
5.6. distinguishing between abuse & violence
Adapted from a speech given by Connie Burk, Northwest Network of Bisexual, Trans, 

Lesbian and Gay Survivors of Abuse titled Intimate Partner Violence: Are We Measuring 

What Matters?  Dec 2nd & 3rd, 2008, Washington, D.C.

Domestic abuse is in many ways not a question of violence at all, but a question of 
agency. 

Domestic violence, at its core, is a process where one person systematically undermines 
the agency of another person in a relationship.    Agents are people who are in charge 
RI�WKHPVHOYHV���$QRWKHU�ZRUG�IRU�´DJHQWµ�LV�´VXEMHFW�µ�D�SHUVRQ�ZKR�FDQ�GR�VRPHWKLQJ��
H[SHULHQFH�UHDVRQDEOH�FRQVHTXHQFHV��UHÁHFW�RQ�WKRVH�FRQVHTXHQFHV��OHDUQ�DQG�WKHQ�
act again.

,Q�WKH�VLPSOHVW�WHUPV��GRPHVWLF�YLROHQFH�REMHFWLÀHV�VXUYLYRUV�

That is to say, folks who batter attempt to change subjects into objects, people into 
things.  People who batter attempt to change self-determining subjects, people who can 
DFW��H[SHULHQFH�UHDVRQDEOH�FRQVHTXHQFHV��UHÁHFW�DQG�DFW�DJDLQ��LQWR�REMHFWV��LQWR�WKLQJV�
that do not act but are acted upon. 

If you think back to 7th grade English and diagramming sentences, it looks something like 
this:

Mike kicks the ball.

Mike kicks Andrea.

7KLV�SURFHVV�RI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�FDOOHG�´SRZHU�DQG�FRQWUROµ���$Q�DEXVLYH�SHUVRQ�
attempts to systematically assume power and control over their partner.  They may 
FRQWURO�WKHLU�SDUWQHU·V�DFFHVV�WR�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\��PRQH\��FORWKLQJ�FKRLFHV��IRRG��
spiritual and religious practices, shelter and medical services.  People who batter often 
use physical violence to reinforce their tactics of control and to demonstrate that there 
are irrational and frightening consequences for resisting that control.   

3HRSOH�ZKR�EDWWHU�DOVR�H[SORLW�WKHLU�SDUWQHUV·�UHVRXUFHV��GLVSOD\LQJ�D�SURIRXQG�VHQVH�
RI�HQWLWOHPHQW�WR�WKHLU�SDUWQHUV·�ERG\��PLQG�DQG�VSLULW��7KLV�H[SORLWDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�VXFK�
D�SURPLQHQW�H[SHULHQFH�IRU�/*%7�SHRSOH�WKDW��DW�WKH�1:�1HWZRUN��ZH�JHQHUDOO\�WDON�
DERXW�´3RZHU��FRQWURO�	�H[SORLWDWLRQµ���6XUYLYRUV�PD\�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�ZRUNLQJ�VHYHUDO�
jobs to make ends meet, attempting to support their abusive partner to deal with a 
GUXJ�DGGLFWLRQ��D�KLVWRU\�RI�VH[XDO�DEXVH��GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�DW�ZRUN��ÀQDQFLDO�WURXEOHV�RU�
GHSUHVVLRQ���$�SHUVRQ�H[SHULHQFLQJ�WKLV�H[SORLWDWLRQ�FDQ�ÀQG�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO��SK\VLFDO��
spiritual, economic and mental resources drained in an attempt to meet the needs of 
their abusive partner. This process, again, attempts to turn a subject into an object: to 
turn a person who is the center of their own life into a person whose primary purpose is 
WR�VHUYH�DQRWKHU�SHUVRQ·V�QHHGV�DQG�ZLVKHV��
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$EXVH�RU�GRPHVWLF�YLROHQFH��WKHUHIRUH��UHIHUV�QRW�MXVW�WR�D�VSHFLÀF�YLROHQW�RU�FUXHO�
LQFLGHQW³RU�HYHQ�D�VHULHV�RI�YLROHQW�RU�FUXHO�LQFLGHQWV³EXW�WR�WKH�WRWDOLW\�RI�DWWLWXGHV��
behaviors and contexts that enable one person to objectify another.  

My partner directs the Washington State Domestic Violence Fatality Review.  Over the 
past decade, they have reviewed almost 100 of the nearly 500 domestic violence related 
fatalities in Washington State since 1999.  As the data from our domestic violence fatality 
review, and the data from reviews from around the country can attest, batterers can 
RYHUZKHOP�D�VXUYLYRU·V�VWUXJJOH�IRU�DJHQF\�DQG�OLWHUDOO\�WXUQ�D�VXEMHFW�LQWR�DQ�REMHFW��D�
living, breathing person into a still, lifeless body.  When a batterer kills their partner, it 
LV�WKH�WZLVWHG�\HW�ORJLFDO�HQGSRLQW�RI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�XQLQWHUUXSWHG��(YHQ�RQH�GRPHVWLF�
violence murder is too many, and we know that hundreds of people are killed by their 
batterers every year. 

But, given the thousands and thousands of abusive relationships in our communities, 
UHODWLYHO\�IHZ�EDWWHUHUV�DFWXDOO\�DFKLHYH�WKLV�ORJLFDO�HQGSRLQW�RI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ���7KHUH�
have been 500 domestic violence related fatalities in Washington State in the past 10 
years, but thousands and thousands of partners have been battered.  Why is that?  

It is because survivors survive.  Not as objects only acted upon but as subjects.  As 
DFWRUV�DFWLQJ���6XUYLYRUV�OHDUQ�DQG�DGDSW��WKH\�SURYRNH�DQG�ÀJKW�EDFN��WKH\�UHDFK�RXW�
DQG�JHW�KHOS��WKH\�WRLO�LQ�REVFXULW\��WKH\�TXLHWO\�VDYH�PRQH\�DQG�SODQ�WR�ÁHH��WKH\�VFUHDP��
they accommodate and placate, they plot and manipulate, they defend their children, they 
OLH�DQG�PLVGLUHFW��WKH\�ÀQG�D�ZD\�ZKHUH�WKHUH�LV�QR�ZD\�DQG�WKH\�UHVLVW�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ���
They try to make sense out of their experience and they survive. 

´6XUYLYLQJµ�UHIHUV�WR�DOO�WKH�WKLQJV�D�SHUVRQ�GRHV�WR�UHVLVW�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�DWWHPSW�WR�
WDNH�EDFN�SRZHU�LQ�RQH·V�RZQ�OLIH���6RPH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�SHRSOH�GR�ZKLOH�VXUYLYLQJ�
are noble and beautiful and consistent with the story of how a survivor should act.   
They make great United Way copy.  Many of the things that people do to survive are 
complicated and feel shameful, scary or confusing to survivors and to outside observers.  
$V�DGYRFDWHV��ZH�PD\�ÀQG�RXUVHOYHV�FKHHULQJ�VXUYLYRUV·�DFWLRQV�WKDW�UHVRQDWH�ZLWK�XV�
and avoiding the ones that trouble us, but all of it matters.   All of it is part of the messy 
process of survival and all of it merits our thoughtful and compassionate attention.

%XW��:KHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�EHLQJ�IXOO\�RSHQ�WR�WKH�HQWLUH�VSDQ�RI�VXUYLYRUV�H[SHULHQFHV³RI�
WKH�FKRLFHV�DQG�DFWLRQV�VXUYLYRUV�WDNH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�VXUYLYLQJ�DEXVH³WKH�DQWL�
YLROHQFH�PRYHPHQW³IURP�DFURVV�WKH�VSHFWUXP�RI�UHVSRQVH³KDV�IDOOHQ�VKRUW����:H�
FHQWHU�SHRSOH�ZKR�EDWWHU�DV�WKH�´DFWRUVµ�LQ�DEXVLYH�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DQG�ZH�FDQ�GHVFULEH�
in detail the actions they take to establish abusive systems of power, control and 
exploitation, but we really speak very little about what survivors do to survive.  We are 
FRQVWUDLQHG�E\�WKH�QHHG�WR�FRQYLQFH�WKH�ODUJHU�FRPPXQLW\�WR�VXSSRUW�VXUYLYRUV³WR�SURYH�
that survivors are good and therefore worthy of care and regard.  

We are constrained by an ironically sexist applied domestic abuse analysis that centers 
EDWWHUHUV��SHRSOH�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�EH�PHQ��DV�WKH�RQO\�SHRSOH�ZKRVH�DFWLRQV�´PDWWHUµ����:H�
are deeply concerned about what happens to survivors, but we are less interested in 
understanding what survivors do themselves.)  

We are constrained by our over-reliance on the criminal legal system in our response 
to domestic violence.  And we are constrained by our own pain and discomfort when 
FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRPSOH[�UHDOLWLHV�RI�VXUYLYRUV·��HYHQ�RXU�RZQ��H[SHULHQFHV��
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We may be reluctant to talk about or help make sense of the complex, confusing 
FKRLFHV�WKDW�VXUYLYRUV�PDNH�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�VXUYLYLQJ�DEXVH³EXW�,�FDQ�DVVXUH�\RX�
that people who batter are not.  People who batter say: You are just as bad as me.  If 
those people knew what you did, they would never help you.  You deserve this.  You are 
WKH�DEXVHU��QRW�PH���2XU�FRQIXVLRQ�DQG�UHOXFWDQFH�FROOXGHV�ZLWK�EDWWHUHUV·�JRDOV���

Our ambivalence lingers on and, in the meanwhile, our movement to end violence 
ORRVHV�FUHGLELOLW\�ZLWK�VXUYLYRUV��DQG�FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQV³EHFDXVH�
women act violently AND because survivors use violence to survive. 

We know this.  We have observed it in the actions of our mothers and ourselves 
and the women in shelter.  And everyone who lives in the world long enough will 
KDYH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�REVHUYH�WKLV�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV���:RPHQ�XVH�YLROHQFH³WKDW�LV�
straightforward.

The question is: Who will assign meaning to this information and what meaning will be 
assigned?

Since 1997, I have been working in my diverse lesbian, bisexual, trans and gay 
FRPPXQLW\�LQ�D�TXHHU�VSHFLÀF�DQWL�YLROHQFH�FRQWH[W���$OPRVW�DOO�RI�WKH�WUDQV�DQG�IHPDOH�
survivors and most of the male survivors we work with want to avoid the criminal legal 
system.  Since we work in a context of same-sex abuse, we cannot rely on gender to 
determine if a person is establishing a pattern of abusive power and control, resisting 
REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�RU�GRLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH�DOWRJHWKHU���:H�KDYH�GHYHORSHG�D�YHU\�XVHIXO�
assessment process to understand if and how power, control & exploitation may be 
working in a relationship.  We have also had to meet squarely the facts that women 
batter women and men, men batter women and men, & survivors use violence to resist 
REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ���

I think this helps us hold the various tensions involved in our discussions with a lot of 
compassion.

I know women use violence.  I am not saying that the recent spate of research on 
gender symmetry in IPV is accurate.  Actually, I am highly skeptical of data suggesting 
that, in intimate relationships, women use physical force as often or more often than 
PHQ�GR���7KH�(�5·V�DQG�WKH�PRUJXHV�MXVW�GRQ·W�EDFN�WKDW�XS���%87�,�DP�VD\LQJ�WKDW�LW�
would not challenge my analysis of domestic violence if those dubious claims were true.  

This is because:

1. 0HQ·V�SRZHU�RYHU�ZRPHQ�LV�SULYLOHJHG�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\�
2. %DWWHUHU·V�FRQWURO�UHOLHV�RQ�JHQGHU�GLVSDULWLHV�DQG�RWKHU�V\VWHPV�RI�LQHTXDOLW\�LQ�RXU�

society. 
 
and

3. Assessment of context, intent & effect is needed to understand the meaning of a 
given action.
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It is not a coincidence that in heterosexual relationships, men overwhelmingly batter 
women. 

In fact, if you only could have one piece of information about a person in an abusive 
heterosexual relationship, what piece of information would be most predictive of 
whether a person was a survivor or a batterer?   Gender.

This is not because women are biologically nicer, or that women are socially 
constructed to be non-violent, or that women are incapable of exploitation.  Thousands 
of kids can tell us that women can be violent; thousands of undocumented domestic 
workers can tell us that women are capable of exploitation; and thousands of lovers 
can tell us that women can be abusive.  

My mother was a smart, outgoing, talented, generous woman who would gladly knock 
us from here to kingdom-come, I learned early that there was nothing inherently non-
violent about women.  

In heterosexual relationships, women are more likely to be battered because sexism 
SULYLOHJHV�PHQ·V�SRZHU�RYHU�ZRPHQ�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\���

In Kansas, at the shelter where I worked, women would come to the shelter and we 
would take them to the bank to get their money, out of a joint bank account under 
WKHLU�QDPH��DQG�WKH\�ZRXOG�EH�WROG�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH³´1R��SUREOHP��6DOO\��MXVW�JHW�
\RXU�KXVEDQG��6DP���WR�FR�VLJQ�DQG�ZH�ZLOO�JLYH�\RX�WKLV�PRQH\�µ����7KH�%DQNHU�ZDV�
operating completely independently of Sam.  They had not coordinated their control.  
6DP�ZDV�QRW�KROGLQJ�D�JXQ�WR�WKH�%DQNHU·V�KHDG��RU�SURPLVLQJ�KLP�D�UHZDUG�LI�KH�
WKZDUWHG�6DOO\·V�DWWHPSWV�WR�OHDYH�KLP���7KH�%DQNHU�GLGQ·W�NQRZ�DQ\WKLQJ�DERXW�6DP�
DQG�6DOO\�DV�VXFK���6H[LVP��LQ�WKLV�FDVH��WKH�VH[LVW�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�ZRPHQ�DUHQ·W�
WR�EH�WUXVWHG�ZLWK�WKH�IDPLO\·V�PRQH\��WKDW�LV�WR�VD\��WKHLU�RZQ�PRQH\��FRPSOHWHO\�
LQGHSHQGHQWO\�EDFNHG�XS�KHU�KXVEDQG·V�FRQWURO�

0HQ·V�SRZHU�RYHU�ZRPHQ�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\�LV�DVVHUWHG�LQ�ZD\V�ZH�UHJLVWHU�DV�ZRQGHUIXO��
and ways we register as benign and ways we register as sinister.  Women are taught 
to defer to this power and men are taught to assume this authority in a thousand little 
PRPHQWV���*LUOV�ZDLW�WR�EH�DVNHG�WR�WKH�ELJ�GDQFH��DQG�ZLYHV�WDNH�WKHLU�KXVEDQG·V�
names, and women walk on eggshells, and sometimes they get hit.   

Almost all of these moments are legal, and a very very good many of them are 
celebrated as some of the most precious and valuable experiences a heterosexual 
person can ever have.  These moments establish a baseline of authority in 
relationships and in the larger world that is different for women than for men.  

2I�FRXUVH��WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�´ZRPHQµ�DQG�´PHQµ�DUH�QRW�VWDEOH���$QG�OLNH�HYHU\��RWKHU�
binary construction used to categorize human experience, there is more diversity within 
than between these two groups and many people fall outside the categories altogether.  

%XW�LQ�WKH�GRPLQDQW�FXOWXUH��WKH�H[SHFWDWLRQV�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�´PDQµ�DQG�WKH�
QRWLRQ�RI�´ZRPDQµ�DUH�ULJLG�DQG�UHPDLQ�UHODWLYHO\�VWULFWO\�SURGXFHG�DQG�HQIRUFHG���,Q�
FDVH�IRONV�WKLQN�,·P�UHDFKLQJ�LQWR�WKH�LUUHOHYDQW�SDVW��WKHUH�LV�D�QHZ�2QH�D�'D\�YLWDPLQ�
FDPSDLJQ�IRU�WHHQV³XVLQJ�FXWWLQJ�HGJH�VFLHQFH�WKH\�FUHDWHG�GLIIHUHQW�YLWDPLQV�WR�
PHHW�WKH�VSHFLÀF�KHDOWK�QHHGV�IRU�JURZLQJ�WHHQ�ER\V�DQG�WHHQ�JLUOV��7KH�FRPPHUFLDOV�
promise moms that the girl vitamins will help nourish beautiful skin and the boy 
vitamins will build strong muscles.  
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:RPHQ·V�H[SHULHQFH�LV�QRW�D�PRQROLWK���0\�PRWKHU�ZDV�D�PL[HG�UDFH�ZRPDQ�UDLVHG�WR�
EH�D�PDWULDUFK�RI�PDWULDUFKV�ZKR�ZRXOG�GLH�E\�WKH�DJH�RI������0\�SDUWQHU·V�PRWKHU�ZDV�
a young white woman and wife with three children as the second wave of feminism 
broke.  She would come out as a lesbian and eventually live away from her sons on 
ZRPHQ·V�ODQG���0\�SDUWQHU·V�VWHS�PRWKHU�ZDV�D�\RXQJ�ZKLWH�XQZHG�PRWKHU�WU\LQJ�WR�
establish a career who accepted the task of raising three more children and would 
eventually rise to incredible success in her profession.  Three women with wildly 
different experiences all living within a few miles of one another in Kansas.  

'HVSLWH�WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFHV��RXU�PRWKHUV·�DFWLRQV��OLNH�RWKHU�ZRPHQ·V�DFWLRQV�LQ�
heterosexual relationships took place with a backdrop of undermined authority, little 
social support for establishing authority over male partners, a dominant culture default  
of paternalism both for the survival of the family (undergirded by unequal pay for 
equal work and the persistent burden of childrearing and homemaking) and protection 
IURP�PHQ·V�YLROHQFH�LQ�WKH�ODUJHU�ZRUOG��XQGHUJLUGHG�E\�ZRPHQ·V�H[SHULHQFH�RI�PDQ\�
W\SHV�RI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKHLU�OLIHWLPHV�����2XU�PRWKHUV·�H[SHULHQFH�RI�
gender disparity was compounded by the consequences of racism and homophobia 
and poverty and other manifestations of institutional inequality. And so it goes. In 
religious practice, women are constituted as helpmeet to men and are exhorted to 
be subject to men in every Western tradition.  While egalitarian movements within 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam re-vision this frame, these are not the fastest growing 
branches of any of these faiths. 

Women, religious and secular, conservative and liberal, are taught to heedfully notice 
WKHLU�PHQ·V�SULRULWLHV�DQG�WR�WDNH�WKHP�VHULRXVO\�DW�D�PLQLPXP��DQG�LQWHUQDOL]H�WKHP�DV�
WKHLU�RZQ�ZKHQHYHU�SRVVLEOH���:KHQ�WKH\�GRQ·W��WKH\�ZLOO�SD\�D�ORQHVRPH�SULFH���)URP�
WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�WR�WKH�SHUVRQDO��ZRPHQ·V�DJHQF\�LV�FRQVWLWXWHG�ZLWK�YXOQHUDELOLWLHV�VKRW�
through. 

Even in the most egalitarian contexts, women are cautioned to be vigilant not to claim 
WKHLU�SRZHU�LQ�D�PDQQHU�WKDW�WKUHDWHQV�PHQ·V���

6R��WKLV�LV�WKH�EDFNGURS�RI�ZRPHQ·V�DFWLRQV���0HQ·V�DFWLRQV�DUH�WDNLQJ�SODFH�ZLWK�WKLV�
backdrop in relief.

7KHVH�EDFNGURSV��WKRXJK�UHODWHG�WR�RQH�DQRWKHU��VHW�RSSRVLWH�VWDJHV³DQG�WKH�
meaning of the action on those stages cannot be the same.  

Men walk onto the stage with almost all the set pieces in place to establish and 
maintain coercive control.  Most men do not choose to use violence or batter even 
WKHQ���7KH\�PD\�H[SHULHQFH�FHUWDLQ�LUULWDWLQJ�EHQHÀWV�LQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS�EDVHG�RQ�
their privileged power, they may do less housework even though their partner is 
employed as well, but they do not overstep into violence or into battery. 

+RZHYHU��JLYHQ�WKH�DEXQGDQFH�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�VXSSRUWV�IRU�PHQ·V�DFFHSWHG�
SRZHU�RYHU�ZRPHQ��LW·V�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�D�PDQ�127�WR�HVWDEOLVK�D�FUHGLEOH�IUDPHZRUN�IRU�
abusive control over a female partner when he uses petulant, mean, scary or violent 
behaviors. 
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7KH�PHDQLQJ�RQH�PDQ·V�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�KLV�IHPDOH�SDUWQHU�LV�IRUPHG�LQ�WKH�ODUJHU�
FRQWH[W�RI�PDOH�YLROHQFH�DQG�PDOH�SULYLOHJH���(YHQ�ZLWK�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�´LQWHQWLRQµ�
to batter, even when a man is acting out of remedial skills and a lack of emotional 
FRPSHWHQFH³WKRVH�WLPHV�ZKHQ�D�PDQ�LV�MXVW�EHLQJ�D�DVVKROH�EXW�KDV�QR�LQWHQWLRQ�WR�
WXUQ�D�VXEMHFW�LQWR�DQ�REMHFW³KLV�VFDU\�DFWLRQV�ZLOO�PRUH�HDVLO\�EH�FRHUFLYH���/LNH�LW�RU�
QRW��WKRVH�DFWLRQV�FDUU\�WR�ZHLJKW�RI�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�PHQ·V�FRHUFLYH�FRQWURO�RI�ZRPHQ���
$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��ZKHQ�D�PDQ�KDV�HYHQ�WKH�VOLJKWHVW�ZLOO�WR�EDWWHU³WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�
sexism in the world around him will power-boost his attempts at abusive control.

:LWK�IHZ�H[FHSWLRQV��ZRPHQ·V�SHWXODQW��PHDQ��VFDU\�DQG�YLROHQW�EHKDYLRUV�DJDLQVW�
PDOH�SDUWQHUV�ODFN�D�EDFNVWRU\�RI�´ZRPHQ·V�YLROHQFHµ�LQ�VRFLHW\³DV�ZDUULRUV��RU�
VHULDO�UDSLVWV��RU�ZKDWKDYH�\RX���:RPHQ·V�DFWLRQV�RIWHQ�ODFN�WKH�FUHGLELOLW\�WR�OHYHUDJH�
institutional supports to establish authority over men.   Women can set the stage for 
coercive control in heterosexual relationships, but it takes a disproportionate degree of 
determination to do so.

Still, in many, many conversations, survivors of abuse express feeling trapped in 
abusive relationships by the guilt and shame and confusion over their own petulant, 
mean, scary and violent behaviors.  Even those behaviors that they used to directly 
resist abuse.

We can all agree that such behaviors matter when they are used to batter someone.  
%XW�GR�ZRPHQ·V�SHWXODQW��PHDQ��VFDU\�DQG�YLROHQW�EHKDYLRUV�PDWWHU�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�GR�QRW�
have the consequence of coercive control? Or if they are only used to survive abuse? I 
say yes.

:H�PXVW�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�´YLROHQFHµ�DQG�´DEXVHµ���1RW�DOO�
YLROHQFH�LV�DEXVLYH���6RPH�YLROHQFH�LV�UHVLVWDQW³LW�LV�XVHG�WR�UHVLVW�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ��WR�
resist abuse.

These actions are not abuse AND they matter AND their meaning must be understood 
in context.   

,Q�RUGHU�WR�DWWHPSW�WR�PHHW�VXUYLYRUV�XQÁLQFKLQJO\�LQ�WKHLU�IXOO�H[SHULHQFH��ZH�KDYH�WR�
be able to accept survivors as agents--as people who act, not things only acted upon.  
We must agree that, as people, it matters what survivors do.  Even when the choices 
of survivors are viciously limited, when survivors are between a rock and a hard place, 
ZKHQ�WKH�WROO�RI�WKUHDWV�DQG�FUD]\PDNLQJ�WXUQ�RQH·V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�XSVLGH�
GRZQ��ZKDW�D�SHUVRQ�GRHV�DV�D�VXUYLYRU�PDWWHUV���,W�PDWWHUV�EHFDXVH�RQH·V�KXPDQLW\³
RQH·V�´SHUVRQ�QHVVµ³PDWWHUV���:KHQ�DGYRFDWHV�DUH�XQDEOH�WR�PHHW�VXUYLYRUV�LQ�WKH�
full, messy, broken, heroic, petty realness of the actual choices that survivors have 
PDGH³ZH�UHLQIRUFH�WKH�VLOHQFH�DQG�VKDPH�WKDW�RIWHQ�KDXQW�VXUYLYRUV�RI�YLROHQFH���

6R��,�VD\�´<HV�µ�LW�PDWWHUV³EHFDXVH�ZKDW�ZRPHQ�GR�PDWWHUV�DQG�ZKDW�VXUYLYRUV�
GR�PDWWHUV³WR�WKHP��WR�WKHLU�KXPDQLW\��WR�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ��WR�WKHLU�SDUWQHUV��WR�RXU�
FRPPXQLW\��WR�PH���%XW�PDQ\�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�VD\��´1R�µ

,�EHOLHYH�WKLV�LV�EHFDXVH�WKH�RQO\�FXUUHQW�ORFDWLRQ�ZH�KDYH�IRU�´PDWWHULQJµ�LV�D�SXQLWLYH�
UHVSRQVH�IURP�WKH�FULPLQDO�OHJDO�V\VWHP³D�V\VWHP�WKDW�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�LOO�VXLWHG�WR�
XQGHUVWDQG�RU�UHVSRQG�KHOSIXOO\�WR�VXUYLYRUV·�DFWLRQV����5LJKW�QRZ��ZH�KDYH�QRW�ORRNHG�
carefully at these actions as they are used by survivors to survive.  They only exist in 
our discussions as actions used by batterers to batter.  And our only real response to 
batterers is a criminal legal response, and we know that such a response for survivors
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LV�KDUPIXO���:H�GRQ·W�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�VRUW�RXW�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�D�JLYHQ�EHKDYLRU���,V�LW�
DEXVLYH"��,V�LV�UHVLVWDQFH"��$QG�ZH�JHW�VWXFN���$QG�ZH·YH�VWD\HG�VWXFN�

Which brings us to the importance of assessment.

,Q�RXU�WUDLQLQJV��ZH�GR�DQ�H[HUFLVH�ZKHUH�VSHFLÀF�EHKDYLRUV�DUH�SDVVHG�DURXQG�WR�
WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV���7KLQJV�OLNH���5HDGV�SDUWQHU·V�PDLO���+LWV�ZDOO�QH[W�WR�SDUWQHU·V�KHDG���
Pressures partner to have sex.  In dyads, people answer the question: how might a 
person who batters use this behavior to establish or maintain a pattern of power, control 
or exploitation?   

Next they are asked to describe how a person surviving abusive power & control might 
use the same behavior.

In the debrief, folks are able to think of reasons a survivor might use each behavior to 
resist abusive power & control.  Sometimes the reasons imagined are self-defensive, 
or retaliatory, or provoking, or testing.  But they are all very credible and, surprisingly 
WR�PRVW�IRONV��E\�WKHLU�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�YHU\�FRPPRQ���,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�PRPHQWV�DIWHU�EHLQJ�
asked why a survivor might pressure their partner to have sex, there is often a pause.  
But, even then, people can offer a variety of contexts, intents & hoped consequences 
that reconcile the behavior with the experience of surviving.  Survivors might pressure 
their partner to have sex to head off the threat of more lethal physical violence, to 
prove to a partner that s/he is still sexually interested in them, to distract a partner 
from violence against children/or leaving to drive drunk/or escalating accusations, to 
´HDUQµ�PRQH\�RU�SULYLOHJHV�WKDW�FRPPRQO\�DUH�JLYHQ�RQO\�LQ�H[FKDQJH�IRU�VH[��WR�WU\�WR�
reconnect with some tender aspect of the relationship.  

,Q�RXU�VDPH�VH[�DEXVH�DVVHVVPHQWV���:H�FDQ·W�XVH�JHQGHU�WR�PDNH�DQ�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�
ZKR�LV�DEXVLQJ���$QG�ZH�FDQ·W�XVH�D�OLVW�RI�EHKDYLRUV���:H�NQRZ�IURP�WDONLQJ�WR�SHRSOH�
WKDW�DQ\�EHKDYLRU³IURP�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�FRQWURO�ZKHHO�RU�WKH�FRQÁLFW�WDFWLF�VFDOH�RU�DQ\�
OLVW�RI�EHKDYLRUV³FDQ�EH�XVHG�WR�HVWDEOLVK�D�SDWWHUQ�RI�SRZHU�	�FRQWURO�RU�WR�UHVLVW�D�
SDWWHUQ�RI�SRZHU�	�FRQWURO���$Q\�VSHFLÀF�EHKDYLRU�FDQ�EH�XVHG�WR�DEXVH�25�WR�VXUYLYH��

´$VVHVVPHQWµ��LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W��UHIHUV�WR�DQ�LQWHQWLRQDO�SURFHVV�WR�OHDUQ�DV�PXFK�DERXW�
ZKDW�LV�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�D�SHUVRQ·V�OLIH�DV�QHHGHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR����LGHQWLI\�LI�	�KRZ�FRHUFLYH�
power, control & exploitation is working in a relationship and 2) to connect that person 
with the best possible resource.  

6R��KHUH·V�D�OLWWOH�TXDQWXP�SK\VLFV�IRU�\RX���2XU�SURFHVV�FRQFHSWXDOL]HV�GRPHVWLF�
abuse as a system, not a machine.  With a machine, no matter how complicated, one 
FRXOG�HYHQWXDOO\�LGHQWLI\�DQG�FDWDORJXH�DOO�LW·V�SDUWV���2QH�FRXOG�LGHQWLI\�ZKLFK�SDUWV�
were broken and had to be repaired for the machine to work or which parts would 
have to be removed to prevent it from functioning. If domestic abuse was like machine, 
DVVHVVPHQW�ZRXOG�EH�PXFK�VLPSOHU�DQG�OLVWV�RI�EHKDYLRUV�ZRXOG�VXIÀFH���%XW�D�V\VWHP��
unlike a machine, is fractal, self-referencing and adaptive.  It can incorporate new 
LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�FKDQJH³\RX�GRQ·W�FDUH�LI�,�WUDVK�\RX�DQ\PRUH��VR��ZKDW�KDSSHQV�LI�
,�WUDVK�\RXU�VLVWHU"��,Q�RXU�DVVHVVPHQW��ZH�DUHQ·W�ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�VSHFLÀF�EHKDYLRU�RU�
condition or even sets of behaviors or conditions, we are attending to whether or not a 
system of power, control and exploitation will emerge in our conversations.
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To understand context, intent & effect, we may talk about money & resources, anger 
and coolness, sex, staying and leaving, leveraging institutional privilege, identities, 
connection & isolation, sharing information and lying, blame, guilt & entitlement, cultural 
& religious practices and expectations,  use of physical & sexual violence & force.  
:H�DUH�OHVV�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWHQW�RI�SHRSOH·V�DJUHHPHQWV��VXFK�DV�ZKHWKHU�WKH\�
seem to us to express sexist or egalitarian views) than in how those agreements were 
arrived at, how they can be renegotiated and if the consequences are reasonable if 
agreements are breached.

:H�OLVWHQ�IRU�D�UDQJH�RI�WKLQJV�WKDW�GRQ·W�DSSHDU�RQ�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�FRQWURO�ZKHHO��WKLQJV�
like dread and using vulnerabilities:

• Violent incidents can be chaotic and careening and anyone involved may 
H[SHULHQFH�IHDU��GUHDG�WHQGV�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH������DQG�WKH�FXPXODWLYH�HIIHFW�RI�
coercion.

• People who batter often use their own vulnerabilities (drug use, illness, 
experiences with oppression, past abuse) to insist that their partner prioritize their 
QHHGV�RYHU�WKH�SDUWQHU·V�RZQ���$�VXUYLYRU�PLJKW�EH�H[SHFWHG�WR�ZRUN�WZR�MREV�WR�
PDNH�HQGV�PHHW�EHFDXVH�WKHLU�SDUWQHU·V�SDVW�DUUHVW�UHFRUG�PHDQV�JHWWLQJ�D�MRE�LV�
GLIÀFXOW��RU�WR�VWD\�VWLOO�GXULQJ�WKH�QLJKW�VR�DV�QRW�WR�WULJJHU�D�SDUWQHU·V�SWVG�IURP�ZDU�
trauma or childhood sexual abuse.  

$QG��DV�\RX�PLJKW�LPDJLQH��WKH�DVVHVVPHQW�SURFHVV�ZDV�KRZ�ZH�ÀUVW�FDPH�WR�
hear so much about things survivors had done  that they regretted, or still could not 
comprehend or that they feared would mean that no one would help them or that they 
ZRXOGQ·W�GHVHUYH�KHOS�

Once you talk to someone about the violence that they have used to resist abuse and 
WKH\�H[SUHVV�WKHLU�DPELYDOHQFH�DQG�FRQIXVLRQ�DQG³DW�WLPHV³KRZ�WUDSSHG�WKH\�IHHO�
E\�WKHLU�DFWLRQV��\RX�KDYH�WR�VWDUW�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�LW���<RX�FDQ·W�VD\��´*UHDW�1HZV��:H·YH�
DVVHVVHG�WKDW�\RX·UH�D�VXUYLYRU�VR�QHYHU�PLQG�DERXW�DOO�WKDW�YLROHQFH³\RX�KDG�WR�GR�LW�µ��
$QG�\RX�ZRXOGQ·W�ZDQW�WR�

So what does that mean for folks who are responding to domestic violence?

Some of the facts that are confounding to advocates and policy makers and law 
enforcement and researchers and friends & family, include:

• some women use violence 
• some women use violence in intimate relationships
• some women abuse men
• some survivors use violence against abusers

I believe that these facts do not challenge a feminist, advocacy-focused analysis of 
GRPHVWLF�DEXVH�WKDW�XQGHUVWDQGV�GRPHVWLF�YLROHQFH�KDV�D�IRUP�RI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�
that recognizes the real experience of surviving.  They are entirely reconcilable with 
this understanding of domestic violence.  Not all violence is abusive.  Violence must be 
understood in context. 
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However, the observations are not reconcilable to a criminal legal framework.  
9LFWLP�DQG�SHUSHWUDWRU�²�DV�OHJDO�FDWHJRULHV�²�DUH�PXWXDOO\�H[FOXVLYH��

 Advocacy Model Language Criminal Legal System Language 
A person who experiences a 
pattern of power and control by 
another. 

Survivor Victim A person against whom a 
crime of battery has been 
committed. 

A person who establishes a 
pattern of power and control 
over another. 

Abuser/
Batterer 

Perpetrator A person who has been 
convicted of committing a 
crime of battery. 

The advocacy model understands that 
people who abuse their partners may: 
• Establish a pattern of control that occurs 24-7,
• Control/exploit their partner over time,
• use a number of tactics—some of which are
illegal, most of which are legal,
• rely on systems of oppression and social
inequalities to maintain their control over their
partner.

Meanwhile, the criminal legal system: 
��LV�GHVLJQHG�WR�DGGUHVV�VSHFL¿F�LQFLGHQWV�DQG�
determine if they are legal or illegal, 
• Evaluates “moments in time”, not patterns of
abusive control,
• Ignores bias and treats everyone as ‘agents
under the law’—regardless of institutional
inequalities.

The criminal legal system is incapable of acknowledging and integrating sociopolitical 
GLIIHUHQFHV�DPRQJ�SHRSOH³LW�XQGHUVWDQGV�HYHU\RQH�WR�EH�¶HTXDO�DJHQWV�XQGHU�WKH�
ODZ·³LW�FDQ·W�GHDO�ZLWK�UDFH�RU�JHQGHU�RU�VH[XDOLW\�LQ�PHDQLQJIXO�ZD\V�DQG�\HW�ZH�
know that institutional inequality is a big deal here.

7KH�FULPLQDO�OHJDO�V\VWHP�LV�QRW�DEOH�WR�DGGUHVV�VXUYLYRUV·�XVH�RI�YLROHQFH�LQ�WKH�
FRQWH[W�RI�VXUYLYLQJ�DEXVH���$QG�LW·V�QRW�DEOH�WR�DGHTXDWHO\�DGGUHVV�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�
meanings of the same actions given different social positions, histories or contexts.

6R��ZK\�GR�ZH�FDUH�VR�PXFK�LI�WKH�FULPLQDO�OHJDO�V\VWHP�FDQ·W�KDQGOH�LW"��$IWHU�DOO��
GRPHVWLF�DEXVH�LV�QRW�D�FULPLQDO�H[SHULHQFH��LW·V�D�KXPDQ�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�PD\�LQFOXGH�
criminal acts.  And, the anti-violence movement is not a criminal legal movement, but 
a human rights movement. 

We have to care because domestic violence interventions and domestic violence 
advocacy are immersed in a criminal legal paradigm.

The collapse between a criminal legal paradigm based on the understanding of 
domestic battery as essentially being a criminal legal category of behaviors and 
DFWLRQV�LQYROYLQJ�´SHUSHWUDWRUVµ�DQG�´YLFWLPVµ�ZLWK�DQ�DQWL�YLROHQFH�SDUDGLJP�EDVHG�RQ�
the understanding of domestic abuse as essentially being a question of agency has 
created great confusion.  

Section 5, Page 76   www.creative-interventions.org



6XUYLYRUV·�DFWLRQV�GRQ·W�PDNH�VHQVH�IURP�D�VWULFWO\�FULPLQDO�OHJDO�OHQV���7KH\�FDQQRW�EH�
XQGHUVWRRG�RU�HYHQ�FOHDUO\�QDPHG�RU�H[SODLQHG���´9LFWLPµ�DQG�´3HUSHWUDWRUµ�DUH�PXWXDOO\�
H[FOXVLYH�WHUPV��EXW�´6XUYLYRUµ�RI�DEXVH�DQG�´3HUSHWUDWRUµ�RI�DQ�LOOHJDO�DFW�DUH�QRW�

Tillie Black Bear and Dr. Beth Richie and countless other advocates and organizers 
ZDUQHG�XV�DERXW�WKH�QDUURZ�VOLFH�RI�ZRPHQ·V�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�ZH�ZHUH�DWWHQGLQJ�WR�
when we focused on the criminal legal system to the virtual exclusion of everything 
else. They warned us that poor women, women of color, undocumented women, queer 
women would be the most vulnerable to the worst consequences of this approach.  We 
GLGQ·W�FKDQJH�FRXUVH��HYHQ�DIWHU�WKHVH�ZRPHQ�DQG�RWKHUV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�
of economic justice, and racial justice and reproductive justice and other critical paths 
WKDW�ZRXOG�IRUWLI\�VXUYLYRUV·�DJHQF\�DQG�PDNH�WKHP�OHVV�YXOQHUDEOH�WR�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ³
by their lovers, by the state.

Rather than understanding criminal legal consequences for battering as one project 
within a global and holistic effort to repair the damage to women and men caused 
by sexism, to create loving and equitable relationship and to prevent abuse--rather 
than understanding criminal justice as a small bit of the global arc of justice that could 
include economic, racial, reproductive etc justice--our anti-violence interventions, policy 
priorities and research have been thoroughly absorbed into a broad criminal legal 
project. 

,�WKLQN�LW�LV�WKLV³QRW�WKH�IDFWV�WKDW�ZRPHQ�FDQ�DEXVH�RU�VXUYLYRUV�UHVLVW�DEXVH�ZLWK�
YLROHQFH³WKDW�LV�VR�KDUG�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�DQG�NHHS�WKH�LVVXH�RI�VXUYLYRUV·�XVH�RI�YLROHQFH�
so confounding. 

And it is this that we will have to repair if we are going to truly, fully advocate for all 
survivors.
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