
26 SCHOL AR & FEMINIST ONLINE

COVER IMAGE: MOTHERS FOR ADEQUATE WELFARE PROTEST, BOSTON, 1966. 
BOSTON HERALD-TRAVELER PHOTO MORGUE, BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY.



Volume 21 
Number 1 
Fall 2025

As an open access journal, !e Scholar and Feminist Online is  
published under a creative commons license, which means that all 
content is freely available without charge. In accordance with the 
Budapest Open Access Initiative declaration, users are allowed to 
read, download, copy, distribute, print, search, or link to the full 
texts of the articles in this journal without asking prior permission 
from the publisher or the author. !e sole limitation on sharing or 
reproducing these works should be to ensure that authors retain 
control over the accuracy of their content and receive appropriate 
credit through citation. For permission to reprint, please contact the 
author.

WEBSITE  

sfonline.barnard.edu

GUEST EDITORS 

Sarah Haley and Emily !uma

EXECUTIVE EDITOR 

Rebecca Jordan-Young

SENIOR EDITOR 

Sandra Moyano-Ariza

ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

Sarah Ross

PUBLICATION DESIGN  

Mitch Wiesen and Katie Fish

EDITORIAL BOARD  

Lila Abu-Lughod, Elizabeth 
Castelli, Pam Cobrin, Yvette 
Christianse, Jenna Freedman, 
Abosede George, Kaiama 
Glover, Jack Halberstam, 
Amelia Herbert, Maja Horn, 
Janet Jakobsen, Lisa Jahn, 
Jennie Kassanoff, Margot 
Kotler, Monica Miller, Shayoni 
Mitra, Elizabeth Povinelli, 
Marisa Salomon, Shawn 
Smith, Neferti Tadiar,  
Paige West

Dear Reader,

While !e Scholar and Feminist Online is usually a fully online 
publication, the Fall 2025 special issue, “Abolition Feminism and 
the Politics of Reproduction,” has been simultaneously designed 
for print in an effort to facilitate intellectual exchange across prison 
walls. Copies of the full issue are available for free to incarcerated 
people through Haymarket’s Books Not Bars program. Contributors 
include Bayan Abusneineh, Alisa Bierria, Orisanmi Burton, Sarah 
Haley, Kwaneta Harris, Tiffany Lethabo King, Kayla Marie Martensen, 
Sara Matthiesen, Judah Schept, Rosie Stockton, Emily !uma, and 
Stevie Wilson. To request a copy, please visit tinyurl.com/SFO-in-print.

In solidarity,
Sarah Haley and Emily !uma, Guest Editors



THE SCHOL AR & FEMINIST ONLINE, VOL 21, NO. 1,  FALL 2025 3

Self-Defense Is a Self-Defense Is a 
Practice of FreedomPractice of Freedom

If the violence is unabated, we risk losing our lives. 
If we defend ourselves, we risk losing our freedom.

— Marissa Alexander1

Prisons do not end domestic and sexual violence; prisons intensify 
and institutionalize domestic and sexual violence.2 !e vast majority 
(some studies show up to 99 percent) of people in women’s prisons 
experience domestic and/or sexual violence before they are incar-
cerated, and 84 percent of girls in juvenile detention experience 
family violence.3 !ese numbers reflect what some researchers have 
called an abuse-to-prison pipeline.4 Each point of this criminalizing 
pipeline — including policing, child welfare systems, medical systems, 
pretrial lock-up in jails, prosecution in court, imprisonment, ICE  
detention and deportation, and punitive reentry systems — uses  
its unique institutional power to humiliate, dehumanize, and trap 
survivors.5 !e pipeline feeds survivors into the prison system within 

ALISA BIERRIA

many different contexts: survivors are criminalized for defending 
themselves, for “failing to protect” their children from their abuser, 
for taking their children away from an abusive relationship, for being  
an immigrant, for being a youth who runs away from an abusive 
home, for being coerced by an abusive person into criminalized  
activity, for being in the sex trade, and for self-medicating with  
criminalized drugs. Some survivors, such as Black survivors or  
disabled survivors, are constructed by the criminal punishment system  
as intrinsically criminal. !e United States warehouses tens of  
thousands of survivors within punitive lockups that mirror,  
reproduce, and compound survivors’ experiences of abuse.6

Founded in 2016 by a coalition of organizers from several  
campaigns organizing to free criminalized survivors — Chicago Alliance  
to Free Marissa Alexander, Free Marissa Now, and Stand With Nan-Hui 
— and the California Coalition for Women Prisoners, a statewide  
organization that also led several survivor defense campaigns,  
Survived & Punished (S&P) is a national feminist abolitionist  
organization advocating for the freedom of all survivors and the 
decriminalization of survival. In 2021, S&P organized a research  
initiative to produce the 2022 community-based research report, 
Defending Self-Defense (DSD).7 Produced in collaboration with  
Project Nia and the UCLA Center for the Study of Women, DSD  
examines the criminal punishment of survivors who act in self- 
defense, with a focus on survivors who self-identify or are gendered 
by others as cis women, trans men, trans women, lesbian/bi/queer 
women, heterosexual women, and non-binary people.8

!is essay expounds on DSD, for which I was one of four lead 
researchers along with Marissa Alexander, Colby Lenz, and Sydney 
Moon, as well as co-editor of the report with Colby Lenz. !e report 
itself reflects a body of testimony, insights, and recommendations 
of a ten-person Survivor Advisory Board, a collective of survivors 
who were criminalized for acting in self-defense in the context 
of gender-based violence. !is board included Marissa Alexander,  
Aylaliyah Birru, Tewkunzi Green, Robbie Hall, Renata Hill, Wendy  
Howard, Roshawn Knight, Bresha Meadows, Ky Peterson, and  
Anastazia Schmid, with additional insights from Patreese Johnson 
and Alisha Walker. We also incorporated insights from other survivors  
who had been targeted by police and prosecutors, as well as organizers  
and advocates within the broader S&P network (including  
other survivors and family members) who have collaborated with  
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criminalized survivors to secure their freedom. Together we collected  
a body of crucial insights, analyses, ideas, and recommendations 
from survivors who were punished for defending their lives.

A collaborative report by design, DSD is structured for readers’ 
proactive use by providing tools to learn about the criminalization  
of survival, conceptualize its abolition, and take action for its  
dismantling. !e heart of the report features key themes identified  
by participants that map how and why survivor self-defense is  
systematically criminalized and outline patterns that shape the  
experience of self-defense and its criminalization.9 Additionally, the 
report provides a wide scope of recommended legal, advocacy, and 
organizing action items; shares a description of its participatory  
research methodology; and includes several practical resources, 
such as an organizational assessment worksheet, an explanation 
of self-defense law that centers the concerns of survivors facing  
prosecution, and resources for further learning. 

!e DSD introduction, which provides a brief political and 
scholarly overview of the criminalization of survivor self-defense, is a 
generative springboard for this essay.10 Specifically, I place survivors’ 
testimonies and analyses in critical engagement with academic  
research and a legacy of anti-carceral feminist organizing to illuminate  
a key insight made evident by the report: “self-defense” is not only a 
single act of refusal to a violent event but can also be conceptualized 
as a way of being. For example, self-defense can be understood as  
a practice and paradigm that enables conceptual shifts such as  
multifaceted meanings of the “self,” nonlinear formations of time, 
or radical conceptions of agency. Further, while in the DSD intro-
duction a series of important points from the text are graphically 
highlighted to help contextualize the findings from the report, in 
this discussion I revise and reframe these ideas to propose nine 
working principles that I contend are building blocks for a feminist 
abolitionist paradigm for “self-defense.” !is paradigm reveals how 
survivor self-defense can pose a foundational challenge to carceral 
patriarchy by both refusing violence and refusing the normalization 
of that violence. 

In short, I aim to explore in more detail the implicit theoretical 
interventions within the report. Situating this research in company 
with the other critical essays in this special issue of !e Scholar and 
Feminist Online also helps to frame the analytical intervention of 
this work within a broader context of feminist critiques of carceral 

violence and feminist formations of abolitionist politics.
!is essay begins with a brief political history of survivor 

self-defense to situate self-defense within a feminist political 
context. !en I examine two critical approaches to the politics of 
self-defense. First, I introduce a framework — the ‘no way out’ bind 
— that outlines how the interlocking triad of gender-based violence, 
criminalization, and social abandonment produces a deadly political  
economy that erodes survivors’ capacity to secure safety. Second, I 
explore the legacy of ‘self-defense’ as a legal concept and a social- 
political framework to consider how self-defense has been constructed  
as antagonistic to the lives of Black survivors and other survivors 
positioned as intrinsically criminal. !e final section of this report  
reviews what I have identified as nine principles of survivor self-defense 
developed from findings from DSD. While the first three principles 
describe the meaning of survivor self-defense as an emergency measure  
when one is confronted with life-threatening violence with ‘no way 
out’, the final six principles map a living idea of ‘self-defense’ as not 
just an immediate safety strategy but as a broader form of political 
resistance and a way of being in the world.

A BRIEF POLITICAL HISTORY OF SURVIVOR 
SELF-DEFENSE 

To contextualize the discussion about how criminalized survivors 
shape the concept of “self-defense,” let us briefly consider how  
survivors and organizers11 have contested, politicized, and refigured 
the concept in recent years. !e anti-violence field in the US was  
catalyzed by feminist mobilization in the early 1970s within vibrant 
political conditions shaped by multifaceted social movements in the 
US and beyond, such as the women’s liberation movement, Black 
Panther Party mobilizations, and mass anti-colonial struggles in the 
US and around the world.12 !e first rape crisis centers and battered 
women’s shelters (as they were called then) began emerging in 1972 
within a political atmosphere that demanded an end to rape and  
domestic violence, fiercely critiqued state violence and repression, 
and advocated for the right to self-defense for Black people, women, 
and other oppressed peoples.13

Within this political context, survivors and organizers led pivotal 
participatory defense campaigns in the 1970s calling for the freedom 
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of Joan Little, Dessie Woods, Yvonne Wanrow, and Inez García — 
Black, Native, and Latina women who were targeted for prosecution 
to punish them for their acts of self-defense in the context of gender- 
based violence.14 As demonstrated by the thousands of people  
who participated in these four campaigns, participatory defense 
campaigns mobilize coalitions and individuals at the grassroots to 
collectively advocate for the freedom of someone who is targeted by 
systems of criminalization. Campaigns are participatory in that they 
engage a broad base of people through storytelling, media-making, 
fundraising, direct action organizing, and coalition-building. 

Organizers use the power of an individual story to illustrate 
systemic injustices embedded in systems of criminalization and  
to create a bigger platform for a critical and comprehensive analysis 
of violence. As such, these four campaigns catalyzed intersecting 
critiques of racial violence, gender violence, and carceral violence. 
As historian Emily !uma contends, the campaigns teach us that 
organizing to end sexual and domestic violence was “indivisibly 
linked” with struggles against the abuses of the carceral state.15 
Further, the organizing precedents created by these coalitional  
campaigns helped secure these survivors’ legal victories, which, 
in turn, set key legal precedents for self-defense. !e Joan Little  
decision set a precedent for women survivors to use lethal force 
in self-defense against sexual violence, and both the Wanrow and 
García decisions broke new ground for the courts to take the context 
of domestic violence into account in cases where women survivors 
kill their abusers.16

Despite these gains, the US anti-violence field became more 
aligned with, rather than in critical opposition to, systems of  
criminalization in the decades that followed. As Beth Richie writes, 
over the course of the 1980s and 1990s the anti-violence field “won 
the mainstream and lost the movement,” and participatory defense 
organizing for survivors became relatively scarce.17 Still, many anti- 
violence advocates continued to argue that advancing freedom and 
safety for survivors requires political organizing and a critical stance 
towards systems of punishment. As Mimi Kim writes, insurgent  
advocates and survivors ramped up ongoing efforts to bridge public 
critiques of state violence and intimate violence in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s.18 !ese efforts were amplified by the impact of  
Incite!, a national feminist of color organization established in 2000, 
which included anti-violence victim advocates who mapped out a 

feminist abolitionist politics from the context of that experience.19 
In this political climate, participatory defense campaigns surfaced  
in 2011–2012 when pivotal campaigns to free several Black survivors  
— Cece McDonald, the New Jersey 4 (Venice Brown, Terraine Dandrige,  
Renata Hill, and Patreese Johnson), and Marissa Alexander — 
emerged, notably around the same time as the beginning of the 
Black Lives Matter movement. !ese defense campaigns had a 
catalyzing impact on many advocates, but that impact usually  
unfolded outside of, in the margins of, and/or in contention with the 
non-profit anti-violence field.20 For example, in 2014, Hyejin Shim, 
a former advocate at a domestic violence shelter, received a call for 
help from Nan-Hui Jo, a Korean survivor who was targeted by a web 
of criminalizing forces.21 Shim reflected, “I didn’t view this as a case 
where I’d be someone’s domestic violence advocate. At that point it 
was clear that what was needed most was not case management. . . . 
In this case you had ‘domestic violence experts’ like the district  
attorney saying that this was not a domestic violence case. So then 
what? We needed to organize.”22

!e number of autonomous survivor defense campaigns 
expanded over the next ten years and, along with Survived & 
Punished, became part of the larger abolitionist/feminist anti-violence 
political landscape.23 More recent participatory defense campaigns 
focusing on survivors’ right to self-defense include campaigns call-
ing for the freedom of trans survivors, such as Ky Peterson and Eisha 
Love; immigrant survivors, such as Aylaliyah Birru; survivors in the 
sex industry, such as Alisha Walker and Chrystul Kizer; survivors 
who are mothers, such as Tracy McCarter, Maddesyn George, Nikki  
Addimondo, Wendy Howard, Roshawn Knight, and Cherelle Bald-
win; and survivors who are children, such as Bresha Meadows; 
among others.24

Further, participatory and mass clemency campaigns calling 
for commutations and pardons of survivors after they have been 
convicted also have a critical social movement legacy. !is includes 
groundbreaking leadership by organizations such as Convicted 
Women Against Abuse (which was founded in 1989 by incarcerated 
survivors), Free Battered Women in California, the Michigan Women’s 
Justice & Clemency Project, and the National Clearinghouse for the 
Defense of Battered Women, among others.25 Other families and  
organizations currently lead clemency campaigns for criminalized 
survivors, including Free Hearts in Nashville, Survived & Punished 
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New York, Survived & Punished California, Love & Protect in Chicago, 
Moms United Against Violence and Incarceration also in Chicago, 
California Coalition for Women Prisoners, the devi co-op in Atlanta, 
and the Illinois Prison Project’s Women & Survivors Project. 

Like participatory defense, participatory clemency often challenges  
the underlying logics of prison itself.26 DSD contributor Tewkunzi 
Green reflects, 

Clemency was a chance to tell my truth — a truth I’ve been made to 
feel the courts do not want to hear, especially having gone through a 
sentencing hearing that led to a sentence of 34 years. With clemency,  
I was asking, ‘Can somebody hear my voice?’ And then, with the 
success of our efforts, I felt it made me visible. Clemency made me 
visible after the courts and prison had made me feel invisible.27

As Green teaches us, collective efforts to free survivors can help 
enable a public platform for survivors to express themselves on 
their own terms. Rather than their stories being mediated through 
carceral distortions, media stigma, academic consumption, or even 
defense campaign organizers’ rhetoric — which is often angled  
towards strategic talking points — campaigns raise awareness of 
survivors’ cases, leading to opportunities for survivors to share their 
testimonies through autobiographies, letters, essays, and interviews.28 
!ese testimonies provide indispensable insights into the expan-
siveness of the meaning of self-defense.

!rough advocating for the freedom of criminalized survivors, 
survivors and organizers have developed a living politics of self- 
defense that destabilizes carceral “common sense” by enabling 
a public discourse that denaturalizes gender violence (intimate, 
state, and carceral) and maps an expansive understanding of what  
freedom demands of us.

“Through advocating for the freedom of criminalized 
survivors, survivors and organizers have developed a 
living politics of self-defense that destabilizes carceral 
‘common sense’ . . . and maps an expansive understanding 
of what freedom demands of us.

NO WAY OUT

With respect to the stakes of self-defense, Marissa Alexander gets 
to the heart of the matter: “If the violence is unabated, we risk  
losing our lives. If we defend ourselves, we risk losing our freedom.”29  
Alexander, a Black mother of three based in Florida, survived a brutal  
attack by her estranged husband because she fired a warning shot 
that compelled him to stop his assault and leave the home. Although 
the gunshot caused no injuries and her abuser detailed his history 
of violence on the record in a deposition, Alexander was denied  
protection under Florida’s Stand Your Ground law, prosecuted, and 
sentenced to a mandatory minimum of twenty years in prison.30 

In this section, I examine the political-economic conditions in 
which survivor self-defense unfolds as an emergency measure in 
life-threatening circumstances. Alexander’s striking summary of the  
‘loss of life or loss of freedom’ trap reveals what we might understand 
as a deadly ‘no way out’ bind that enables survivors’ deaths rather  
than their lives. I propose the ‘no way out’ bind as a framework 
through which to understand the ongoing material conditions of 
survivor self-defense. Stabilized by three interlocking elements, the 
‘no way out’ bind (represented in Figure 1) systematically restricts 
options for escape and closes off pathways for support and survivability. 
!e elements include 1) the combined pervasiveness and lethality of 
gender-based violence; 2) the dearth of material resources required 
to help survivors to transform or escape conditions of violence;  
and 3) systems of criminalization dead set on punishing survivors 
who take action to save their own lives given the lack of options.31 
Importantly, the convergence of the bind’s three elements creates 
a condition of closure, their interdependent relationship blocking 
off options to pursue for survival. Below I describe how the bind  
operates in survivors’ lives by considering each element and the 
ways in which it converges with the others. 

Domestic and sexual violence, the first element of this bind, has 
the distinguishing quality of being both stunningly common and 
potentially catastrophic for survivors and their families — both in 
terms of the immediate crisis of violence and the pernicious conditions  
of violence that accumulate over time. Every day in the United 
States, four women will be murdered by an intimate partner and 
over half of all homicides of women are domestic violence related.32 
Gender violence is particularly deadly for trans women, Black women, 
Native women, and other survivors of color.33 Further, when survivors 
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attempt to escape their abusive relationships, their abusers’ violence 
tends to escalate, becoming more rather than less lethal.34 Domestic 
and sexual violence produce heightened forms of deadly precarity 
for survivors, many of whom are forced to manage the punishing 
eff ects across time, their lives remaining haunted for years. 

! e second element of the bind, social abandonment, fl ags the 
decimation of the social safety net, punitive and exclusionary policies 
within existing social services, social isolation, and blame, all of 
which obstruct survivors who search for a route to safety. Courts 
justify punishing survivors who act in self-defense by holding 
survivors responsible for the violence they experience if they do 
not — or cannot — escape.35 But escape where? ! e chronic lack of 
safe, aff ordable, and accessible housing ensures there are few to 
zero escape locations. Several years of recent surveys by the National
Network to End Domestic Violence found that “in a single day in 
2024, domestic violence victims made 14,095 unmet requests for 
services” — including emergency shelter, housing, transportation, 
childcare, and legal representation — which could not be provided 
because programs lacked the resources to meet their needs.36 Further,
some domestic violence shelters will not accept certain survivors 
of domestic violence, such as survivors with criminal convictions, 
trans and non-binary survivors, disabled survivors, survivors with 
children, or survivors who do not speak English.37 Shelters can also 
pose high risks if the program enacts punitive policies and practices 
— such as mandatory reporting policies that increase survivors’ 
vulnerability to being targeted by police or Child Protective Services,
ultimately becoming integral to survivors’ criminalization.38

DSD contributor Anastazia Schmid who was criminalized for 
defending her life asserts that the criminal punishment system exploits 
the lack of safe housing options to “keep survivors incarcerated 
the whole time,” including while awaiting trial and as a reason for 
denying parole.39 Indeed, in a ‘no way out’ bind, emergency hous-
ing becomes a site of criminalization, while jails and prisons, sites 
of brutal punishment, are invoked as housing “solutions.” DSD
contributors also emphasize that both incarceration and domestic 
and sexual violence can cause and create compounded economic 
insecurity. Gender-based violence and criminalization are powerful 
pressure points within racial capitalism, entrapping survivors within
webs of violence that intersect and interlock with each other by design.

To detail further, the 1970s dismantling of the welfare state 
unfolded in concert with the era’s radical expansion of prisons, policing,
and prosecution.40 ! is interdependent relationship took defi nitive 
form during Nixon’s and Reagan’s “wars” on crime and drugs, 
respectively, as Black women were scapegoated as so-called “welfare 
queens” to justify the severe cutbacks of food and housing support. 
It was intensifi ed under Clinton’s 1994 Crime Bill and 1996 Welfare 
Reform Act, legislation that ossifi ed this transition into what has 
become a “prison nation,” as Beth Richie writes.41 ! is development 
has recently escalated to disastrous levels with the Trump 
administration’s radical dismantling of the already inadequate social 
safety infrastructure and corresponding advancement of authoritar-
ianist policies.42 ! ese policies include mass removals of immigrants 
as well as military occupations of cities that destabilize communities,
deepening a condition of social crisis for many survivors. Just this 
year, widespread ICE raids, including in “sensitive zones” such as 
shelters, have made immigrant survivors terrifi ed to seek support.43

Federal funding already earmarked for housing and other services 
for survivors of domestic violence has also been threatened for 
cancellation, with the federal government citing grantees’ support 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion or services for trans survivors as 
a justifi cation.44

Given the symbiotic relationship between the erosion of social 

FIGURE 1. NO WAY OUT BIND, CREATED BY AUTHOR
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resources needed to contend with gender-based violence and the 
intensification of prisons and policing, it is no surprise that survivors 
have become increasingly targeted with severe criminal punishment,  
the third element of the ‘no way out’ bind. In 2005, the New York 
Department of Correctional Services found that two-thirds of  
women incarcerated for killing someone close to them had been 
abused by that person.45 Survivors prosecuted for domestic homicide 
who do not conform to the “perfect victim” myth, such as being 
considered “good wives and mothers,” are more likely to receive a 
guilty verdict.46 In a 2007 resolution, the Criminal Justice Committee 
of the American Bar Association asserted that the judicial system 
frequently metes out long prison sentences and denies parole and 
clemency to survivors of domestic violence, assuring their long-term 
incarceration and, often, life-long punishment.47 For example, in a 
2023 report, the UC Sentencing Project found that parole boards 
have refused to grant parole to incarcerated survivors because, if 
they disclose that they are survivors, the board uses the disclosure 
as evidence that they fail to take responsibility for their crime.48

!e ’no way out’ bind is fundamentally anti-survivor and anti- 
survival. DSD contributors and other survivors have called for the 
transformation of each element of this bind and the dismantling of 
any legal structure capable of sustaining and endorsing this brutal  
trap. DSD contributor Renata Hill concludes, “I pray one day a new 
system will be created by people like us, those of us who have  
survived and lived through our experiences. !is system was not 
made for us at all.”49 Hill was a member of the New Jersey 4, a group 
of Black lesbian friends who were targeted by prosecutors after they 
fought off an attacker who physically assaulted them and threatened 
to rape them.50 Given the ‘no way out’ bind, we can consider Hill’s 
assertation that “the system was not made for us at all” in the context 
of trying to defend one’s life while being systematically locked into 
a political-economic trap where the possibility of life is refused in 
all directions. 

Further, Hill’s observation suggests that the system of “self- 
defense” itself, as a legal “right” or a cultural concept, was also not 
made for survivors at all. I turn to the legal formation and the social- 
political history of the concept of self-defense, exploring how  
survivors become blocked from accessing self-defense as a legal  
entitlement or a legitimate narrative about their experience within 
a social climate that reifies blame and punishment. 

WHEN SELF-DEFENSE IS OUTSIDE OF THE LAW, 
SURVIVAL IS OUTLAWED

If self-defense is, in some ways, technically protected by the law, 
why are survivors being criminally punished for self-defense as if 
they are breaking the law? While the ‘no way out’ bind describes a 
political economy that locks survivors into a ‘loss of life or loss of 
freedom’ trap,51 survivors and researchers have described in detail 
how self-defense laws in the US were never designed to protect 
survivors’ lives. As historians contend, legal protection for self- 
defense was originally designed for property-owning white men.52 
Courts commonly reject gender-based violence as legitimate  
justifications for self-defense, either by the law’s design or through 
its application. 

Clarifying the scope of self-defense law in her legal appendix to 
the DSD report, legal scholar Sydney Moon states, “When defending  
against a homicide charge, self-defense law requires that the  
defendant . . . reasonably believed lethal force was both (1) necessary 
and (2) proportionate to repel an imminent attack which would 
have resulted in death or serious bodily injury.”53 Courts determine 
if these two standards — necessary and proportionate — have been 
met based on the “objective reasonableness” standard, or whether 
a “reasonable person” would agree that lethal force was necessary. 
In other words, survivors’ own evaluation of the need to use force 
is considered subjective, but, under law, the imagined reasonable  
person is considered objective. 

Despite the fantasy of objectivity, what juries and judges  
understand as “reasonable” remains deeply anchored to the social and 
political context of the case and self-defense as a broader concept.54  
Because of the social and political evolution of self-defense laws in 
the US, the dominant paradigm of “self-defense” fails to resonate 
with the reality of survivor self-defense. For example, legal narratives 
frequently center scenarios involving sudden attacks by strangers — 
often racialized as non-white men — as the default justification for 
the legal protection of self-defense.55 Yet, most women are killed by 
people that they know, and of those homicides, most are committed  
by people with whom victims had an intimate relationship. !e  
Violence Policy Center found that, in 2019, ten times as many women 
were murdered by a man they knew (1,476 victims) than were killed 
by a man they did not know.56 Of the men that the victims knew, 
62 percent were husbands or intimate acquaintances.57 Moreover, a 
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Washington Post study found that 69 percent of trans women who 
were murdered between 2010 and 2015 were killed by acquaintances, 
half of whom were intimately involved with them.58 Yet decades of 
racist crime panic discourse have primed juries and judges with a 
“stranger as danger” narrative of self-defense that does not align 
with the majority of survivors’ experiences. 

As DSD contributors show, the concept of “imminence” looms 
as a legal standard which requires a threat to be both imminent and 
immediately confrontational for self-defense to be legally defensible.59 
Feminist advocates have argued that this standard fails to meet 
the living reality of gender violence in which the experience of an  
imminent threat can exist as a constant condition rather than a  
discrete event.60 For example, Michelle Horton, sister of criminalized 
survivor Nikki Addimondo and a leader in the campaign to free her, 
recounted that Addimondo’s legal team did not adequately explain 
“why a man would think he has such complete control over his victim  
that he doesn’t need to be on his feet at the time.”61 !erefore,  
imminence has long challenged feminist legal advocates to determine 
how to translate survivors’ lived experiences of gender-based violence 
within this legal framework of time. 

In the late 1970s, Lenore Walker introduced the concept of  
“Battered Women’s Syndrome” to contend that domestic violence 
places survivors in states of “learned helplessness,” so that instead 
of escaping, survivors use lethal force when their abuser is not  
expecting it rather than wait for the violence to become immediately  
at hand.62 However, invoking Battered Women’s Syndrome often 
fails as a legal strategy for multiple reasons, such as the concept 
hinging on a stereotyped image of “victim” which tends to be racialized  
as white63 and, as Horton asserts, juries feeling alienated by a concept 
they perceive as pathologizing of women.64

In addition to implicit exclusion of survivors from the self- 
defense legal threshold, lawmakers explicitly deny survivors access 
to some self-defense protections. Stand Your Ground (SYG) laws, 
for example, aim to widen the scope of protection for self-defense,  
eliminating the longstanding “duty to retreat” requirement when 
one is faced with a violent threat and instead a#rming people’s 
choice to “stand their ground” and use force if they perceive another  
person as a threat. However, some states intentionally exclude  
survivors of domestic violence from SYG protection. For example, a 
South Carolina prosecutor asserted that the state lawmakers’ intent 

for SYG “was to provide law-abiding citizens greater protections 
from external threats in the form of intruders and attackers. We  
believe that applying the statute so that [it reaches] into our homes 
and personal relationships is inconsistent with (its) wording and  
intent.”65 Denise Crisafi writes that, of the twenty-three states with 
SYG laws, only four of them “provide greater acknowledgement and 
enforcement of protections for victims of domestic violence and 
family violence,” yet eight of them “require victims of domestic  
violence to retreat before responding with deadly force.”66

In Marissa Alexander’s case the prosecutor used logic that  
directly contradicted the principle of SYG, arguing that, if Alexander 
was truly afraid, she should have retreated when attacked, even if 
it meant “jumping out of a window.”67 As I have argued elsewhere, 
although the stated purpose of SYG is, if one feels fear, one has  
the right to remain where one is and defend oneself, the court in 
Alexander’s case argued the reverse: because Alexander remained 
in the home and defended herself, she could not have been afraid.68 
!is established a contradiction impossible for her to resolve: fear 
was required to justify standing one’s ground, but to convincingly 
perform “fear” for the court, Alexander would have had to retreat.

“ If you do everything to get on the right side of the 
law, and it is a law that does not apply to you, where do 
you go from there? — Marissa Alexander

Less than a year after she was convicted, George Zimmerman,  
also based in Florida, was acquitted of killing Black teenager Trayvon 
Martin, the jury citing SYG as the reason for their decision.69 His  
acquittal reflects statistical patterns in which homicides against 
Black people are more likely to be deemed justifiable in SYG cases.70 
Critics of SYG juxtaposed Zimmerman’s case with Alexander’s, arguing 
that the two cases exemplified how, from prosecution to defense, 
the application of SYG treats Black life as if it is disposable. In an  
interview Alexander interrogated the law as a dead-end route, asking, 
“If you do everything to get on the right side of the law, and it is a 
law that does not apply to you, where do you go from there?”72
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Contributors to the DSD report identify many limits of legal 
frameworks for self-defense, critically examining the anti-survivor 
climate within a judicial system that survivors are forced to navigate. 
!ey critique legal terms and defense strategies that are relevant  
to survivors who are prosecuted for defending their lives, such as 
Battered Women’s Syndrome and Stand Your Ground, as ultimately 
ineffective in their efforts to wage a legal defense and represent their 
own experiences. !ey wonder what metric used by the judicial 
system — what level of violence, how close to death — could ever 
activate their legal right to self-defense? How does one navigate a 
judicial system instilled with the power to determine whether one 
is legally permitted to go on living? As Wendy Howard asserts, 

I think people don’t understand the constant abuse you’re going 
through and [the times] you didn’t use self-defense for previous 
abuse, like being strangled and held down by a full-grown man until 
you pass out. At what point are you allowed to defend yourself?73

DSD contributors assert that chronic dangers integral to an unjust 
legal system — such as lack of consistent access to skilled, respectful, 
and affordable counsel; the extreme financial and emotional costs of 
a trial; the dangers of pre-trial lock-up; and prosecutorial incentives 
to pursue the most severe convictions for survivors who use force 
to defend their lives — must urgently be addressed. However, others 
reflect on the hollowness of trying to defend yourself in a court  
system that is already organized around your destruction. For survivors,  
self-defense is lawlessness.

THE INCONCEIVABILITY OF SELF-DEFENSE

While the DSD report outlines reforms recommended by contributors 
that may strengthen the possibility of their legal defense, contributors 
also make it clear that the reasons why the legal system punishes 
survivors for defending themselves exceed the letter of the law and 
even the structural violence built into legal proceedings. For example, 
DSD contributor Ky Peterson, a Black trans survivor, recounts, 

My lawyer wanted to give me a plea deal and I’m telling him this is not 
right. And he tells me, ‘You got to think about living in the south, 
they see you walking in their neighborhood at night, they’re gonna 
swear you’re a criminal.’ Why would you say that? He’s telling me 

pretty much that you can’t defend yourself just because of how 
you look.74

!e legal advice that Peterson received — “you can’t defend yourself 
because of how you look” — resonates with Marissa Alexander’s 
view that the cultural politics of self-defense has deep historical 
roots. She asserts, 

I find that conceptions of ‘self-defense’ are rooted in a romanticized 
Western type of bad guy, good guy, Hollywood kind of thing, a very 
white heterosexual patriarchal lens. We want to start looking at 
self-defense with a broader lens [to understand the experiences 
of] women and then take it a step further and look at Black women. 
But from that realm, self-defense can’t even be conceived by these 
entities because they’ve had such a narrow ideology about what 
self-defense actually should look like. And since it is so pro-hetero, 
so pro-patriarchal, and so pro-white, it is very di#cult for them to 
shift that.75

!e inconceivability of self-defense for Black survivors in particular has 
a legacy established in slavery, such as in the case of Celia, a young 
Black woman in Missouri who was sentenced to death by hanging 
in 1855 for killing the man who enslaved and raped her for years.76 
In her bracing study of the criminalization of Black women survivors  
during the Jim Crow era, historian Sarah Haley details how their 
“self-defense against domestic violence meant internment in 
carceral dungeons that they could not shake.”77 !en and now, Black 
women’s attempts to survive violence by intimate partners makes 
them vulnerable to violence by police, prosecutors, judges, and prison 
guards, entrapping them, as Haley writes, “in a circle of unyielding 
assault.”78 Further, Kali N. Gross argues that this refusal of US law 
to protect Black women who act in self-defense reflects legacies of 
an “exclusionary politics of protection” which bars Black women 
from legal protection from violence while simultaneously enacting  
punishing brutality against them.79

Native survivors are also prosecuted for defending their lives 
from deadly attacks produced by domestic and sexual violence,  
colonial control, and the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous 
women, girls, and Two-Spirit people (MMIWG2S).80 As Chrystos 
writes about the women who were “locked in my joints:” “We are 
prisoners of a long war.”81 !e 2021 federal prosecution of Maddesyn 
George, a member of the Colville Confederated Tribes and a survivor  
who defended herself from a non-tribal member who sexually  
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assaulted her, exemplifies this long war of ongoing gendered colonial  
violence. As the defense committee of the Campaign to Free Maddesyn  
George asserted, “Incarceration is a tool of Indigenous removal, and 
Maddesyn is now missing from her community.” !eir campaign 
teaches us how the criminalization of survivors sustains the continuity 
of genocidal violence.82

Survivor self-defense represents a refusal to comply with  
gendered norms, which also places them outside of conceivable self- 
defense. For example, police and courts often assert that survivors 
who fight back against rape and domestic violence do not do so out 
of self-defense or fear, but only out of vengeance, aggression, or  
anger.83 Criminalizing institutions rationalize this assertion by erasing  
survivors’ complex narratives and replacing them with already  
existing and available racist and sexist tropes, such as the “angry 
Black woman.”84 Likewise, when the New Jersey 4 defended themselves  
from sexual and physical violence in New York, the press facilitated 
their punishment by labeling them a “lesbian wolf pack,” instigating 
anti-Black and anti-lesbian public contempt which further armed 
prosecutors with powerful tropes.85 As Beth Richie reflects, “It is almost  
as if Black women in the court system are seen to not have a full 
range of emotions . . . not fear, pain, or terror.”86 Indeed, in her  
testimony for policymakers, Marissa Alexander asserted that she 
did not see why she could not have been both angry and afraid when 
she defended her life.87 Further, prisons attempt to coerce survivors 
into regurgitating these violent narratives in the name of “rehabili-
tation.” DSD contributor Alisha Walker assesses, “Instead of making 
a way to help heal traumatized survivors of domestic violence, they 
shame you and force you to believe you are the monster that the 
court made you out to be.”88

Prosecutors also characterize survivors engaged in criminalized 
action, such as the sex trade or street economies, as already guilty 
and outside of the law and, therefore, undeserving of protection 
when they act in self-defense. In their groundbreaking report, the 
Young Women’s Empowerment Project provide a nuanced definition 
of sex trade that incorporates several key factors: the complexity 
and diversity of survivors’ experiences across contexts of sex work, 
the sex trade, and sex tra#cking; the importance of survivors defining 
their experiences on their own terms; and the reality that survivors 
in the sex industry are disproportionately vulnerable to experiencing  
violence and to being blamed for that violence.89 For example, in 

analyzing the criminalization of Alisha Walker and Cyntoia Brown, 
young Black women criminalized for acting in self-defense in the 
context of the sex trade, Mariame Kaba and Brit Schulte write:

Alisha’s act of self-defense was met with the violence of a racist 
court system that branded her a manipulative criminal mastermind. 
Alisha and Cyntoia were both young Black women whose bodies 
were inscribed with inherent criminality and were, to some degree, 
presumed guilty until proven innocent . . . Cyntoia and Alisha’s radical 
acts of self-love and preservation were criminalized by those with 
authority; each had the carceral weight of racism and whorephobia 
stacked against them.90

Further, immigrant survivors who are vulnerable to a web of 
criminalization from ICE and federal and state prisons often lack 
access to reforms that aim to end the criminalization of survivors, 
especially reforms that distinguish the so-called “deserving” from 
the “undeserving.”91 For example, immigrant survivors with criminal 
convictions, including for self-defense, can be disqualified from  
the Violence Against Women Act’s (VAWA) protection from deportation  
because their convictions prevent them from meeting the law’s 
“good moral character” standard, which punishes survivors for 
“failing” to conform to “perfect victim”/“perfect immigrant”  
expectations.92 Moreover, if immigrant survivors incarcerated in 
state prisons receive rare opportunities for release through a governor’s  
commutation or sentencing reform, they can still be subject to  
relentless carceral punishment through ICE detention and  
deportation.93 DSD contributor Aylaliyah Birru analyzed the impact 
this prison-to-prison pipeline has on survivors’ lives. She noted,

I have been a victim of crime or abuse, but also I have been doubly, 
triply criminalized by the state and federal government as well . . . 
In prison I was able to get a lot of milestones. I got a little over two 
years taken off my six-year sentence. But then I was transferred to 
ICE detention because I was not a US citizen. So, I was in ICE deten-
tion for another year and a half, which basically was all the time 
that was taken off through my milestones, unfortunately. But you 
know, that’s just part of this horrible system.94

Birru reveals what other survivors, scholars, and activists also lay bare: 
in innumerable ways, a broad range of social identities and experiences 
are weaponized by police, prosecutors, juries, and judges to distort 
or dismiss survivors’ experiences of violence in order to justify their 
unyielding punishment.95 Tracy McCarter, the survivor at the center 
of the #StandWithTracy campaign, reflects, “I wonder if anyone who 
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looks like me ever actually experiences the presumption of ‘innocence.’ 
I was marked guilty from the start. !ese labels mean nothing inside 
of a system that is itself guilty of stealing so many lives.”96

“ Self-defense as a legal claim, a social entitlement, 
or a cultural concept was not designed for survivors 
because it was never meant for survivors. Yet, as we 
have seen, survivors claim and reclaim self-defense 
as part of their testimony while navigating a world of 
meaning mobilized against their survival.

Reflecting on Black women’s resistance in the US along multiple 
fronts, Audre Lorde memorably emphasizes a lesson she says we 
must not forget: “We were never meant to survive.”97 Accordingly, 
self-defense as a legal claim, a social entitlement, or a cultural concept  
was not designed for survivors because it was never meant for  
survivors. Yet, as we have seen, survivors claim and reclaim self- 
defense as part of their testimony while navigating a world of meaning  
mobilized against their survival. As demonstrated in the political 
history of self-defense explored earlier, survivors not only defend 
their lives but find ways to define self-defense on their own terms, 
from the reality of their own experiences. In the next section, I  
review how DSD contributors map a paradigm of self-defense that 
resists systems of punitivity and a#rms practices of connection, 
care, and freedom. 

SELF-DEFENSE AS ABOLITIONIST PARADIGM

!rough their testimonies, analyses, and reflections, contributors 
to the DSD report outlined an expansive and transformative 
meaning of self-defense.98 !eir view of self-defense includes 
more than its legal definition, and more than the act of using 
force, including deadly force, to protect themselves and others 
from another person’s violence. Taken together, I contend that the  

convergence of their ideas crystallizes an abolitionist feminist 
paradigm of self-defense. 

Here, I propose nine principles of survivor self-defense based on 
their insights and ideas. !e first three principles reflect survivors’ 
understanding of defending one’s life while being systematically  
locked into a ‘no way out’ bind, where the possibility of life is  
refused in all directions. In this context, survivors shape the meaning 
of self-defense as not just a safety strategy, but a survival imperative.  
!e final six principles reveal how survivor self-defense has the  
capacity to clarify the stakes of survival beyond a carceral-patriarchal  
system of meaning. Together, these nine principles map a feminist  
abolitionist paradigm of self-defense, revealing how survivor self- 
defense ruptures the normalization of punishment and disposability, 
and models a practice, an ethic, and a way of being that a#rms life.

PRINCIPLE 1:  Self-defense is how survivors halt an attack, whether 
imminent or unabating.
As noted above, imminence has long challenged feminist legal  
advocates to determine how to translate survivors’ lived experiences 
of gender-based violence within this legal framework of time. Rather  
than adapting the legal concept of imminence, DSD contributors  
described gender violence as unfolding within multiple formations 
of time: discrete instances of violent acts that are part of an escalation  
or feel like they come out of nowhere; threats of violence that are 
periodic or sustained; and violence that becomes so integral to  
domestic life that the “beginnings” and “ends” of violence lose 
meaning — violence just is. As this more complex temporality of 
violence reveals, survivors are forced to consider the broad context 
of violence while deciding in a “split-second” whether or how to 
defend themselves. As DSD contributor Ky Peterson reflected, “It’s 
not that we don’t care about other people. But it’s that split-second 
where you have to decide, do you want to live?”99

Further, the time of violence as experienced by survivors can 
be a lifetime of events including their many attempts at securing 
safety for themselves and others. DSD contributor Anastazia Schmid 
reflects, “We put so much focus and emphasis on the moment of the 
crime itself while we completely disregard every single thing that 
happened before, and every single thing that’s going to happen after 
. . . it’s like you are frozen forever as if there is nothing more to you 
as a person or nothing more to your life, other than that one single 
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moment and incident.”100

In fact, as DSD contributors show, police, courts, and prisons 
shape the temporal experience of sexual and domestic violence 
as they become integral to the before, during, and afterlife of that  
violence. !eir experiences reveal that punitive systems not only 
fail to consider survivors’ experience of gender-based violence, 
they are themselves a continuation of that violence. For example, as 
Colby Lenz and I argue elsewhere, court processes and procedures 
systematically stabilize and extend the violence that survivors  
experience, exhibiting signs of what we diagnose as “battering 
court syndrome.”101 Prosecuting survivors for defending themselves 
exemplifies battering court syndrome, a phenomenon in which a 
system that purports to repair violence only makes violence ever 
more imminent.

PRINCIPLE 2:  Self-defense is how survivors get to safety within a 
‘no way out’ bind.
Patreese Johnson, a contributor to the DSD report, was also a member 
of the New Jersey 4. Johnson notes that the prosecutor attempted 
to blame her and her friends for being attacked because they did 
not call law enforcement for help, but when police did arrive on the 
scene, Johnson and her friends were arrested. As Johnson details, 
the police had a record of enacting unrelenting racist harassment 
and violence against herself, her family, and her community before 
this experience. She states,

Because of our history with the police, we’re definitely not calling 
the cops. It’s never the first thing to be like, oh my God, we’re being 
attacked, let’s call the cops. Nobody in our community would do 
that. We’re going to defend ourselves. Like, we know how to defend 
ourselves to the best of our ability and we all go home together. At 
that moment I’m thinking about saving myself. It’s not an option 
not to make it home.102

!ough survivors who act in self-defense are often blamed for not 
seeking police for help, police often exacerbate violence rather 
than ensure survivors’ safety.103 !e ‘no way out’ bind clarifies that  
institutions that survivors are expected to access in cases of life- 
threatening emergencies are also sites of punishment or physical 
danger. Yet, as Johnson states, it’s not an option not to make it 
home, which situates self-defense as a life imperative.

PRINCIPLE 3:  Self-defense is how survivors stay alive amidst social 
abandonment. 
Mariame Kaba and Andrea Ritchie summarize a core irony at the 
heart of replacing the social welfare state with the carceral state: 
“Cops fuel the problem and then offer themselves as the only viable 
solution.”104 As noted above, US political leaders pursued a decades- 
long systemic divestment from non-carceral resources for safety 
and survival, leaving survivors with police as their only resource. 
Yet, police often fail to support survivors for a myriad of reasons, 
including believing the issue is a private family matter, assessing  
the survivor as not credible, or simply viewing that person as  
disposable.105 Given limited public resources, the failures of police to 
respond to violence can lead to catastrophic consequences. 

As the anti-violence field became increasingly collaborative 
with carceral systems, advocates called for mandatory arrest policies to 
address the problem of police abandonment. Becoming widespread 
in the 1980s and 1990s, mandatory arrest policies required police to 
arrest the person whom they determined was the appropriate person  
to arrest when responding to domestic violence calls.106 While  
supporters hoped mandatory arrest would compel police to more 
effectively support survivors, the arrest and death rates of many 
survivors, especially Black survivors, increased.107

Even in mandatory arrest states, police continue to dismiss  
survivors in life-threatening circumstances.108 For example, DSD 
contributor Bresha Meadows was fourteen years old at the time 
she was arrested in Ohio for defending her life and her family from 
her abusive father. She recounted her experience trying to get help  
before she was forced to take defensive action, stating,

I called the cops to let them know I had run away and I didn’t feel 
safe at home. I told them that I didn’t feel comfortable going back. 
!ey told me to come to the police station because I was still a  
runaway and whoever I was with would get a kidnapping charge. 
So I did go to the police station, and they sent me home with no 
questions whatsoever.109

Together, Patreese Johnson and Bresha Meadows teach us that police 
intervention and police abandonment are, in fact, different sides 
of the same coin: police intervention can escalate gender violence, 
while police abandonment can a#rm gender violence. Given the 
dismantling of the social safety infrastructure, positioning police 
as an emergency response to gender-based violence, whether they 



24 25SCHOL AR & FEMINIST ONLINE SELF-DEFENSE IS A PRACTICE OF FREEDOM

respond or not, leaves survivors with the essential option of self- 
defense — they are their own life-saving resource.

PRINCIPLE 4: Self-defense is a life-affirming practice.
While the law frames self-defense as a specific act that occurs after 
and in response to another act, survivors describe self-defense as 
a practice that is stretched across time. Self-defense occurs before, 
during, and after the single act for which survivors are targeted for 
prosecution and includes all the strategies survivors use to try to 
de-escalate or escape violence before they use force. After they 
have been criminalized, survivors continue to defend themselves 
using an array of strategies: self-advocacy while in brutal contexts 
of incarceration; a#rming the truth of their experience of violence 
even when it means continued punishment; fighting for clemency 
to secure release from prison and/or protection from being targeted 
by ICE; conducting legal research and working with advocates to 
make strategic legal decisions, including whether to go to trial or 
negotiate a plea deal; taking action to support their physical and 
emotional well-being; telling their stories on their own terms; and 
cultivating life-sustaining family and community support. As an  
ongoing practice, self-defense flags a form of feminist world-making 
that incorporates practices, relationalities, and systems of meaning 
that a#rm survivors and their lives.

PRINCIPLE 5:  Self-defense resists identity annihilation. 
Domestic violence, sexual violence, and carceral violence attempt 
to obliterate survivors’ sense of self. !ese forces of violence create 
what Mariame Kaba describes as a social structure in which there 
are “no selves to defend.”110 Stormy Ogden’s description of her entry 
into prison resonates with this experience; she writes, “On the first 
day when we first get off the bus, we are no longer our own person; 
we belong to the state of California . . . We are stripped of our identity;  
names are replaced by numbers, and for us, the pride of being native 
is stripped down to being Other.”111 Tracy McCarter also recounts  
that, after her arrest, her booking and case numbers replaced her 
name, writing, “My very identity was an early casualty.”112 DSD  
contributors and other survivors also describe efforts to resist this 
violence of erasure. Cece McDonald asserts, “[!is system] wanted 
me to delegitimize myself as a trans woman — and I was not taking 
that. As a trans woman — as a proud Black trans woman — I was not 
going to allow the system to delegitimize and hyper-sexualize and 

take my identity away from me.”113 !us, self-defense may be imagined 
as both a defense and a recovery of a survivor’s sense of self.

PRINCIPLE 6:  Self-defense is collective defense. 
Almost all of the survivors who contributed to the DSD report had 
experiences collaborating with grassroots participatory defense  
campaigns to advocate for their own and/or others’ freedom 
through collective defense. As noted above, a defense campaign can 
mobilize large numbers of individuals and organizations to participate 
in the practice of defense, including signing petitions calling for  
survivors’ freedom, organizing rallies, engaging in mass letter-writing  
to those in power and to the survivor, bringing strategic media  
attention to the case, facilitating community forums and vigils, 
fundraising for legal defense funds, and leading court watches.114 
!ese collective defense strategies create a powerful locus of mass 
support, connection, and political momentum for survivors who are 
isolated through incarceration, social stigma, and media distortions. 
Reflecting on the impact of her defense campaign, Wendy Howard 
recounts, 

I had so much community support. !ey did protests, news media 
coverage, and my family was a real voice. After I made bail, one 
of the friends that I wrote to said that she heard the bailiff saying 
they had never seen something like that ever happen. So, I attribute 
that to community support and community pressure.115

Organizing to defend self-defense, then, clarifies that the “self” and 
the “collective” are not necessarily oppositional concepts of being. 
Rather, both can emerge within a reciprocal relationship that makes 
freedom possible. 

PRINCIPLE 7: Self-defense echoes and connects survivors across 
time and space. 
Self-defense can be an act of faith that connects people to one  
another, which enables and expands freedom in unexpected ways. 
Participatory defense campaign efforts build on the body of self- 
defensive actions that the survivor has taken, which, in turn, creates 
a pathway for future survivors to fight for freedom. In discussion 
with Marissa Alexander, Tewkunzi Green shared how Alexander’s  
release was pivotal to her own process of advocating for her freedom:

I saw your case on CNN and when they said she’s getting out, and 
I’m like, wow, that was so amazing that she got out. And then I was 
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like, if she could do it, I definitely can. So you inspired me. . . . I’ve 
always been the type of person who would be embarrassed about 
what I’m about to say, I just crawl in my shell like a turtle. And I 
felt like that for years until when you came home. When you came 
home, you spoke your voice on CNN news and that pushed me 
even harder. I was doing all of my paralegal research. I sat in a room 
at night, I was up until three, four o’clock in the morning some 
nights, trying to write out things. I sent that all out in January and 
in the beginning of March, Rachel [White-Domain] and them came, 
and I was like, wow that didn’t take long. So on that day, more people  
started getting involved. In the midst of that time, I was [also] seeing  
Ky’s story, and that inspired me. !en I heard about Bresha’s case 
and then it was like, okay, everybody had similar problems. So this 
is God telling me like, wake up. I’m giving you all the signs. So you 
need to get going and that’s when I started doing the advocate 
work from the inside of the prison.116

Green’s experience of hearing God through “hearing” about other 
survivors’ fight for freedom resonates with the echoes between 
survivor defense campaigns, such as the refrain from Inez García’s 
campaign: Inez will be free because Joan is free.117 !ese testimonies 
teach us that survivor self-defense can enable the freedom of other 
survivors or, in the words of poet Gwendolyn Brooks, “We are each 
other’s harvest; we are each other’s business; we are each other’s 
magnitude and bond.”118

PRINCIPLE 8:  Abolition means that survivors’ lives are essential. 
!e collective vision holds that no one would be targeted with violence 
and, consequently, no one would be forced to use violence to save 
their lives. Towards that end, survivor self-defense is an abolitionist 
ethic. It demands an end to domestic and sexual violence, anti-trans 
and anti-queer violence, and racial, economic, and carceral violence. 
Further, as DSD contributors insist, the end of this violence requires 
the transformation of a world that remains committed to these forms 
of violence. Survivor self-defense unfolds within the intersections 
of these forms of violence and exposes the interlocking structures 
of this violence. !erefore, survivors’ lives are not incidental to  
abolition nor a reason to reject abolition; they are central to abolition. 
As a practice of refusal, self-defense reveals a core truth that, while 
these layered and intersecting forms of violence are pervasive and 
powerful, they are not inevitable.119

PRINCIPLE 9:  Self-defense is a practice of freedom.
Assata Shakur teaches us that “it is our duty to fight for our free-
dom.”120 Contributors to the DSD report outline specific policy, legal, 
and political recommendations for transformative action that sup-
port the safety and freedom of survivors who act in self-defense, 
including those still behind bars. Survivor self-defense requires 
proactive and collaborative efforts to dismantle “perfect victim” 
paradigms and build stronger networks of care and connection on 
both sides of the bars and across them. In short, as Mary Shields as-
serts, “We absolutely stick together and fight it.”121 If survival itself 
is against the law — resistant to the law, oppositional to the law — 
then survivor self-defense, as a life-a#rming ethic, can act as a cor-
rosive to the carceral state. Survivor self-defense bolsters resistance 
to violence, insists on solidarity as a practice that is part of everyday 
life, demands a world in which freedom is abundant rather than ex-
ceptional, and, to quote DSD contributor Robbie Hall, allows survi-
vors the space to breathe.122
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