongside the benefits that arise from piecing apart layers of 

privilege. Aída Hurtado (1989) claims, “Neither a valid analysis of women's subordination nor 

an ethnically and racially diverse feminist movement is likely to emerge if white middle-class 

feminists do not integrate their own privilege from association with white men into their analysis 

of gender subordination” (p. 854-5). The streams of power that interact in instances of violence 

and their aftermath are important to consider, but they are not the only space that requires 

awareness of cultural hierarchies. These dynamics must be acknowledged between women and 

the ways we speak to, with, and about one another.  These conversations provide context to our 

interpretations, and can serve as a way to prevent continued subjugation among women through 

our narratives. 
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Women’s stories of surviving through violence are also given different weight depending 

on where they fit against dominant norms and supremacy. Rather than celebrating all women’s 

survival and acknowledging the barriers we face, women who have access to social privileges 

are viewed as stronger or more important, just as our suffering is viewed as more legible. 

Mailhot (2018) writes, “Resilience seems ascribed to a human conditioning in white people,” 

discussing how particular language or affirmation is reserved for white people who have lived 

through trauma, and how that restriction translates to the ways in which Indigenous women 

conceptualize strength (p. 7). Gurba (2017) also writes on how both her survival and the 

experiences of other women could be twisted when met with racism, combined with privileges 

related to resources and immigration status. Itemizing these between her and a woman who did 

not survive, she writes, “She wound up dead. I mostly didn’t...It’s not fair that I’ve had so much 

privilege. And by privilege I mean life,” drawing a line from the different ways racism impacted 

them both as Latina women, intersecting through other Gurba’s class and education privileges, to 

her survival (Gurba, 2017, p. 112). The role of racism in responses to women’s violence has been 

well-documented. This ranges from tangible actions, like the under-representation and 

minimization of bruise documentation in women of color, to ideologies and racist tropes 

decreasing empathy for survivors (Deutsch et al., 2017; Franklin and Garza, 2018). This not only 

informs the experiences of women who share their stories or seek support, but also contributes to 

dominant images of survivors that serve to reinforce the harms that structure them.  

To remain silent to the dynamics of racism within violence against women silences 

women of color, and creates further barriers to liberation for women whose gendered violences 

are entwined with assaults originating from racial dynamics. More action is required beyond just 

acknowledging hierarchies within women’s oppression. Min-Zhan Lu (1999) writes on the ways 
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talking about privilege must go beyond just its naming, claiming, “the tension between 

individual agency and collective goals of ending oppression is at the heart of critical affirmation. 

Without that tension, reflection on one another's paradox of privilege would turn into...recitations 

of our privileged locations [used to] displace rather than accompany responsible re-searching of 

the experiences and insight” (p. 189). Brison attempts to do this work; beyond just naming her 

privileges, Brison acknowledges that she is in a better position to take on the precarious and 

risky work of telling her story with the goal of moving these limits forward, yet also examines 

the ways that privilege dictates how her story will be heard.  

There is another kind of silencing that takes the form of hyper-awareness. Cultivated in a 

white supremacist society rife with racist tropes, some women’s accounts of the violence they 

have experienced can be embedded into them as individuals or a group due to a naturalization 

and expectation of violence. Mailhot (2018) re-visits this throughout her memoir as she 

acknowledges the ways her story will be read through a racist, white lens built on assumptions of 

Indigenous people. She tries to extricate her father from these assumptions, correcting, “I don’t 

write this to put him to rest but to resurrect him as a man, when public record portrays him as a 

drunk, a monster, and a transient” (Mailhot, 2018, p. 87).  Assuming violence on women of color 

can be seen, and reinforced through its repetition despite the opposite intention, when white, 

class-privileged women supplement their stories of violence with an acknowledgement that ‘this 

isn’t supposed to happen to women like me.’ While violence against women transcends all 

identity categories and affiliations, how misogyny reacts with other forms of bigotry augments 

the violence that women experience. This acknowledgement is very different from any 

assumption that privileged women don’t experience abuse, both linguistically and in meaning. 

Rather than creating a firm line of me versus them, privileged women who experience violence 
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can wield these privileges and the ways we fit within society’s definitions of acceptable and 

responsible victimhood to erode those assumptions. This is also the case when one’s story is 

privileged over others. 

When we talk to anyone about the methods we used to live and survive, it is natural to 

hide the vulnerable parts, the ones that make your skin prickle up or that would send people out 

of the room if shown in a film. But we all have these pieces. I also hear, frequently, women start 

any honest disclosure with, “I’m not supposed to say this, but –” or, “I know this is bad, however 

–” and then speak secrets that root them further into isolation despite these messy survival 

techniques being another feature from which we may find connection. Service providers will 

sometimes urge women who have experienced violence to pause before seeking more public 

forms of support (including support groups, speakouts, all the things that can help women hear 

one another) until they get past the less stable aspects of healing. It is women’s assumed 

responsibility to suture the leaking parts of our stories and healing processes, even around those 

who should recognize them. There are some things we are only supposed to share with doctors 

and therapists, a shadow of the medicalization of women’s lives and the silencing of responses to 

misogyny throughout history.  

Gay (2017), after disclosing certain behaviors she enacts in extended response to trauma, 

writes, “Most of us have these versions of ourselves that terrify us...We have these shames we 

keep to ourselves because to show ourselves as we are, no more and no less, would be too much” 

(p. 188). Mailhot (2018) speaks directly to the judgment she faces for the ways she experiences 

trauma, and claims, “Pain is faster than light, and I wish people would not fault me for things I 

can’t forget or explain” (p. 97). The shame and fault they identify is due in part to others forming 

their own narratives or explanations for women’s experiences and methods for coping. While 
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hiding the parts of oneself that are most harshly judged can be self-protective, a wider sharing of 

the unspeakable could weaken the assumptions of dominant society. However, women can also 

use the jolt of disclosures in ways that strengthen harmful beliefs. 

The confirmation hearings for Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh, when his history 

did not disqualify him, turned to a rudimentary debate over whether or not the sexual abuse of 

women was acceptable. As part of the media coverage, Kellyanne Conway, adviser to Donald 

Trump, told CNN’s Jake Tapper that she had experienced sexual violence. Conway said, “I’m a 

victim of sexual assault. I don’t expect Judge Kavanaugh or Jake Tapper or [Senator] Jeff Flake 

or anybody to be held responsible for that. You have to be responsible for your own conduct” 

(quoted in Zaveri, 2018). In this moment, Conway’s disclosure served a particular political 

purpose, one with necessary nuance. Conway acknowledged she was among the millions of 

women in the U.S. who have experienced violence, claiming her place in that platform and as 

such a feeling of entitlement to speak for and about these issues. In this case, her role was stated 

as a performance to justify her support of abusers and rapists. However, it may also have come 

about as an urgent frustration while a man purported to teach Conway about the ethics of sexual 

violence. It may have also been a show of solidarity to women with regressive or bigoted 

political views who have been victims of violence and who are without support from their 

ideological peers. This forces the understanding that surviving violence does not make one a 

moral or ethical person, and that just as women may use their stories to advance feminist values, 

others may do so to quash them. Rather than those with different political agendas picking and 

choosing which traumas they want to acknowledge, all women’s stories should be heard with the 

understanding that social context is critical to their interpretation and that violence against 

women transcends political leanings, as it does any other behavioral or identitarian category. 
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Conway’s public disclosure cannot be separated from her role as supporter of a president and 

administration that harms women. It also cannot be viewed separately from the privileges she 

holds from her whiteness and class, the ways those privileged positions work to subjugate others, 

and her own acts of racism and promoting racist violence. Discussing her only as a survivor, or 

only as someone perpetuating harm, does not cover all the possibilities for how her story of 

abuse can be and has been wielded. The ways her statement implied women are responsible for 

their experiences with abuse may be a result of her political affiliations and rhetorical mission, it 

may have been related to her views of herself alongside the experiences of violence, and most 

likely it was some combination or overlap of both alongside other histories, backgrounds, and 

agendas.  

A manicuring of one’s stories can result in a sanitization of violence narratives, where 

those that seem more consumable by hegemonic standards are allowed to push out those that are 

honest to complications and the collective experiences of women. In intentionally hiding stories 

of continued damage, survivors can front as someone intact, resilient, and tuned towards a 

fantasy version of survival crafted by the systems that create injury. They can also push against 

that role. Tami Spry (1995) writes, “the measure of dignity and integrity afforded the survivor is 

there to perpetuate further submission to and gain further admission into the master's house. The 

badge of courage is a master's tool, it will not dismantle” (p. 30). When experiences are used for 

both exploitation and validation, emphasizing or withholding any aspect can feel deeply 

consequential. Both in my past and through the ways violence still impacts me, I’ve relied on 

ways of living that are deemed irresponsible of victims. This includes typical coping 

mechanisms, the many ways of harming oneself as punishment for being one of the women to 

survive, but most visibly my irresponsible behaviors as a victim relate to reacting. I am someone 
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who fights back, defined loosely, and not usually successfully. While women are punished for all 

forms of self-defense, people are less likely to forgive or even understand the need to defend 

oneself when there is not a visible, present risk as defined by a ‘rational’ person (Jacobsen & 

D’Orio, 2015). But because acts like sexual and domestic violence are ways that all men 

subjugate all women, even those who haven’t enacted or experienced violence, there have been 

times when the identification of a current risk has been blurrier.  

Both Mailhot and Gay discuss acts of violence against men in ways that could be read as 

self-defense, or as acts of aggression. Read in context and understood alongside trauma, threats, 

and defense would be different than if the acts were simply listed. These moments highlight how 

crucial it is for service providers and researchers to fully listen to women. Without that exposure, 

women in need of support may be denied services, forced to face the legal system, or be 

categorized in such a way that misrepresents the intricacies of abuse. In a current cultural 

moment that emphasizes gender neutrality, even in feminist spaces, I have frequently heard talk 

of how all violence is violence and all is equally bad, even in self-defense. This ignores the 

dynamics of oppression, power, and domination that play out in all forms of violence against 

women, and is another way to make women responsible for men’s actions, and to be held to a 

different set of expectations. This disavowal can be as surface-level as scorning women who 

draw attention to patriarchal violence as ‘man-hating,’ through the rejection and punishment of 

women who have taken fist or weapon to those who harmed them. When a woman fights back, 

that she could even be abused is questioned; this is especially pronounced when followed by 

racist beliefs around femininity and how that term is defined. Concretely, this can be linked to 

the dramatic uptick in women arrested for domestic violence against male partners when they are 

acting in self-defense (Larance et al., 2019; Miller and Becker, 2019). Silencing or 
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misinterpreting these survival methods perpetuates the harms experienced by women who enact 

them.  

People need to listen to and support survivors whose responses to trauma are not 

considered socially acceptable. In my advocacy and activism, I try not to center my own 

experiences, and to acknowledge that so much of how I am read and understood as a victim is 

due to the privileges I hold. I also feel it is important to include, within stories of the violences 

I’ve experienced, the continuing, residual impact, the messy parts we’re supposed to hide. This is 

not to insist anything like ‘even I struggle sometimes,’ because that reinforces the idea that 

different modes of survival hold a hierarchy of values. Rather, it’s important to address how 

every way of living through violence is difficult, and that people judge some of those difficulties 

depending on the form they take and how closely they align to what society deems abject. The 

privileges and vulnerabilities that women face in their lives also direct the safety one has in 

sharing testimonies of abuse. There are some aspects of my identities, experiences, and their 

intersections that make it easier or more difficult to speak out. Between these, it’s important to 

strike a balance of not drowning out stories with one’s own but also not leaving it solely up to 

women who carry one kind of story to shoulder the risk of speaking publicly. This also relates to 

knowing when to step back, and when a woman’s story may cloud over others due to the 

privileges she holds. While women’s stories of trauma should not be policed in order to ensure 

they reach a set level of progress, we can urge ourselves to think more critically about the labor 

our narratives undertake, and prevent the harms inherent to maintaining hierarchies of survival. 

This is important not only between survivors sharing their stories, but those who are providing 

support to women who have experienced violence or enact activism around the cause. These 

stories and the ways they engage public consciousness similarly aid in defining the issue and the 
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movement; women in positions of power who allow their stories to crowd out others can serve to 

reinforce these hierarchies and ideals. Though women whose stories fit within the more 

consumable confines of standardized exploitation and resilience should not be silenced, we must 

also be cognizant of the space we take up so as not cause harm to others through our own 

healing.  

Reach and Impact of Stories 

Women do not always have control over who takes up their stories and under what 

banner, but when stories enter into discourse already fixed with the considerations of what they 

may yield or how they may be used, this appropriation can be limited. Narratives of violence can 

serve as an appendage with much further reach or circulation than an individual can carry. While 

one narrative of violence could not have the same meaning alone as it finds when spoken 

alongside the voices of other women who have been harmed, it is also true that the story is 

always connected to and dependent on the individual woman who experienced it. Gay (2017) 

starts her memoir by writing, “I am not brave or heroic. I am not strong. I am not special. I am 

one woman who has experienced something countless women have experienced...having this 

kind of story is utterly common” (p. 39).  Because of her professional success, activism, and 

talent as a writer, one of Gay’s concerns in sharing her story is that she will be viewed as a 

particular kind of woman and survivor that other women are held against, and that her narrative 

may be used to undermine the extent of violence instead of examining “how much suffering is 

born of sexual violence, how far-reaching the repercussions can be” (2017, p. 39). At the same 

time, Gay writes that different aspects of her life, identity, and behavior that don’t fit within 

dominant ideals of survivorship are used to discredit or further harm her. Gay’s experiences and 

her frame of reference in conceptualizing them are also deeply influenced and defined through 
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the racism and homophobia she faces. In this acknowledgement, Gay allows for the 

complications of hierarchies that arise when women are compared to one another as a form of 

judgment. Acknowledging these dynamics furthers understanding of how privilege and 

oppression play out in sharing stories, and how the same narrative that could reinforce a 

neoliberal, self-sufficiency moral can also help combat them.  

In the first year of one of my academic programs, some institutional changes left the 

department worried about the ability to financially support students as long as had been 

anticipated. We were encouraged to look at other funding streams, and different jobs. When I 

was contacted about the potential to secure a scholarship based on overcoming hardship as a way 

to help the funding worries, I said I would meet to discuss it as I wanted to support the 

department but had some privacy and safety concerns, and wondered if my story was enough. 

When we met to talk about these details, a department member asked me, “How are you going to 

pimp yourself for me?” The unknown context and meaning to her words, how they threaded 

through the story I was about to tell, made me laugh aloud. When I explained this, I was met 

with an awkward confusion that quickly bypassed my disclosure. I began exchanging drafts of 

the scholarship essay for feedback, the file titled ‘selfexploitation.doc.’ The linear notes and edits 

I received pointed to the missing parts where I was supposed to have survived and thrived – the 

actual word that was used was ‘overcome.’ Alyson Miller (2012), writing on the appeal of 

trauma memoirs, claims, “Transforming trauma into a motivational ethos...capitalise[s] on a self-

help trend that uses suffering as a means of personal development through access to the 'true'” (p. 

95). I was supposed to speak of the ways I moved beyond the violence that was within and 

beside me, and to show how well my wounds had healed even though the prodding and gush of 

them was my initial push into this work. There was a particular survivor image I was supposed to 
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cultivate; that I was still living, able to walk to class, feed my cat and sometimes myself, and 

write an analysis of that which gave me the ‘survivor’ label as if it were a story I read once was 

not enough for them. I struggled against these words, and felt while part of me understood what 

was requested, the meatier, deeper part refused to acknowledge that directive to the point of 

willful misunderstanding. As Gay (2017) writes, “You can’t look up to me. I’m a fucking mess” 

(p. 199). This was not the first time I had written about my experiences, but the others had a 

different agenda behind them. When I wrote about the violence men enacted on me I cultivated 

something I would jokingly name as ‘unsexy craziness.’ It was the kind of survival that 

prohibited any inspiration. This too was not always true, and it served as a different kind of 

currency.  

Regarding the reframing of trauma narratives, Gurba (2017) writes about a ‘chaos of 

memories’ that allow her to reveal scattered facts of her abuse and to hide the others. Her frame 

for this is that “By denying certain events a place in the historic record, there’s a certain denial of 

truth. With that denial comes dignity” (p. 154). Brison (2002) describes the different forms 

speech can take when reciting trauma, and draws a distinction between a narration of what 

occurred and a performance of the emotions it invoked. She writes, “the performative, healing 

aspect of trauma testimonies is distinct from their functioning as reports of historic fact...the 

description might succeed in describing the world as it was, even if the performative fails 

because of infelicitous conditions” (Brison, 2002, p. 72). As I struggled with this recounting, it 

was not the historic facts but the performance that failed me. It was the political implications and 

impact of these kinds of positive lies (or, kindly, distortions) that led them to sit sour in the back 

of my mouth as I listened to and read other women’s stories of violence. There was something 

about being asked to further the image of responsible victims that I couldn’t do, especially when 
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it felt so untrue to me. Years later, what has stayed on was hearing, in the most direct and explicit 

way, what people thought would make stories worth understanding. 

Women’s stories of trauma can be utilized with or without their consent to push a 

particular agenda. Given that those in positions of power have more ability and propensity to 

appropriate one’s experiences of subordination, this can often lead to women’s stories being 

utilized to continue their own oppression or that of others. For example, women’s experiences 

with sexual violence have a history and current practice of being utilized to justify racist violence 

or instances of white supremacy. While discussing the imagined need for a wall along the U.S.-

Mexico border, Donald Trump infamously referred to Mexican immigrants as rapists in order to 

promote his racist agenda. This is despite the evidence that high rates of sexual violence at the 

U.S.-Mexico border are linked to restrictive immigration policies and those who exploit women 

attempting to cross, as well as to abuse enacted through U.S. Border Patrol including by agents 

(Ferguson, Price, and Parks, 2010; Falcon, 2001). The feigned concern about violence against 

women is also despite Trump’s own widely known history of enacting sexual violence against 

women and girls. While this is a frequent refrain that he has utilized to justify policy, Trump also 

provided more explicit descriptions of women being trafficked at the border, saying, “They come 

in. They nab women. They grab them. They put tape over their mouth. They tie their hands. They 

have tape over their mouths, electrical tape, usually blue tape, as they call it,” and “Tying up 

women, putting tape in their mouths. They tie up women, taping them out. Women are tied up. 

They're bound. They have women in the backseat of the cars with duct tape all over the place” 

(CNN, 2019). While the situation does not match what we know about sex trafficking (“a search 

of the [trafficking] database found only 26 cases that included kidnapping charges and 29 that 

involved smuggling. There was only one case, in 2012, that mentioned ‘duct tape’ — but that 
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took place in Atlanta and involved a victim being required to wear duct tape during sex” 

[Kessler, 2019]), the ways it distally relates to the experiences of women forced into sexual labor 

may indicate that he heard and re-interpreted and re-imagined someone’s real testimony in ways 

that have been dramatized and sexualized from patriarchal media or his own experiences abusing 

women. Or, he’s narrating his own fantasies of assault. This danger exists whenever a story 

enters public consciousness, but the potential strength is in finding utility and meaning beyond 

this.  

As Audre Lorde (1977) writes, "I have come to believe over and over again that what is 

most important to me must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it 

bruised or misunderstood" (p. 40). She argues that rejecting silence, despite the risks it holds, is 

liberatory due to the fact that those in power stifle speech or impose their own. Words about 

harm enter into the public space that helped create them, and while these words may be turned to 

continue injury, persistence in speaking out is the only way to halt this. However, this speaking 

must be done with awareness to the agendas it could reinforce. 

Throughout Heart Berries (2018), Mailhot repeats that her story was maltreated. The first 

words she uses to introduce her testimony say as much. She writes that the story couldn’t look 

the way she wanted, which was “sparse and interested in blank space,” like Salish art (p. 48). 

Instead, she writes that she “learned how story was always meant to be for Indian women: 

immediate and necessary and fearless, like all good lies” and that “there can’t be ambiguity in 

the details of this story” (Mailhot, 2018, p. 5, 67). Because of this she relies on detail and 

dialogue even as she questions the timeline and consequence of her narrative. In her account, the 

space she allows to carry that sparseness is where the memory of her childhood abuse resurfaces; 

in this retelling, there is innuendo and implication without naming what occurred. Related to this, 
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Mailhot wonders about the ways her story may be misappropriated to further stereotypes and 

damage, writing, “As an Indian woman, I resist the urge to bleed out on a page...It is my politic 

to write the humanity in my characters, and subvert the stereotype. Isn’t that my duty as an 

Indian writer?” (2018, p. 82). In reference to surviving violence, both her and her mother’s 

experiences with it, Mailhot tries to speak without flourish or instilling meaning, as “Making 

Indian women inhuman is a problem for me. We’ve become too symbolic and never real 

enough” (p. 83). Fighting stereotypes related to her Indigenous culture is important to Mailhot’s 

telling of her trauma, noting the way stories like hers can be misappropriated. At the same time, 

she does not separate her different identities apart in discussing the causes and implications of 

her exposures to trauma, rooting them firmly in patterns of colonization and the disconnect in 

fitting disparate ways of viewing the world within dominant culture. The spaces Mailhot leaves 

in her story are not absences; the intentional negative space she leaves is an opposition to the 

mass constructed of racism and conquest, and like the Salish art she references, the full image 

emerges from what is not there. 

How one perceives their experiences is informed by the context in which they originated 

and that space from which women process them afterwards. Because of this, memories and their 

meanings appear to be fluid as they change and adapt. This dynamic has been critiqued in myriad 

spaces, from the legal system during victim testimony to post-structuralist feminist theorists 

arguing against ideas of objectivity. Embracing the changes that occur in stories and their 

interpretations lends insight into the utility of listening to these narratives and the productive 

space they can occupy in social movements. Rather than focusing on what we know and learn 

from within and throughout our bodies, sharing stories of violence and the ways they differ 

produces knowledge about the context in which stories originate. Visweswaran (1994) argues, 
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“how we think we know what we know is neither transparent nor innocent” (p. 80). Exploring 

these spaces benefits the roles of those supporting women who have experienced violence and 

those studying the phenomena, especially when the women in those spaces have also been 

victims. Looking to the ways in which experiences are interpreted leads to a refusal of 

hierarchies or the segmenting of women’s lives and instead can lend itself to more expansive 

connections among women and deeper awareness – rather than lip service or its use as a 

buzzword – to the importance of intersectionality in these conversations. Not only are women’s 

experiences informed by the intersections of identities, resiliencies, and oppressions in the 

moments of violence, but there is a temporal aspect to how these factors mutate experiences as 

well.  

Experiences are understood through the continued activity and developed understandings 

of the women who have them, and by the responses women receive from those who listen to us 

and the ways we in turn hear the accounts of other women. Understanding them in this context 

may be self-protective as well. Gurba (2017) describes disclosing her rape to her friends, and 

intentionally minimizing what occurred. One of her friends, who is also Latina, attributed her 

reported nonchalance to her ethnicity in a way that sounded proud, which made Gurba then 

“proud of my Latinaness. Of our Latinaness” (2017, p. 128). This minimization (described by her 

as “contextualizing it as NBD”) of the trauma involved in her abuse does not make Gurba’s other 

instances of difficult processing and pain she felt from the acts of violence insignificant, but it 

also does not mean that the ‘NBD’ framing was untrue when doing so felt uplifting against the 

continued marginalization of her identities. With so many layers working through each instance 

of abuse and survival, the importance of focusing on the different forms misogyny takes 

alongside other oppressions as a uniting factor in these stories is highlighted.  
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The stronghold dominant culture has on our stories, even now, has led me to embrace the 

visceral, the sloppy parts, and the thoughts we’re told not to have when I disclose my own 

stories. Despite this reactionary approach, these ways of telling stories are not appropriate in 

every setting, and they can cause pain the same way they can heal structural aches. Years ago, I 

made a zine of survivor stories, mine included, that focused on the things we’re told are secrets, 

or that should bring on shame. I was deeply proud of this collection and revisited it often. One 

afternoon, I was in a bar with my girlfriend, a messily rehabilitated space her friends had 

designed, sharing drinks with orchids and eating fried bits. She asked me, mid-chew, about my 

prior aversion to meat and rather than answering directly, I said I wrote something about it once 

and was going to show it to her. We had not discussed trauma, not really, though we both had 

some, and I was itching with the unfamiliarity of withholding that which I felt defined me so 

intrinsically. When I showed her a paragraph from this booklet where I described blood and torn 

parts on my body, my thoughts when these things were happening on me and how they tied to 

consumption and wet, veined meat, I choked back a bit to see her actually hunch over to read it. 

Not long after, and not long enough to have gotten through most of the piece, she stood up, 

furious at me for sending something so raw with such little warning. She was right, and I tried to 

acknowledge it but didn’t have a way to explain myself. These are things I used to tell everyone, 

strangers, all the time. I would twist them to quirky anecdotes or theorize on the language, 

putting a shroud around any of the actual feelings like a bird you were trying to get to sleep. I 

couldn’t grasp how this person who knew so much of me couldn’t handle my introductory parts, 

but there were so many contexts I had skipped over in these thoughts. She went out to smoke 

before I could begin to describe this, and I was left urging myself not to re-read what she had just 

seen.  
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Mailhot (2018) writes, “Nothing is too ugly for this world, I think. It’s just that people 

pretend not to see” (p. 22). There is remarkable potential to shift society’s behaviors and norms if 

people did see its ugliness and understood the extent and depth of horror it holds. Testimony can 

help with that, in that it can reject any attempts to sanitize or romanticize violence against 

women and show it without the patriarchal trappings of a consumable image. However, there are 

spaces and contexts when that framing can curb empathy and enact harm, especially between 

women who have differing memories of their own traumas. Gurba (2017) describes this by 

saying, “[Women] know what it’s like to be degraded and fucked by this world, to be made a 

big-time bottom by life. They don’t need the details of my particular shame to construct 

empathy” (p. 108). Gay (2017) also writes on the intentionality she uses in describing instances 

of abuse in order to protect those in her life, describing, “I write around what happened because I 

don’t want my family to have these terrible images in their heads. I don’t want them to know 

what I endured” (p. 39). Making editorial choices about how and in what spaces testimony can 

be offered is not limiting nor untrue to the memories; rather, it establishes control. More than 

prescribing or barring a particular way of narrating trauma, women can share stories with 

awareness to the benefits and harms they may enact in the forms they take.  

Discussion 

The overlap between roles and the responsibility placed on women who decide to, or not 

to, share their stories of violence is complicated and blurred. This is because living as a woman 

in a society where violence against women is a normal occurrence is complicated. Finding 

balance in the contradictions this work brings forth identifies constructive places for 

intervention. Even in this particular cultural moment where acts of violence against women are 

more widely discussed and beginning to be better understood, women are still interrogated for 
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their decisions and actions when addressing their trauma in the public sphere. While this is 

enacted through the cultural at large, those in power, and those who benefit from the continued 

silencing of women, it also occurs within progressive spaces and women’s coalitions. As women 

or women’s organizations begin to feel acceptance by the broader culture, they will sometimes 

harshly police those who they view as jeopardizing that status. This reinscribes the values of the 

dominant culture that creates violence onto those who are subjected to it, echoing the mentality 

that a woman must perform her experiences of violence in particular ways or else be accused of 

irresponsibility to herself, her community, and the mission to address forms of violence. When 

this manicuring of women’s stories and stifling of all but the most idealized narratives is grown 

from a place of support, it can hold even further consequences in the silencing of women or the 

pushing out of the most marginalized women from the spaces they have created. In opposition, 

Leigh Gilmore (2017) writes, “Learning to read the testimony of tainted witness...restores the 

demand on the witness to cross a boundary in herself or himself, to move from sympathy as a 

form of ethics to something more fraught but more suited to the broken world from which 

testimony arises” (p. 132). 

While there is a very real concern about how survivors are treated by different systems of 

care and response, the steps that are taken to balance against those may also lead to an over-

protection that reifies stereotypes about women regarding fragility and wellbeing. This can be 

exacerbated in discussions of the psychological impact of trauma. This overprotection is in part 

due to the individualization of violence against women and its push into the purview of the 

therapeutic state (Bumiller, 2009). This disconnects women from one another, and from together 

eradicating violence against women as a political, organizing goal. One stark example of this is 

in trends around Take Back the Night events and the accompanying speakouts. While the 
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premise is, clearly, to reclaim the night, streets, and public that women have been told to fear, 

some renditions of this event have moved the speakout indoors to support privacy or replaced it 

with professional speakers who are not discussing their own experiences as victims, but the issue 

from a distant (if no less passionate) position. 

Following this line, the concerns around disclosing experiences of violence in 

professional roles similarly stem from a belief in the over-fragility of women and the disconnect 

of women’s personal experiences from their political needs as a class. There is not one correct 

way to approach this. Brison (2002) writes that she is “torn between the moral imperative to 

testify about rape ‘so it never happens again’…and the desire not to participate in the instilling of 

potentially destructive pre-memories,” which she describes as narratives so embedded in our 

culture and our assignment as women that these thoughts feel as though they’ve already occurred 

(p. 97). She writes that these pre-memories of rape or abuse are a way for all women to be 

controlled. Women’s activism must acknowledge that there are survivors of violence among 

them, and build that awareness into programming, protocol, and responses so that the 

appropriateness of disclosures can be managed situationally rather than prescriptively. 

Reading narratives of women’s violence with consideration to these areas that each 

speaker and listener must navigate adds to the utility of testimony in influencing anti-violence 

work. Attention to these issues can also inform best practices for studies, service provision, and 

activism, especially when those enacting these labors have also been victimized. Looking to the 

ways women’s stories may be altered either due to the situational context, or how they have been 

appropriated by dominant discourse, adds clarity to the truth of these instances and how 

experience can be honored, without being romanticized, in theory and practice. The 

responsibilities on women regarding how and in what ways we should share stories, forget 
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traumas, or behave as victims can be interrogated and weakened through critical inquiry when an 

abundance of women’s stories that show the diversity of ways we live is centered in these 

discussions. Gilmore (2003) addresses the work of testimony as a means to direct politics, 

writing, “Memoir seeks a hearing, can be oppositional, and, in its elicitation of a forum of 

judgment in which to air its claims, creates the possibilities around which to focus politicized 

energies” (p. 710). The possibilities of women’s stories can also impact how women may 

connect over stories, and how we listen to one another; the ways women conform to or differ 

from expectations of identity and behavior must be acknowledged so that survivors can work to 

address all forms of oppression that contribute to violence against women.  

Weighing expectations placed on women, alongside the expressed benefits of listening to 

testimony and against professional standards of practice, brings forth important questions about 

transparency in service provision. The practice of advocates serving as neutral aids is borrowed 

from counseling and therapy, and speaks to the institutionalization of anti-violence work (Richie, 

2012; Bumiller, 2009). This is a departure from the origin of anti-violence work and its tie to 

grassroots feminist efforts. Both systems of practice have benefits and utility; the difficulty 

comes in moving between the two. Listening to women’s experiences with violence, and 

survivors’ experiences in coalition work, demands closer interrogation: what would it mean for 

our work as advocates if we were open about our own traumas? As one clear benefit, this 

openness would problematize the idea that women who work around violence have moved past 

their trauma, or that there is a timeline for waiting to enact this work after an incident of abuse. 

While it has been challenged throughout studies on survivor trajectories, the idea that there is a 

linear path to well-being after violence continues to harm women (Ovenden, 2012). Showing this 
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to be unaligned with women’s experiences in spaces of support and advocacy would be 

especially crucial in dispelling the myth and encouraging victims.   

Feminists in academia have brushed against the issues presented in sharing stories against 

patriarchal standards throughout the history of women’s studies as a field. While not directly 

solving this issue, more women speaking publicly about their experiences, and a wider utilization 

of women’s stories throughout levels of academic inquiry, is a way to change those norms. We 

can see this in the #MeToo movement, though backlash suggests the path will not be smooth. 

There is a particular importance for women who study violence and the theories around it to 

speak out about what brought them into this work, and how that ties to their experiences. Doing 

so shifts the structures of acceptability and responsibility that are placed on women, and can 

illuminate the work women produce around violence.  

Several considerations should be made when reading, understanding, and sharing stories 

of trauma in the context of creating change on a structural level. The political impact of a 

particular story must be examined, as should the significance of not allowing one’s narrative of 

violence to enter into cultural understanding when deciding how much and what aspects to share. 

This impact is dependent upon the layers of privilege and oppression that every woman 

navigates. Second, narratives can work to form connections and strengthen coalitions through the 

recognition of shared oppressors, but one must keep in mind that their story is not the defining 

narrative or sole voice of women. One experience may not align with everyone else’s, but rather 

than viewing these as divergent, each story of violence together forms the entire body of 

violences experienced by women. As a result of this, many stories may not work towards a 

particular ideology, and some may run counter to an argument set forth within a narrative. Rather 

than viewing divergent experiences as outliers or beyond the scope of anti-violence work, those 
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committed to ending violence against women must consider the compendium of stories shared 

by women. Alongside these points, when sharing a story of violence in the hopes of creating 

social change, one must consider who may be hurt by its telling, and who is benefitting. Alcoff 

(1991) writes, “the source of a claim or discursive practice in suspect motives or maneuvers or in 

privileged social locations...cannot be sufficient to repudiate it. We must ask further questions 

about its effects” (p. 29). These questions do not need to limit or silence the words of survivors, 

but instead these considerations can urge women to account for themselves and their 

positionality in their activism. 

Despite arguments for the power of sharing stories and consciousness-raising towards 

feminist goals, a survivor must always have the choice in which stories, and what aspects of each 

experience, we disclose. There should not be pressure to withhold or reveal aspects beyond those 

that a survivor chooses to share, and the importance of safety cannot be underestimated.  Gurba 

(2017) describes life after abuse as a kind of horror film, in which “This girl gets to live, but she 

understands that her job is to tell the story” (p. 111). Sharing testimony is not the price one must 

pay for living after abuse, but doing so can be its own form of survival both individually and 

collectively. Sometimes an account of trauma is the starting point for women who have 

everything else taken from them, but the act of telling is not the end to the oppressions women 

face or may enact themselves. Stories of sexual and relationship violence against women 

circulate against dominant, patriarchal narratives that serve to perpetuate violence and oppress 

women whether they are or will be victims, or are harmed through that potential. Narratives can 

do the work of countering misogynistic ideologies, but in their composition and circulation they 

face the threat of reinforcing biases. With consideration to the impact and origin of violence 

narratives and their silences, women can and do navigate these harms to enact justice for women 
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as a class. The histories women share, and those some women may never learn themselves, can 

then serve as a ground for building coalition in advocacy and scholarship. 
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