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I am not proposing that sexual violence 
and domestic violence will no longer ex-
ist. I am proposing that we create a world 
where so many people are walking around 
with the skills and knowledge to support 
someone that there is no longer a need for 
anonymous hotlines.

I am proposing that we break through the 
shame of survivors (a result of rape cul-
ture) and the victim-blaming ideology of 
all of us (also a result of rape culture), so 
that survivors can gain support from the 
people already in their lives. I am propos-
ing that we create a society where com-
munity members care enough to hold an 
abuser accountable so that a survivor does 
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borhood with one breakfast spot and one 
bar.) 

But I still ran into him. Still looked up and 
saw him staring me down at the club. Still 
saw him headlining a show, speaking at a 
rally. 

I’d gotten away alive. I’d gotten more than 
many folks get. But I still wasn’t done. You 
don’t get done without justice. 

~

I felt caught. I was safe. I wasn’t dead, as he’d 
threatened (“You ever send me back to jail, 
I’ll take you to the cop shop, kill you and then 
kill myself.”) But I didn’t know how to move 
forward. Should I write the dub poet and tell 
her that her friend had kicked and choked 
and terrorized me, a sister poet? Should I 
contact the heads of the political groups he 
was a part of and ask them to not have him 
as a speaker? I was afraid that any attempt 
of mine to contact him, or contact people 
in his life and let them know what was up, 
would be met with a violent, unpredictable 
backlash against me. A worker in rape crisis 
and DV, I was familiar with the feminist DV 
understanding that the way to go is to cut off 
all contact with a stalker or harasser after 
setting a clear “NO,” that any attempt to ne-
gotiate or discuss would be twisted into ma-
nipulations that screwed with your safety. 

And I was tired. I was tired of always having 
to put myself out there to be physically and 
emotionally vulnerable explaining partner 
abuse to others when it wasn’t an abstract is-
sue- it was my credibility, and my life stories 
before those skeptical eyes as I said that yes, 
he’d hit me and no, there was no excuse for 
it, and yes it was really that bad. I couldn’t 
get him fired from his job at the shelter. I’d 
never called the cops on him because I didn’t 
want to send a man of color to prison, so 
there was nothing that would show up on his 

criminal screening. I couldn’t get him fired 
from every job working with youth in the 
city. Sometimes I thought I should just leave 
the city, but I didn’t want to be pushed out of 
my first city, my first true love, my home. 

Most times, I did nothing. Except that doing 
nothing is also doing something. It’s continu-
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holding perpetrators accountable. 
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posts and am amazed at what I’ve emerged 
from. I am amazed at the concrete tools we 
have created out of our own genius. Take 
these tools into your own lives and see where 
they fit. Make and share your own. We are 
the ones we’ve been waiting for, and out of 
our own genius knowledge we will figure out 
how to make a revolution that leaves out 
none of us. 

–Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha 
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When I was 17 years old, my family didn’t 
approve of my boyfriend at the time. They 
thought that he was a bad influence on me 
-- he was an immigrant from a different 
ethnicity/race without a “good job” (we had 
worked together at the same movie theater) 
or “good educational background.” I battled 
my mother and emerged from that experi-
ence resolved not to let anyone else control 
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how silence works, the intricacies of what is 
at stake, and what is possible. 

I reflect on my experiences and think about 
how vulnerable queer teenagers are to abu-
sive relationships. Not being out leads to a 
secret relationship, which can easily lead 
to secret abuse. I think about the power of 
language. Naming a relationship – acknowl-
edging an existence – helps to identify real 
violence in a real relationship. 

I think about how in queer communities, 
especially queer people of color communi-
ties, you know how much shit your lovers/ 
partners have been through. How they are 
often survivors, if not of physical or sexual 
violence, then definitely of the violence of 
oppression. How can we hold them account-
able and still get them the support they 
need for the fucked up shit they have been 
through and still keep ourselves safe? How 
do we share community? How do survivors 
get past the shock that “one of us” is recre-
ating the violence? The guilt of not wanting 
to add to our lover’s oppression or make 
their situation worse? The fear that the 
community we found or created will hate us, 
shun us, expel us for shaking up the foun-
dation of trust we thought we shared? 

As if we come to these activist communities 
with a history of being believed, not blamed 
for the violence we experienced. Naturally 
we lie again to cover it up. Naturally “the 
community” is uncomfortable or unaware or 
perhaps unintentional in boldly perpetuat-
ing silence. 

The very shit that led us to be activists and 
organizers is the shit that has been recre-
ated. It feels shocking. Unnerving. But not 
unbelievable. How easy is it to be isolated 
when everyone is working hard all the time 
and burnt out anyway? And did we forget 
that abusers are often charming, talented, 
intelligent beings? Of course they are popu-

lar speakers, artists, writers, trainers. We 
look for monsters, not martyrs. We look for 
someone who looks like “the enemy.” Did 
we forget that it is the ones we know, not 
strangers who hurt us the most? 

This zine is a prayer for us all, as witnesses 
and survivors, to step up and push through 
the fear that keeps us silent. This zine is 
a prayer for hope, healing and responsibil-
ity. An offering of stories that will hope-
fully validate, inform and inspire dialogue 
and action. A calling for us to notice, whose 
life is getting smaller and smaller? Whose 
needs are at the center of/ defining the 
relationship? Who is manipulating activist 
language to cover-up their behavior? 

While we have more questions than an-
swers, we at least have questions that can 
serve as a roadmap towards healthier and 
more accountable communities. A roadmap 
to what is possible. After all, the revolution 
starts at home. ❚
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institutionalized forms of violence as inher-
ently true or valid–that we believe in our 
own worth and right to live life on our own 
terms. It is important for me to start there 
because my understanding is that when we 
extend the definition of oppression to include 
violence in all its forms, we are extending 
it into an understanding that all forms of 
abuse are unacceptable: from institutional 
racism to partner abuse, from police brutali-
ty to date rape, from financial control to com-
pulsive heterosexuality. In other words, WE 
ALREADY HAVE A BASIC FRAMEWORK 
FOR MAKING THE CONNECTIONS BE-
TWEEN OUR OWN EXPERIENCES AND 
THOSE OF OUR COMMUNITIES. 

If that is my starting point, then please 
know that this essay is an attempt to create 
language for defining my own experiences 
and my own lessons. This is a divine oppor-
tunity because to date I have not seen lan-
guage that reflects 1) how I have survived 
abuse and the ramifications of my process on 
my community organizing work and 2) the 
direct connection with our own resolutions 
around personal abuse and the ways we af-
fect others as community organizers. Given 
that resolving our personal histories of abuse 
is a life-long process that is more like walk-
ing around a well than down a straight road, 
I am in no way implying that I have it all 
figured out. But rather, the opposite: when 
we’re aware of our own pain, and work to un-
cover its sources, we become our best allies 
to our own healing–and can become stronger 
in our community work. 

My limited experience of the existing insti-
tutionalized domestic violence frameworks 
has been frustrating and painful. Some of 
the worst abuse I have experienced has come 
from social service or community based or-
ganizations offering services to survivors, 
and to the most disenfranchised members 
of our society. In the process of reflecting on 
these experiences, I ended up sitting down 

and writing out all of my thoughts about my 
own history of abuse and survival and the 
lessons I have learned in the process. The 
very first realization that came to me out of 
that process resulted in the “rights & respon-
sibilities” statement. As I saw myself writing 
down what I have learned about what I have 
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stances to avoid the places where she hung 
out. This sucked for me, but I didn’t want to 
risk seeing her. It didn’t matter–she found 
ways to find me. 

The moment of personal fury and epiphany 
came when she approached an acquaintance 
(let’s call her “Sarah”) almost two years later, 
and informed “Sarah” of my betrayal of her 
love. “Sarah”, someone with whom I was do-
ing intense community work, was not famil-
iar with the violence I had lived through with 
this woman. “Sarah” came over to my home 
one day telling me I had a responsibility to 
ensure that all of our community was taken 
care of. I was so upset, I turned pale. After 
taking an hour to calm down, I explained to 
“Sarah” why I had broken off all communica-
tion with my ex. “Sarah”, also a survivor of 
abuse, immediately understood. She start-
ed crying, having herself felt the effects of 
abusive manipulation. However, a couple of 
months later, “Sarah” invited both me and 
my ex to a party–without informing either of 
us that we would both be there. When I asked 
her why, she said it was not her responsibil-
ity to value one community member over the 
other. I left the party. It was apparent to me 
that “Sarah” was not sensitive to the subtle-
ties of abuse in our communities. As a result, 
she had created a context for perpetuating 
violence. I understood her desire to create 
healing, but I thought that her method was 
deplorable. 

If I had not done the work to take care of 
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we do the hard work to leave the destructive 
patterns behind–trade them in for new ones; 
that we survive our history and circum-
stances, allow ourselves to feel beautiful and 
be loved so that we can create that for each 
other. 

Peace and light, always. ❚
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eye wandered away from her jeans and fitted 
tees look to women who wore their clothes 
very differently. I didn’t love her enough. 
The kind of sex I wanted was too perverse, 
too queer. The women I wanted were too 
tough, the men I wanted wore more make-
up than I did. I wasn’t really queer because I 
was bisexual. I was too queer because I was 
bisexual. Why did I have to talk about it? 
A hot flush of my desire was enough to en-
rage her for days. I wanted to suck cock and 
I didn’t care if it was flesh or silicone, I just 
wanted to be on knees and have my mouth 
filled by someone who wanted it as much as 
I did. I wanted someone to hurt me because 
it made them wet, made them hard, made 
them shiver. 

̾
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boys. The mantra she repeated to anyone 
who would listen, Gina left me to fuck boys, 
Gina left our wonderful relationship to fuck 
the enemy. I wrecked our home to let willowy 
fags and muscular butches slap me around 
because I actually wanted it. Not because 
it was how someone punished me for want-
ing freedom. I wrecked her home because 
her home was our relationship and being a 
homewrecker was my last and only survival 
strategy. Being a homewrecker was the only 
way I could get out. 

But how do you even wreck a home that’s al-
ready way past broken, the foundation rot-
ten to its awful fucking core? When I met 
her, I could have been any scared sixteen-
year-old girl, easily ensnared by someone 
tall and smart and manipulative, someone 
just as scared as I was, but with a different 
and dangerous coping mechanism. I got my-
self into that mess, but you know what, I got 
myself out. I made my home in myself. I am 
not her home. I have never been her home. ❚
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Not around my sisters

I don’t care who the fuck you are! 

You don’t have any right to be 
an asshole, 
a sexual predator, 
fuckhead, 
rapist, 
pillager, 
thief – 
a poser fronting as a partner in the cause – 

you sack of limp balls and groping claws swaggering around 
young flesh. 

we will 
exterminate the infestation 

of your rodent hands 
crawling over paralyzed skin 

twitching
sniffing 
seeking to consume the souls we will not give you

exterminate the infestation 

of your hands
your words 
your thoughts
your cocks

multiplying in our homes 
in our communities 
in our classrooms 
in our beds 
in our dreams 
in my home 

you fucking bitch 
I want to
crush your windpipe 
force open your ravenous jaws  
spit the poison 
you infused in me 
back into your salivating maw
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you know who you are. 

I wanna name names. 
you will not get away with this bullshit! 

we are aware.

if you knew 
behind every woman you terrorize 
is a whole army of sisters ready to pluck out your balls 
and break your knuckles – 
it would be a different world. 

the ultimate cock block!

exterminate the infestation
my lover
my sister 
my comrade 
my friend 

say with me:

 No art is immune. Say: no movement, no song is immune.
 the same hands 

 No art is immune. Say: no movement, no song is immune.
 the same hands 

exterminate the infestation

we are aware. 

and justice will walk through us.

❚
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ably real to me in this moment. 

How could I say, that even after everything, 
I still longed for her?

It is a difficult thing to explain to anyone who 
hasn’t been there. From the outside, this pos-
sibility seems unimaginable. From the out-
side, things are clear and straight-forward. 
 
From the inside, life is held in powerful con-
tradictions. I lived our profound intimacy 
that when good, was nothing short of magi-
cal. That the person with whom at times I 
felt the most safe, the most at home, was 
the same person at times I both dreaded and 
feared. The person who could be big and an-
gry could just as easily be intensely vulner-
able and incredibly loving. For all her suffer-
ing, I thought I could love her pain away- that 
I just had to love her bigger, better.
 
Shame was a steadfast companion. The good 
feminist that I am, I have read the books on 
the cycle of abuse and violence. I know them. 
How did I get here? I should have known 
better than to let this happen. What kind of 
feminist was I? 

As a therapist in training, I encouraged cli-
ents to name abuse, and when they couldn’t, 
I would call things for what they were. How 
could I say out loud that I had gotten caught 
in such a crazy dynamic? What kind of ther-
apist was I? 
 
Once out of the relationship, I worked hard 
to see the hooks. How deep our socializa-
tion runs that somewhere inside of me, part 
Catholic upbringing to honour commitment, 
part fairy-tale that true love only comes 
once, I clung to my values, and my fear. To 
my homophobic family, how much I wanted 
to show you that queer relationships could 
be healthy and long-lasting-that I could have 
what you have, that I could be just like you. 
And how, because of this, I have kept my si-

lence, that you don’t know me as well as you 
might.
 
It would be easier to tell you that the story 
ends there—that I picked up the pieces and 
moved on, but it doesn’t. I got back together 
with her. Some said I was like the reality of 
this betting on the wrong horse. 

In a strange way the specialness that marked 
our love, what set ‘us’ apart from ‘them’, 
transformed itself into a fierce protection. A 
new bond of ‘us’ against ‘them’. 

More than anything, it fueled our desire to 
disprove the doubt and speculation.
 
Looking back, there thankfully was some (al-
though I wouldn’t have thought so at
the time). 

My house held a meeting with us in which 
my partner listened to and addressed their 
concerns and the ways in which her behav-
ior had eroded their sense of safety too. She 
would have to earn their trust back.
 
My partner and I created a new narrative to 
overwrite our history. Things were different, 
the ‘old self’ was gone. This was a very ef-
fective tool in combating the external doubt 
and at first, we hardly drew on it. Things 
were different…for a while. This narrative, 
though useful, left no room inside the rela-
tionship to name old behaviors, old ways, if 
they didn’t exist anymore.
 
The narrative began unravelling, but in the 
face of people’s judgments and my own hope 
of change, to whom could I admit this?
 
Rarely did I get time alone to even think such 
thoughts. I would be accused by her of using 
my femme and ‘passing’ privilege against 
her through the court process; using my 
class privilege when I didn’t pay for this or 
that; of not knowing what it was to be a ‘real’ 
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I remain caught on the horns of the same 
old dilemma. The one I’ve been stuck in since 
I was with her. What to do with the fact that 
this fairly high profile career activist, who 
does do good work often, is really abusive at 
home. That she mangled me and my self-con-
cept so badly cannot be irrelevant, but I still 
feel as though it reflects poorly on me and as 
though I ought not rock the lefty labour boat 
by talking about it.

Abuse. The word transforms her from a 
slightly difficult, neurotic “political power-
house” into a nasty, disturbed bully who 
would chase me around the house in her 
rages. It makes her a perpetrator, when be-
ing a victim is her stock-and-trade. It makes 
me a victim–a mess to be cleaned up, an in-
convenience. It makes me a rat to say it, a 
squealer. And, in my imagination, all those 
folks have way more reason to be loyal to her 
than to care about me.

I wrote that four months after leaving. Our 
assets were still entwined, I was still having 
nightmares, and I had just begun to eat like 
a regular person again. My dearest dream 
was to make sense of what had happened–
and expose her private shame–by writing 
the story of our relationship, a version that 
finally, I could control. Now, I’ve been out of 
there for three years, have had no contact 
with her–even through lawyers–for almost 
two years. And I still feel tentative. I still 
avoid any meetings, protests or events she 
is likely to be part of. I am still afraid of call-
ing it abuse publicly, of what she could do in 
response. So, I’ve written and rewritten this 
piece about 30 times, and it is still one of the 
hardest things I’ve ever done.

And I don’t exactly know why. 

I know that I am desperate not to become the 
hysterical hard-done-by ex-lover crying abuse 
in order to slander. I am determined not to 
exaggerate or be dishonest. I don’t want to 
write a revisionist history to try to justify my 
own mistakes, don’t want to seem reaction-
ary because this experience has made me 
question the culture of labour 
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or bringing a paring knife to bed? And how 
could I acknowledge how screwed up things 
were? When she said my unconditional love 
was so important to her. When each incident 
sounded so surreal, strange and improb-
able when I tried to describe it. When she 
didn’t mean to, was just stressed out by all 
her responsibilities/ flashing-back on child-
hood abuse/ reacting to my insensitivity. 
When it felt necessary to keep a semblance 
of normalcy together, make sure we made it 
to the demo on time, to smile and hold her 
hand while she worked the crowd. When I 
was so convinced of my own culpability, that 
she was right and if I just weren’t so difficult 
to love (so in my own head/ such a slut/ so 
unwilling to compromise), she wouldn’t be so 
scary. Surely, as she said, the turbulence of 
our relationship pointed to a deeper passion 
than I had known in my previous WASPy ex-
istence, and it would all even out over time.

I really thought abuse was when some-
one put a brick in a sock and hit you with 
it. I thought it always left visible bruises, 
was perpetrated by unambiguous assholes 
and would be obvious to everyone around. 
I didn’t know it made you doubt your own 
perceptions, that it could be so subtle and 
manipulative, that you could buy right into 
it and pity her (rather than yourself) as she 
ripped your favourite sundress off you or 
kicked your houseplants down the stairs. 
I didn’t know how insidious intimidation 
is, that you could be controlled by learning 
how to tiptoe around someone’s frightening 
moods, that you could be cornered into deny-
ing your own beliefs in order to avoid conflict, 
that you could spend mornings hiding in a 
closet in your own home, waiting for her to 
leave for work. I didn’t know your body could 
shut down, that desire could be suffocated 
like that or that marital rape could happen 
between women–that eventually you’d put 
out to try to halt the hounding, the constant 
criticism and guilt, the accusations: “You 
don’t want me anymore!” Which, of course, 

I didn’t–those hands hurt me so often that 
their caress became unbearable. But I didn’t 
understand, had always had a healthy li-
bido, thought that there must be something 
terribly wrong with me. How was I to know 
that those repulsive memories could stay 
with you and haunt your later lying with 
better lovers? I didn’t know that projection is 
a huge part of perpetrators’ M.O., that they 
could convince you that you were like them 
or worse, call you “abusive” for yelling back, 
pushing back, or leaving.

I really didn’t know, or really want to know, 
these things. And I certainly was not aware 
that you could keep complex secrets from 
yourself, that in the midst of daily horrors, 
you could even abandon yourself to cope. 
That you could know and not-know, at the 
same time, that being regularly maligned 
and discounted like that was completely Not 
OK. I didn’t realize that you could smoth-
er your own instincts, paste a bland look 
on your face and go play convincing happy 
couple in public. It was only when I started 
to write nearly every day like I had before 
I met her, (resisting her–often very dramat-
ic–interruptions, refusing her distractions, 
sticking to my own thoughts and feelings, 
keeping it all in one book), that this denial 
began to wear thin. When I could look back 
over pages chronicling weeks of intense anxi-
ety, horrible “fights,” earnest expressions of 
concern from my close friends and my own 
enormous unhappiness, then, I began to let 
myself see. I began to understand how little 
energy I had left, how much “taking care” 
of her was diminishing me, that her much-
touted politics didn’t include an equitable di-
vision of domestic or emotional labour, that 
her rants about the need for on-line access 
for activists in the global South rather over-
looked the fact that I still didn’t have private 
email access from our home.

I wish I had listened to the dyke-grapevine, 
right at the beginning when she was court-
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ing me so aggressively, when the word on it 
was that she was messed-up, a liar and none 
of her exes would have anything to do with 
her. I wish someone at the collective meet-
ings had noticed that I was never given the 
agenda, that she held it for both of us and 
consistently shot down my ideas. I wish one 
of the older labour and development left-
ies had checked in with me about why she 
was always borrowing money on our behalf. 
I wish my being with her hadn’t suddenly 
guaranteed me return calls from labour folks 
who previously hadn’t had the time of day for 
me or the projects I was working on. I wish I 
knew how to explain to the all the straight-
lefties who were bending-over-backwards to 
be gay-positive that abusers aren’t always 
men, that girl-on-girl relationships are not 
utopic, that sexism, homophobia and racism 
can thrive in the same skin that gets paid to 
be organizing against them. I wish I’d been 
able to tell the activists I respected that it 
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When I was fourteen and fifteen years old, 
I was in an abusive relationship with my best 
friend. It ended because I stopped talking 
to him or spending time with him. The last 
time he tried to assault me, mutual friends 
of ours were visiting from out-of-state and 
staying at his house. I stayed there, too, the 
last night they were in town, after he pres-
sured me. The next morning, after they had 
left, he and I were folding up sleeping bags 
and he started touching me. I managed to 
stop him and left his house. I kept going to 
high school with him for three more years. 
We had all the same friends.

I’m a transguy; in high school I was some 
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the strangling grip of abuse memories was 
telling the fragments, working to remember 
the order and context in which things hap-
pened. It scared me to see the people closest 
to me freeze up or sharply inhale air when 
I spoke the details aloud–again, I was ter-
rified I’d drive them away–but their wit-
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wholly and be believed and respected. 

When I moved to Philadelphia, I started 
meeting people who did radical organiz-
ing around sexual assault, mostly as part 
of a group called Philly’s Pissed, and people 
whose visions of possibility were informed by 
this work. There were so many small things 
which were actually hugely important, like 
having friends and lovers who said, after I 
told them about my weekend back home, 
when my friend invited me to a bar without 
telling me the high school abuser would be 
there, 

me, 
to ס
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talk to him. I was having a good time. She 
and I were headed to the Siren Music Fes-
tival at Coney Island. But then he showed 
up, the high school abuser, with another 
friend of mine from high school, one of the 
ones I’d been keeping my distance from but 
really loved and missed and fuck it, I just 
wanted to be normal and so off we went on 
the subway to Coney Island, me and my bril-
liant new friend who knew the abuser from 
another context and the other high school 
friend and him. I was fine. I was fine. Ex-
cept then we got there and started drinking 
and I freaked out and ran into a dirty punk 
sweetheart friend of mine and wandered off 
with him and we got Coronas in brown bags 
and drank them on the beach and I just kept 
saying, Iõm so glad I ran into you. I hate that 
boy Iõm with. And he nodded understanding-
ly with his soft eyes and I never explained 
and he never asked. And then I met back up 
with the others, and we took the subway to a 
tiny boring party and then left quickly again, 
because someone was driving–driving!–back 
out of the city and on the way, they could 
give us a ride home. Except I was stuck in 
the backseat of the car, four of us across in 
there, and next to me was the boy. The one 
who, I suddenly remembered as the side of 
my body was pushed up against his, used to 
force me to suck his dick until I gagged and 
sometimes threw up, his hands holding my 
head down, all over the back of my neck such 
that it still makes my skin crawl sometimes 
when people touch me there. Getting Over It 
didn’t really work for me. 

When I sent him the letter, he took three 
months to write back. I figured that was that; 
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Can you be more specific here? As in orga-
nizing, I believe in the escalation model. Be-
fore you destroy someone’s reputation, there 
should be people who can commit to trying 
to work with both parties so that both par-
ties can heal and create realistic boundaries. 
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that are clearly posted at the door at many 
sex clubs or play parties should be universal. 
We have to be ok with setting a standard for 
ok behavior and be willing to be disciplined 
about maintaining it.

We have to be dedicated to not only institu-
tional change but also to transforming our 
interpersonal dynamics–fuck politeness and 
niceness. It tends to lead to passive aggres-
sive behavior and unhealthy repression. 
Change isn’t usually pretty. Healing is not 
pretty–it’s pus and scabs falling off and re-
forming surrounded by scars that tell sto-
ries.

From all of this, the biggest task I have ahead 
of me before the recommended forgiveness of 
the community member who repeatedly vio-
lated my body and took away so much of me 
is to forgive myself and heal the other part of 
my past that has been left uncared for. ❚
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Outside the cyclone of abuse, there is a 
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hitting her torso where bruises will not show. 
With a blind partner, this could mean putting 
obstacles in her path so she will trip and fall. 
With a frail partner who is too neurologically 
impaired to express consent, this could mean 
using body weight to hold her down during 
sex even while she tries to resist by stiffen-
ing her body and pushing weakly with her 
forearms, then forcing the sex in a way that 
physically harms her.

Advocates working with disabled victims of 
IPV must redefine the list of what constitutes 
IPV, tailoring it to an individual’s disabilities 
just as the abuser has probably done. Abus-
ers will sometimes use the minimum amount 
of force to maintain power and control, and 
this minimum amount of force used on a dis-
abled victim–though it may cause substan-
tial injury–might not fit neatly into legal 
definitions of abuse. Coersion and threats to 
a disabled partner could involve threatening 
to withdraw basic support, an act that can be 
more dangerous to a person with a disability 
than a violent beating. Intimidation tactics 
might include harming or mistreating a ser-
vice animal. Economic abuse might include 
embezzling funds from a disabled partner 
who can’t fill out a deposit slip, or giving 
her lavish gifts of adaptive equipment the 
state won’t pay for to encourage her depen-
dence. Physical abuse might consist of rough 
handling when transferring someone out of 
a wheelchair, or over-medicating. Sexual 
abuse might include forced abortion, inap-
propriate touching during bathing or dress-
ing, or put downs about a disabled person’s 
sexuality. Neglect can include withholding 
care, medication, or life-sustaining atten-
tion. Denying the person’s feelings might in-
clude attributing injuries to the disability it-
self (“You’re just touch-sensitive! That didn’t 
hurt.”). Many forms of abuse against people 
with disabilities–particularly those against 
some of the most vulnerable groups, such as 
the developmentally disabled–involve dis-
crediting a person’s own voice when she tries 

to convey her experience. 

Activists have to think about the creative 
ways that abusers are maniacal and get away 
with it. Abusers sail through life, therapy, 
and the court systems with a “not as bad as 
that guy” philosophy. Their rationalizations 
are endless, and they can often pass off con-
trolling behaviors toward a disabled partner 
as “concern.” If they can convince themselves 
or others that looking through a partner’s 
garbage, monitoring his phone calls and mile-
age, and insisting to know what he does ev-
ery waking hour is not abuse, they will. For a 
disabled person confined mostly to a home or 
bed, such acts of control can be a replication 
of the inherent suffering the disability might 
already create. Most people will believe the 
abuser’s pleas that she was simply trying to 
protect the (ungrateful) disabled victim.

At every juncture, society is complicit in the 
abuse if disabled victims. For example, an 
abuser will isolate a victim of IPV. If that 
victim is wheelchair-bound, and very few 
venues in town are wheelchair-accessible, 
the abuser is not the only one isolating her: 
society has shut her out by relinquishing re-
sponsibility for accommodation. When she 
comes forward with her abuse, her peers 
might side with the abuser because they are, 
through inaction, supporting a similar agen-
da. When the abuser talks about all he has 
done for his victim–as abusers are prone to 
do–and the list includes bathing her, driving 
her to medical appointments, and hand-dis-
pensing medication, people might view him 
as a hero. This reflects the deep threads of 
ableism in our culture, which believes that 
basic, hands-on care for most disabled peo-
ple is exceptional, and should not be socially 
mandated. 

People often believe that disability empower-
ment means taking a “just like me” attitude 
that presumes a disabled person wouldn’t 
want exceptional treatment–even if that 
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treatment is fragrance free accommodation 
or a sign language interpreter or, more sub-
tly, acknowledgement of someone’s physical 
vulnerability. The differences in human vul-
nerability can be huge, especially when talk-
ing about IPV dynamics that involve power 
and control. To sidestep this fact pretty much 
denies the entire reality of people with dis-
abilities and reinforces a mentality that only 
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disability calls, because time is of the essence 
when stopping abuse and people should not 
have to beg for access. Meanwhile, as time 
passes, more victims of IPV will become dis-
abled. It is not uncommon for initially able-
bodied victims of IPV to become temporarily 
or permanently disabled by physical injuries 
inflicted by abusers, or to develop ongoing 
psychiatric disabilities caused by the abuse. 
These survivors are at high risk for re-trau-
matization that might incorporate the dis-
ability. The underpinnings of abuse have 
to do with distorted notions of strength and 
weakness, with the essence of bullying. IPV 
activists must ferret out inequities in their 
own organizations, to take a concrete stance 
against the exploitation of privilege. Disabil-
ity is a central issue in IPV. The ability to 
convey the gestalt of a traumatic experience 
to a receptive witness, and validation that 
truly comprehends the difference in vulner-
ability, helps disabled victims of IPV to step 
out of the fury and into a safe future. ❚

www.peggymunson.com
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I begged her to stop.

I was paralyzed by the memories of one of 
the times that I’d been raped. The angle of 
her hand as she pumped my cunt sent me 
spinning backwards to another time. Since 
I wasn’t with that man, and I was lying in 
my own bed, in my own house, and I wasn’t 
10 anymore, I was able to whisper “Please! 
Stop!”

Jo continued to fuck me. She was leaning 
over me, and her face was so close that I could 
smell her honey calendula lotion. Surely she 
must have heard me. “Please baby- please 
stop”

“Why?” She said, not stopping. “I’m comfort-
able”

My eyes bugged out and I combated all of the 
different feelings that came up for me, in-
cluding wanting to please her, being scared 
that she would be mad at me, feeling guilty 
for being damaged and ultimately, anger.

“Get the fuck off me!” I yelled.

Finally, she did.

It certainly wasn’t the worst thing that had 
ever happened to me, but it wasn’t what I ex-
pected my girlfriend to do. 

One night, she asked me to tell her my abuse 
history. I told her everything. I especially 
tried to explain the things that set me off, 
the triggers that led to my disassociating 
from my body. When I finished, she started 
talking about how she can understand trig-
gers. She began to cry. She told me that she 
got triggered when her girlfriends didn’t 
have sex with her every night. I continued 
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friend of ours approach her. Jo vehemently 
denied everything. It wasn’t long after that 
this that the mutual friend wouldn’t discuss 
it with me anymore. Despite her previously 
acknowledging and agreeing that the behav-
ior was suspect, she stopped communicating 
with me about it and then seemed to become 
better friends with her.

Even when I realized I was being stalked I 
was never willing to involve the police. Jo 
easily passed as a male, and she’s a person of 
color. The small town, however “progressive”, 
was still run by a bunch of white people. I 
had no faith that she would be treated fairly. 
She also would be facing the possibility of the 
police beating her up or some other horren-
dous acts. In addition, the queer scene that 
we were a part of was primarily white. There 
were a lot of us working to be accountable, 
but we were far from the majority. I was con-
cerned about her safety with them as well. I 
knew that that she would have been exposed 
to a level of danger and potential abuse far 
higher than what I was experiencing. 

I made myself get used to seeing her all over 
the place, and I begin to numb out and move 
on. A year and a half later, I was asked by 
a local activist named Sean if I wanted to 
participate in an intervention to hold my ex-
girlfriend accountable for her actions in the 
community. He explained that there was a 
string of people that have claimed that she 
had stalked them, scared them, or had bad 
boundaries with them over the years, the 
most recent being his girlfriend. AND, he 
also told me that Jo was now officially mov-
ing to the small town where I lived. 

I spoke with his girlfriend, and we compared 
stories; they were practically identical. She 
said that she was going to be a part of the 
intervention. I began to get excited at the 
idea of some recognition, some honesty from 



The Revolution Starts at Home

56

very common, detrimental- and sometimes 
deadly stereotype. Jo’s new love interest is 
also a person of color, and, as a white person, 
I struggled with finding language to discuss 
the incidences, the behavior, acknowledge 
the racial stereotypes, honor Jo’s feeling that 
I was being racist, take responsibility for 
where I had privilege and name her behav-
ior- all at the same time. 

Sean and the other people involved decided it 
was best to handle it one on one. They each 
set up a time to meet with her alone and dis-
cuss their concerns, and they all ended things 
amicably and discretely. That wasn’t a com-
fortable choice for me; I couldn’t do it. I hadn’t 
had any one on one contact with her in over 
a year, and I didn’t want to start now. Then, 
the activists literally disappeared, leaving 
me to defend vicious rumors about how I was 
a racist, and was out to get her and had been 
plotting to hurt and ruin her for no reason. I 
no longer had the support and proof of “peo-
ple coast to coast” who had experienced simi-
lar things”. Not only that, I was dealing with 
the emotional ramifications of an old wound 
torn open and constantly being triggered by 
her presence.

I felt abandoned. I felt defensive, and I was 
angry as hell with the so-called “concerned ac-
tivists” that had initiated the process. I never 
felt safe in my community again. I never knew 
what was being said behind my back. People 
would seek me out to talk to me when my ex 
would do something that they felt uncomfort-
able about, and then I would see them hang-
ing out the next day, so I didn’t really know 
who to trust, outside of a few very, very good 
friends. I retreated, and moved soon after. As 
the old story goes, the illusion of a close-knit 
and caring community committed to social 
justice was just that: an illusion. To this day, 
I hear that my ex continues to thrive in the 
same tiny town. As far as I know, she has 
never openly taken responsibility for any of 
her actions. 

As I have been writing this story, it is clear 
to me that the feeling of being abandoned by 
my community is the wound that still lin-
gers. Being left alone was awful. It was irre-
sponsible. It was wrong. Leaving the victim 
with no support system is unacceptable, and 
as a community, we should work very hard 
on making sure that this doesn’t happen. If 
you can’t continue doing it, then find some-
one who can, or make sure that they have a 
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■ How do we take these questions and 
actions into a more therapeutic realm? 
For instance, I have worked with sex of-
fenders, facilitating therapy groups and 
doing case management. If there’s one 
thing that is clear to me, it’s that talking 
things through, and really getting to the 
bottom of a compulsive romantic/sexual 
behavior takes an incredible amount 
of hard work, support, and help from a 
skilled practitioner of some kind. Who 
and where are these facilitators in our 
communities?

■ Where and how do race and abuse over-
lap? How do we talk about them? My ex 
is one of a few People of Color in the com-
munity. She is brave. I don’t know the 
myriad struggles that she and other POC 
face, apart from what they have chosen 
to tell me, and what I have been privi-
leged to o om ͮShe s it 
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“I’m an activist against the prison system 
because as the prison system works now, I’ve 
seen so many great ideas, lives, and spirits 
just completely squashed by the bureaucracy, 
and by the total abuse and dehumanization 
that goes on within these walls. It’s time we 
learn to stand up,” said Misty Rojo on Justice 
Now’s 2005 CD, The We That Sets Us Free: 
Building a World Without Prisons. 

Like so many people in prison, Rojo is a sur-
vivor of both interpersonal violence–in her 
case, over 10 years of partner abuse–and the 
state violence of policing and imprisonment. 
Her call invites us to create ways of living 
without throwing people behind prison walls: 
What would it mean for us to hold each oth-
er accountable for the harms we do without 
calling the cops? How do we transform our 
lives so this harm no longer happens? Can we 
even imagine it? 

As a queer first-generation Chinese-Ameri-
can anti-prison organizer, I grew up not al-
ways being able to communicate with my 
parents or relatives about my work: how do 
I explain prison abolition, community-based 
accountability, or transformative justice in 
Chinese? Who should and can I be out with, 
as queer and as a survivor?

I wrote an earlier version of this article in 
2004 for ColorLines Magazine (www.col-
orlines.com). Sharing the article with my 
mother was simultaneously a building mo-
ment and a reminder that even when com-
municating in the same language, in this 
case English, we know different words and 
have varying comfort levels in using them, 
and I was communicating in language and 
stated intentions commonly shared by activ-
ist-identified communities. 

Over time, I’ve realized that even if in 2004 
I found barriers sharing this work with my 
mother, this conversation about the need to 
vision beyond bars takes place everywhere 
we are building and practicing familia. Now, 
when my mother and I are out to dinner 
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Sara Kershnar, G5’s director, said of the last 
several years that “what we’ve been able to 
do put child sexual abuse, intimate and com-
munity violence more on the map as a po-
litical project” and to articulate their vision 
for transformative justice. Most recently, G5 
distributed its document, “Towards Trans-
formative Justice: A Liberatory Approach 
to Child Sexual Abuse” at the United States 
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also have much learning and growth to do 
in terms of responding to harms directed at 
us from outside of our immediate networks: 
How do we hold people accountable for the 
harm they do when we don’t have interper-
sonal relationships?

In this moment, we have few, if any options 
for responses to racist, sexist, queerphobic 
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Sexual violence is often treated as a hy-
per-delicate issue that can only be addressed 
by trained professionals such as law enforce-
ment or medical staff. Survivors are consid-
ered “damaged, ” pathologized beyond repair. 
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Dehumanization of aggressors contributes to 
a larger context of oppression for everyone. 
For example, alienation and dehumaniza-
tion of the offending person increases a com-
munity’s vulnerability to being targeted for 
disproportional criminal justice oppression 
through heightening the “monster-ness” of 
another community member. This is espe-
cially true for marginalized communities 
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may react.
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organizers, or the desire for the organizers 
to be anonymous for fear of backlash, we 
sometimes do not make a plan to relay the 
specific steps for accountability to the ag-
gressor. Publicly asserting that the person 
raped another, insisting that he must be ac-
countable for the act, and convincing others 
in the community to be allies to your process 
may all be important aspects of the account-
ability plan – but they are only the begin-
ning of any plan. Public shaming may be a 
tool that makes sense for your group, but it 
is not an end for an accountability process. 
An aggressor can be shamed, but remain 
unaccountable for his behavior. Organizers 
must be grounded in the potential of their 
own collective power, confident about their 
specific mu
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tions in the organizing space about the size 
of women’s genitals as it relates to their eth-
nicity. The young women also asserted that 
institutional sexism within the space was a 
serious problem at Youth Empowered. Young 
women had fewer leadership opportunities 
and their ideas were dismissed.

Organizers at CARA met with Dan in an effort 
to share with him our concerns and begin an 
accountability process, but he was resistant. 
Women of color who were Dan’s friends, who 
did not want to believe that Dan was capable 
of this behavior, chose to protect Dan from 
being confronted. Instead, several young 
women were surprised by an unscheduled 
meeting within Youth Empowered, facilitat-
ed by an older woman of color, where they 
were bullied into “squashing” their concerns 
about Dan. They were accused of spread-
ing lies and told that they should be grate-
ful for the organizing opportunities afforded 
to them by Dan. In one of these meetings, a 
young woman was shown a letter from the 
police department that criticized Dan about 
organizing a ra
oἣ
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The first meetings with these women went 
very well. The CARA representative was 
clear that her organization’s analysis was 
that Dan had a serious problem with sex-
ual harassment, and we were specifically 
concerned about the fact that he was work-
ing with young people. We were specifically 
concerned about Dan’s engagement with 
young people because of the power Dan had 
in choosing which young person would get 
internships, go to out of town conferences, 
or receive leadership opportunities. Dan’s 
friend received the information with very 
little defensiveness and was eager to have 
more conversations about Dan’s behavior. 
This one-on-one strategy seemed to relax 
the tension between the two progressive or-
ganizations; instead we became three sistas 
intentionally unpacking the problem of mi-
sogyny in our community.

The outcome of these meetings was the heal-
ing of the strategic relationship between 
our organizations, which was important for 
movement building, but we still had not 
moved to a place where we could hold Dan 
accountable. We struggled with the specific 
thing we wanted to see happen. The women 
whom he’d sexually harassed were not ask-
ing for anything in particular; they under-
standably just wanted to be left alone. We 
decided that we did not want him ejected 
from the activist community, but that it was 
not safe for him to mentor young people.

It was at this time that a young 17 year old 
Black woman, Keisha, connected with us 
through Rashad, a young 17 year old Black 
man who was organizing both with CARA 
and with Youth Empowered. (Rashad was 
referred to CARA through Dan’s organiza-
tion because the rift between the two groups 
had significantly healed. If we had not ac-
complished this, Keisha may not have found 
CARA.) Keisha was an intern at Youth Em-
powered and had written a four-page let-
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negotiate itself through a complex process 
that has multiple components. While orga-
nizers should be committed to some funda-
mental political principles (womanism/femi-
nism, anti-racism, proqueer, etc.), and can 
build on the organizing principles we have 
listed above, the context of any situation will 
likely be complex, and therefore organizers 
must also be flexible enough to modify and 
improve tactics as the process unfolds.

To underscore the need for jazziness, we 
want to briefly explore a problem that comes 
up frequently in community accountability 
work: how do the community and the orga-
nizers think about the credibility of survi-
vors and of aggressors? Because of oppres-
sion, people of color, women, young people, 
queer people, and people with disabilities 
are often not believed when ]ᶀ" א

--
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trusted from her spiritual community, who 
also came to the home, and made sure that 
she was able to receive medical care. She 
also arranged for members of our UBUNTU 
family to have a tea session with the young 
woman to talk about healing and options, to 
share our experiences, to embrace the young 
woman and to let her know that she wasn’t 
alone in her healing process.

In each case these responses were invented 
on the spot... without a pre-existing model or 
a logistical agreement. But they were also 
made possible by a larger agreement that we 
as a collective of people living all over the city 
are committed to responding to gendered vi-
olence. This comes out of the political educa-
tion and collective healing work that we have 
done, and the building of relationships that 
strongly send the message... you can call me 
if you need something, or if you don’t. You 
can call me to be there for you... or someone 
that you need help being there for. I think 
it is very important that we have been able 
to see each other as resources so that when 
we are faced with violent situations we don’t 
think our only option is to call the state.

In that way (and this leads into the next ques-
tion) everything that we do to create commu-
nity, from childcare to community gardening 
(our new project!), to community dinners, to 
film screenings, to political discussions helps 
to clarify how, why, and how deeply we are 
ready to be there for each other in times of 
violence and celebration.

In UBUNTUõs statement of principles, you 
say, òAlthough our work is long-term, it is 
also urgent and immediate. We see providing 
immediate support for individual survivors 
and longer-term social transformation as in-
terrelated and mutually-strengthening types 
of work. To resist, we must heal; to heal, we 
must resist.ó I love that you believe this and 
that you put this in your work. How do you 
balance providing one on one support and 
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we have built informal mechanisms to offer 
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organization, and the movement for safety 
and healing. Do you want additional sup-
port? Should your organization be providing 
leave time? Support for counseling? A space 
for you to be heard? 

3) Think about the role of the organization 
in addressing accountability and repara-
tions. Accountability for oppression/abuse 
is different for different people, for differ-
ent situations. Do you want a statement of 
accountability and apology? Do you want it 
public? Do you want it written? Do you want 
a supportive space for your abuser to hear 
and understand what you have experienced? 
Do you want a public statement from your 
organization? 

4) Think about how you want to be involved 
in the process of accountability. Do you want 
to be involved in every step? Do you want to 
be involved in specific aspects of the process? 
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ily, co-workers, comrades whom you trust, 
ask them to help you to take accountability, 
not to help you avoid accountability. 

5) Take accountability for full reparations. 
Consider what you need to do to take ac-
countability including full public apology, 
offering resources (including money) to the 
survivor/organization to help with healing/
reparations for the abuse, counseling, leav

r טּ ̾
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their own actions. The following account by 
J.E. is an example of this tactic:

“Recently, the batterer who was my lover six 
years ago called me up on the phone. I was 
surprised to hear her voice. Though I have 
asked her not to call, a few times a year she 
phones me anyway. It had been several years 
since I talked to her in person.

“I thought: What does she want? I feel suspi
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When your parents make you, it is Chile, 1974
They think they will raise you in a revolutionary sunlight
but you are born in a refugee camp to a mother alone
as your father sits in Pinochet’s prison

When you show me the one photograph of your childhood
you arre four. Your delicate fro spreads like sunrise
as you eye stare away, wide open and fully disassociated
At the refugee kitchen table
 your mother rocks thick black eyeliner and wings of hair
holding a cigarette over a smile insisting
She looks like her hummingbird heart is about to explode
Your father grips her heart 
like a cigarette between his fingers 
He is the one about the explode
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You have the Angry Brigade and The Wretched of the Earth in your bookcase
We tag Pepita and Chanchito 97 on the walls of the underpass
The security guards tell us to stop kissing in the lobby

You pull out your knife as we try to have sex in the playground
when a man jumps out with his dick in hand
You tell me you’ve always wanted to die
but feed me, give me books
I’ve never been this happy

I pull you back from the window, 
jam my shoulder in the door
to the room where you’re trying to cut your wrists with a pink daisy razor

everyone has thought you were crazy for so long
you’re bi, talk about abuse, being crazy
Being lightskinned tortures you 
like an itch that never once stops
You try to rip your eyeballs out of their sockets 
because you think they’re blue
You sneer, at least when they think you’re white they think you’re Italian.

I meet your mother and she and your dad take us out 
before the food comes you and your dad are circling each other
in the street. go on, hit your old man
this is why you left
but almost 10 years later you want your parents
You start to say that, after all
your father was driving a cab all night
working another job during the day, going back to sce
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